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      The C-3 transport plane bucked against the invisible eddies that swirled around the aircraft, metres above the earth. The Hercules was the workhorse of the air force‚ but it had not been designed to take the kind of punishment that was hammering it now.

      The malevolent storm had appeared from blue skies. Snow pelted the craft and choked the four powerful engines - one of which was still aflame from the missile impact - forcing it rapidly to lose airspeed and precious altitude. Below, the bleak continent of Antarctica beckoned to the Hercules’s passengers with a sub-zero embrace.

      Inside, two twelve-year-old boys‚ Toby and Pete‚ gripped the safety harnesses bolted to their jump-seats, their knuckles white as the plane belly-flopped. Any items not secured jumped into the air and remained there, held in a curious state of zero gravity as they nosedived towards the earth. Toby thought he was going to be sick for sure.

      Having watched countless documentaries on the television he remembered the term ‘parabola’: NASA flew planes towards the earth to simulate zero-G. They were affectionately known as ‘Vomit Comets’. And that’s exactly how he felt now, feeling the bile rise in his throat. They would have about forty seconds of this nauseating feeling before the plane crashed into the ground. And after everything that had happened this week, he was pretty sure they wouldn’t survive that.

      All these thoughts flitted through Toby’s mind in a second. He smashed open the restraining clip on his safety harness and floated out into the cargo area of the aircraft just like he’d seen astronauts do on television. Pete watched Toby free-float out and unbuckled his own belt to join him. Unable to precisely control his movements, Toby rotated upside-down, his inverted perspective disorienting him further.

      Thirty seconds to impact . . .

      ‘We have to open the rear doors!’ yelled Toby over the monstrous droning of the Allison Turboprop engines.

      Pete looked around frantically. ‘The release switch is automated. It’s in the cockpit!’

      ‘Dammit!’ cried Toby. They both knew there was no time to break through into the fortified cockpit and override the drone pilot controls.

      Twenty-five seconds.

      Toby kicked himself away from the bulkhead, and soared towards the rear of the aircraft, steadying himself as he flew over pallets held in place with canvas webbing. He knew once they opened the door the supply pallets would create an additional problem.

      Pete tried to use his arms to swim through the air; instead he revolved uselessly on the spot.

      Toby cried over to him. ‘I can’t do this! This is your area of expertise!’

      Pete threw out a hand and steadied himself by catching the pallet webbing.

      ‘Blast the doors and use the pallets to spring out!’ cried Toby.

      That was the problem with flying; it was difficult to do if you were plummeting. You needed a springboard to push yourself upwards. Even with superpowers, physics always butted its unwelcome nose in.

      Twenty . . .

      Pete laboriously heaved himself over to Toby. Both boys planted their feet against the pallets; coiled for action. Pete removed his glasses - he had long learnt his lesson - and focused on the rear cargo door that opened like a jaw under the Hercules’s tail section.

      BAM! A concentrated beam of blue energy leapt from his eyes and blew the cargo door into twisted metal fragments. Frigid winds sucked at the aircraft’s contents.

      The sudden loss of pressure pulled the contents of the craft out with teeth-jarring speed. The pallets vaulted under their feet, rocketing the teenagers out into the blizzard. Inertia pushed them flat against the boxes underfoot but both boys knew they had to push upwards; otherwise they would simply crash into the ground with the rest of the aircraft.

      Using every part of their remaining strength, they pushed - and suddenly they found themselves flying up, away from the aircraft and its cargo of supply pallets–

      And towards the jagged mountains!

      No sooner had they taken flight, than the Hercules smashed forcibly into the side of the mountain. Pete’s mental countdown had not taken account of the fact that the ground had swept up in the form of the Neptune Mountain Range to meet them.

      The Hercules transport erupted into a vivid orange fireball. Twenty freefalling pallets impacted into the inferno seconds later. Toby could feel the flames licking his heels, but he urged himself to fly faster, throwing out both arms before him, just in case that assisted.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Pete banking downwards, away from the fireball’s path. Toby lost no time in joining him.

      They arced around and down in a flight path that a military jock would term a ‘yo-yo manoeuvre’. Within seconds the steeply sloping, icy flanks of the mountain were underneath them and the Hercules was lost from visibility in the storm.

      The cold bit hard, zapping Toby’s energy even through the multilayered thermal gear that covered almost every centimetre of him. He knew he had no choice but to land firmly on the mountain slope, or risk dropping from the sky and rolling the rest of the way downhill. A quick glance confirmed Pete was thinking the same.

      Toby pivoted so he was no longer aiming headfirst down the mountain. He slowed, dropping the last metre to the ground. He fell on all fours to keep his balance, and sank to his knees and elbows. Pete landed next to him. Already the driving blizzard had coated them with a layer of frost.

      Pete’s teeth chattered. ‘That . . . was a new experience, huh?’

      Before Toby could reply a noise got his attention. It was bass-heavy, countering the wind’s tremolo. The ground beneath them shook; with a feeling of dreadful realization, Toby turned his gaze uphill.

      The flaming carcass of the aircraft was sledging down the hill, and gaining momentum with every second.

      ‘Watch out!’ screamed Toby.

      He had no time to push his friend aside, and no strength to take flight again. Instead he could only leap sideways with the very last of his ebbing strength.

      His face was buried in the snow as he landed, and the world shook around him as the burning twisted debris thundered past like a runaway locomotive. He remained motionless as, seconds later, he was pelted with smaller detritus that bounced off his protective gear. Toby was certain that, had he not been wearing the multiple layers, a jagged piece of shrapnel would have cut him open.

      The ground stopped trembling and the driving wind howled some more. Toby picked himself up and looked wildly around.

      Pete had gone.

      ‘Pete! Where are you?’

      Panic seized him, overriding the permeating chill. He staggered forward.

      ‘Pete! Please?’

      He looked hopelessly around, and then dropped to his knees. With every ounce of self-control, he stopped himself from crying; tears would freeze over his eyeballs in the -50 Celsius atmosphere and no doubt blind him.

      If the aircraft had struck Pete then he would surely be dead. Pete’s current range of superpowers would do nothing to save him from being crushed by a flaming aircraft.

      Dead. Maybe like Lorna, Emily . . . and his mother.

      Toby shook the dark thoughts from his mind and assessed his situation. It was almost as stark. He was two thousand miles away from the nearest civilization, which was located on the tip of Argentina, trapped at over a thousand feet on the snow-covered peak.

      Storm force winds promised to spirit him away if he dared fly again - not that he had the strength.

      His best friend was probably dead. His sister and her friend had been caught, and a madman held his mother captive: an unspeakably evil villain who had demolished Fort Knox in the United States.

      And it seemed Toby was the only person who could now save the world from disaster.

      Talk about a bad week.

      Toby reflected on how the last seven days had transformed their lives beyond imagination. In one moment he and his friends had turned from teenagers into superheroes. The innocence of their youth had been stripped raw.

      Everything had changed the day they chanced on the source of their extraordinary powers . . .
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      It was cold, but crystal blue skies offered a perfect day for shoot ‘em tag in the forest that stood at the end of the road. Brown fronds crunched noisily underfoot, but the flaxen leaves that still clung to the trees offered just enough cover to hide. As usual the game between Toby and Pete was fast and furious. Toby was the more athletic of the two, and pressed his advantage by sprinting through the trees, leaving Pete exhausted by the time he caught up. Plus, Pete was never a good shot. In fact, had the gun been a high energy laser, rather than a toy, half the trees in the forest would have been on fire. Now that would be fun.

      But after almost an hour of punishing combat, the sky had glowered. Bloated clouds rolled across the sun and brought a heavy shower that forced the boys to retreat from the forest. The autumns had become increasingly erratic thanks to their parents’ legacy of global warming. By the time they reached the garden gate the shower had bloomed into a torrential downpour that hammered a rhythmic tattoo against the garden furniture.

      And the back door was locked from the inside.

      ‘Lorna!’ yelled Toby as he rattled the handle and thumped on the wooden frame, flakes of old paint floating to the ground. ‘It’s raining! Open up!’

      Pete had caught him up and joined Toby in beating the door. ‘Why’s it locked?’ he asked, cold raindrops dripping across his glasses and blurring his vision.

      ‘My sister, that’s why.’

      On cue, shrill laughter from the window above got their attention. Lorna brushed her long dark hair from across her face as she watched her brother’s predicament. A flash of blonde hair appeared alongside to watch with equally wicked amusement: Emily.

      ‘Getting wet?’ taunted Lorna. ‘Not a good day to be stuck outside.’

      Toby stood back, waving his plastic  rifle in frustration. ‘Oh, very witty. Very clever. You’ll pass your exams in a flash with comments like that!’

      Pete was not as adept in sarcasm as his friend and shouted, ‘Can’t you see we’re soaked?’

      Lorna was unmoved. ‘Serves you both right!’

      Pete scowled. ‘What’ve I done?’

      ‘Not letting us join in your stupid game,’ chided Lorna.

      The rain was coming down harder; fat drops slapped their faces. And each strike infuriated Toby. ‘If it’s so stupid, then why are you upset?’

      ‘Upset? Do I sound upset? I’m having a great time! I’m in here, nice and warm. And dry.’

      Toby held back his angry reply; he didn’t want to risk aggravating his sister. He swapped a glance with Pete who knew what was coming next. The ultimate weapon.

      ‘If you don’t let us in right now . . . then I’ll tell Mum when she gets back.’

      ‘A bit old for that, aren’t we?’

      So maybe the ‘ultimate weapon’ didn’t apply as much when you’re twelve, or in Lorna’s case, an unscrupulous thirteen and a bit.

      ‘Looks like you’re stuck!’ said Emily with delight.

      Lorna nodded. ‘And after all the stupid jokes you two have played on us, nothing’s going to change our minds.’

      No sooner had the words slipped from her mouth than a jagged lightning bolt stabbed the ground with multiple forks, blasting a pair of heavy branches off a solid oak tree that had dominated the garden for over a hundred years. With a terrifying crack of electricity, fragments of wood shot across the grass.

      Lorna blanched, looking up in shock. Toby and Pete spun round; the smell of charred wood invaded their nostrils as several scarred branches crashed to the floor in a shower of embers just a few metres away.

      

      Toby’s scalp was red by the time Lorna had finished vigorously towelling it dry. Now his hair pointed in every direction, as if he’d been electrocuted.

      ‘Stop it! It hurts,’ complained Toby as he pushed Lorna back.

      ‘I said I’m sorry!’ sighed Lorna. And to her surprise she actually was. Like most siblings, she and Toby fought occasionally (or constantly if you listened to their parents), but it was never too serious.

      The four of them sat around the large, solid-timber kitchen table, with a bottle of cola standing open. Pete refilled his glass for the fourth time, pausing only to belch loudly.

      ‘You almost killed us out there!’ accused Toby.

      Lightning licked across the heavens as if to emphasize his point. It was now a tempest outside, the sky as dark as charcoal.

      ‘Which means we’re stuck with each other in here,’ warned Lorna.

      Pete and Emily exchanged a surreptitious glance.

      They had long watched their friends bicker - and while they openly supported them, inside they wished they’d both just get it over with. Some disagreements had been known to continue for days. And this was just the kind of thing Pete would rather avoid.

      ‘Well, just keep out of my way and we’ll be fine,’ said Toby.

      ‘No more arguments.’

      ‘Fine. We’ll do our own thing.’

      ‘Good,’ said Toby sullenly .

      ‘There are lots of things we can still do inside.’

      There was a pregnant pause.

      Lorna’s and Toby’s eyes locked as though reading one another’s thoughts. Toby’s leg muscles tensed, and by the time he was on his feet Lorna had already bolted ahead of him through the kitchen door.

      Like her brother, Lorna enjoyed sports, in particular cross-country running. But Toby had the advantage in short-distance sprints and he shoved her against the wall as they passed in the hallway, leaving her shouting after him as he entered their father’s study.

      ‘Toby! Stop! That’s so not fair!’

      Emily and Pete followed in their wake, eager to join the chase but unaware of their destination.

      The study was lined with reference books, framed maps, and photographs of exotic destinations, souvenirs from their father’s constant travelling. A heavy desk, the size of a wardrobe, sat in front of massive bay windows offering an impressive view of the garden and the angry storm.

      Toby vaulted the side of the desk and slipped straight into the comfortable leather reclining chair, situated directly in front of a large monitor. He stabbed the desktop computer’s power button as Lorna sprinted into the study and sat heavily on his lap, knocking the breath from him.

      ‘Get off it!’ Lorna shouted, and punched his arm for emphasis.

      ‘Why should I?’ said Toby, trying to push her off with little success. He swallowed the comment he was about to make about Lorna feeling heavier. He knew mentioning her weight would turn the situation nuclear.

      Pete and Emily had now entered the room as the elderly computer booted up, its cooling fan noisily whirling away inside.

      Lorna pressed her weight harder on Toby’s stomach before she climbed off him. ‘Emily and I were going to use that!’ she protested.

      Toby grinned as the loading tune played from the computer’s speakers. ‘Tough. I was here first. You could’ve used it while we were outside.’

      This was a battle as old as time. They’d pleaded for their own computers, then begged for their own phones, but their parents had refused. At first complaining about cost of something that would be out of date a year later, then pointing out they’d break them. Their mother was a nut when it came to how much screen-time they had. At least Emily and Pete both had their own machines at home. Life wasn’t fair.

      Toby’s hand had already manoeuvred the mouse so he could select the browser icon. Two clicks and the broadband connection took him online as thunder boomed outside.

      ‘We have homework to do!’ protested Emily.

      ‘Well go do it then,’ said Pete smugly as he dragged a high-backed wooden chair across to sit by Toby.

      Emily glared at him. ‘I meant on the computer.’ But Toby and Pete already had their noses in the browser, scrutinizing the numerous links on the colourful homepage that had loaded.

      ‘Check out the movie trailers,’ said Pete, placing a greasy fingerprint on the screen as he pointed to the link. He glanced up at Emily. ‘If you’ve homework to do, don’t you have a tablet at home?’

      Emily shrugged her head. She also had an older brother at home who preferred using it, and she was used to having to fight to get her own way. Pete’s attitude annoyed her. It always seemed to change around Toby. When he was alone with her they had fun and he was always looking out for her. But as soon as Toby entered the equation Pete would side with him no matter what. She wasn’t going to allow him to get his own way this time.

      She opened her mouth to respond - as lightning lit up the room like a flashbulb. A second later thunder clapped the air with astonishing fury, making them all jump.

      ‘Storm’s getting worse,’ warned Emily.

      Lorna followed her gaze outside as she had a troubling thought.

      ‘Toby, I don’t think you should be on the phone during a thunderstorm.’

      Toby didn’t look up, as a series of the latest Hollywood movie trailers appeared on-screen. ‘We’re not on the phone. We’re online.’

      ‘Yeah, but it still uses the phone line, stupid.’ She didn’t want to add they’d also lost the plea for cable and a faster connection/

      Pete looked up at her, his mouth forming the words to agree. But whatever sound came out was masked by a blinding flash of lightning and a simultaneous sonorous roll of thunder that made the pictures on the wall rattle as if a bomb had exploded outside.

      Which was close to what had actually happened.

      Lorna saw the jagged fork of lightning lick the top of the telegraph pole at the end of the garden, and when she closed her eyes she still had the ghostly after-image imprinted on her eyeball. None of them saw the electric bolt crackle along the phone cable towards the house.

      The computer made a high-pitched death rattle before the screen went blank.

      Pete’s heart was hammering from the momentary excitement. ‘Wow! That was close!’

      Lorna shook her head. ‘It struck the telephone pole. Look, it killed the computer.’

      Toby stared at the blank screen in horror. ‘Oh, God, no. Not now.’

      A vengeful smile tugged Lorna’s lips. ‘Dad is going to kill you for breaking his computer! All his work is on it!’

      Toby blanched and felt a sudden sickness in the pit of his stomach. Lorna was right. Their father was an archaeologist and, as far as Toby knew, all his research was stored on the hard drive, he never backed anything up.

      ‘Dad’s not even in the country!’ He wondered where exactly he was; somewhere in Mexico, Mum had said.

      His work meant that it was usual for him to disappear for weeks on end with only a satellite phone for communication, and that was usually temperamental at best.

      ‘Lightning could have blown a fuse, or maybe the power pack!’ said Emily.

      Pete looked at her sceptically. ‘Oh, you’re a tech expert all of a sudden?’

      Emily rolled her eyes and tried to hide her smile.

      Pete examined the casing. ‘Listen. The fan’s still on. Maybe it’s just the screen that’s bust?’

      Toby thumbed the monitor’s power button with a faint trace of hope. His spirits lifted as an image slowly returned to the screen.

      ‘Thank God!’ he said, breathing out a huge sigh of relief. He flicked a victorious look at his sister. ‘It’s not dead.’

      Lorna pulled a face. ‘Well, you should get off it before you do break it.’

      Not willing to chance his luck any further, Toby reluctantly agreed. ‘Point taken.’

      His hand found the mouse, guiding it across the desktop to shut the system down. Pete suddenly grabbed his wrist to stop him.

      ‘Wait! That’s not the website we were on before.’

      The movie trailers had been replaced by a completely different set of icons and text, all of it unfamiliar.

      ‘So? You’d still better turn it off,’ warned Lorna.

      Toby waved his hand to silence her. ‘Hold on, Lorn. Take a look. This is weird.’

      Lorna and Emily crowded next to the boys. A bold banner filled the top of the screen: “HERO”.

      ‘This another of your stupid comic book sites?’ Emily asked.

      Pete pointed to the screen, leaving a new greasy splodge where his finger had been. ‘Look at the URL.’

      ‘WWW.Geekybrother, by any chance?’ said Lorna smugly.

      ‘No .com or anything. Weird, it’s not like a proper address.” The address bar on the screen was filled with a series of strange characters that constantly shifted and changed. ‘What kind of site is Hero?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘One that’s not on the Internet,’ said Toby ominously as another flash of lightning and a thunder roll indicated the storm was retreating. But the rain outside drummed more heavily.

      Underneath the banner, a series of four icons stood out. Toby passed the pointer over each, but other than the enigmatic title, there was not another word in English . . . or any other language for that matter.

      ‘Click on something,’ urged Pete.

      ‘OK. The first icon, I suppose,’ said Toby, motioning towards a swirling whirlpool. He clicked and moments later the webpage changed to another series of icons. These looked more familiar: a stickman-like figure in various poses: flexing muscles, lines coming from its eyes, stretched horizontally, shimmering, bloated . . . There were many and Toby had to scroll down the page to see them all.

      ‘This is stupid,’ said Emily. ‘It’s just another dull nerdy website filled with daft emojis.’

      With a faint pop, a smaller window appeared on the screen. Paragraphs of text wavered between dozens of languages before finally solidifying into English.

      ‘I can’t read that. What’s it say?’ said Pete taking off  his glasses and rubbing the dirty lenses vigorously on his shirt.

      Toby read aloud, ‘Welcome to Hero. As new visitors you have a free two-day trial download. Maximum of one download per person. Be sure to check out the mission board and don’t forget to fight on for justice!’

      Silence filled the room as they each took in the words.

      ‘Junk,’ said Lorna. ‘I’ve heard about these things. They ask you to download what turns out to be a virus onto your computer then they take all your bank details.’

      ‘It’s called phishing,’ said Pete.

      Emily glanced at him. ‘You would know that, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘I know a lot of stuff,’ he snapped back defensively.

      ‘So what’s the harm? I don’t have a bank account,’ said Toby.

      ‘Duh! Our parents do! It’s all a big scam to get money!’

      Toby looked thoughtfully at the screen. ‘Maybe they’re just games? And the first two days are free?’

      ‘You’re an idiot,’ said Lorna.

      Toby’s cursor circled the screen, the pointer falling on the icon of the stickman crouching on all fours. ‘We’ve got a virus checker. What’s the worst thing that can happen?’

      His finger clicked the button.

      The screen seemed to ripple. Toby could have sworn the very material forming the screen bulged towards him like a funnel, whipping out to tap him gently on the forehead, all in a split second.

      Lorna gaped at her brother, not quite believing her eyes. But the expressions that Pete and Emily wore confirmed that something bizarre had just occurred.

      ‘Now that was a strange . . . optical illusion. Must have been. You OK, Tobe?’ asked Pete.

      Toby nodded. The room seemed to revolve unsteadily around him as though he’d been spinning on the spot. He placed both hands firmly on the desk to steady himself. ‘I’m fine. Just a little dizzy.’ The feeling passed as soon as he said it. He pulled his hands from the desk.

      They wouldn’t budge.

      Toby frowned. He pulled harder. This time his hands peeled away like a suction cup on a window, complete with a loud noise like a Velcro-strip tearing. The others backed away from him, concern evident on their faces. Toby examined his hands. They seemed normal enough, if a little grubby.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Pete.

      Toby remained silent. He stood up from his chair, hands held straight out with his palms up. His fingers tingled as if he’d been sleeping on them. Some inkling appeared at the back of his mind, spurred on by his overactive imagination.

      ‘Something’s different,’ he mumbled.

      Lorna raised her hand to his shoulder, but the expression on his face made her hesitate. ‘What is it?’

      Toby turned to the curtains and gingerly touched them with one hand. The material instantly stuck to his fingers like glue and would not drop away until he gave his fingers a sharp flick.

      ‘What’s on your hands?’ Lorna asked.

      ‘Some kind of electrostatic charge?’ asked Pete. ‘Like when paper sticks to a comb, or you rub a balloon on your hair and it sticks to the wall.’

      Lorna shot Pete a scornful glance. ‘Thanks for that, Professor. I am in the highest set for science, OK?’

      Peter winced. He hated being called ‘Professor’, that was the nickname the bullies at school had attached to him.

      A million thoughts swirled around in Toby’s mind.

      He’d read enough comics and watched enough hours of cartoons to be able to put the pieces together. Even if the pieces were extremely unlikely, or even impossible.

      He turned to face a wall and extended his hands, palms up, fingers splayed. Toby licked his lips in anticipation; then thrust his hands forward.

      They stuck to the wall!

      Emily’s mouth opened in amazement. ‘What’s happening to you?’

      With a grunt Toby placed one foot against the wall, then the other. They stuck too. Whatever had happened to him had also affected the material of his trainers.

      ‘What the heck?’ exclaimed Lorna, astonished at the sight of her brother held fast against the wall.

      ‘I’m walking . . . on . . . the wall!’ said Toby in astonishment.

      Using all his strength he managed to free his righthand and left foot, positioning them further up the wall.

      Then he followed with his opposite limbs – pushing him higher up the surface.

      Pete pushed his glasses firmly on his nose, as though it would dispel the illusion.

      ‘That’s utterly impossible!’

      Pulling himself further up the wall, Toby positioned himself nose-to-nose with the ceiling.

      ‘Impossible or not . . . he’s doing it,’ said Lorna in an awed voice. She was smart and, if she were under duress, she’d have to admit they all were, but Toby’s actions defied both physics and logic, at least to the best of her knowledge. Surely, she thought, if people could walk up walls then everybody would be doing it? She would have seen it on TV. A voice of reason chimed from the recesses of her mind: she must have fallen unconscious when the lightning struck. This must be a dream.

      But as her nails dug into the palms of her clenched fists the pain assured her she was still conscious, which meant this had to be real.

      ‘We’ll be famous,’ she murmured.

      ‘That’s awesome!’ exclaimed Pete.

      ‘No, that is so weird!’ Emily added.

      ‘Watch this then,’ said Toby, now feeling a little more confident with his new-found skill.

      Leaning backwards as much as he dared, he moved one hand to the ceiling, quickly followed by the other. Making the transition from vertical wall to upside down ceiling with his feet was easier than he’d anticipated.

      This is brilliant,’ he exclaimed as he scuttled across the ceiling like a lizard, as the others started giggling despite their trepidation, ‘except I can feel the blood rushing to my head.’

      Lorna shook her head. ‘This can’t be possible.’

      ‘You’re right,’ said Pete, grinning as he pushed himself into the leather chair and rolled forward to the keyboard. ‘It’s the website! It lets you do the impossible! Gives you the power. I have to try this!’

      Emily craned over his shoulder. ‘How? You can’t just download it. It’s not music you know! You can’t download physical things. If you could, nobody would leave their homes! They’d be downloading pizza all the time.’ She wavered, suddenly uncertain. ‘Can you?’

      Pete tapped the screen. ‘Look! “Hero.com”. Says it all. Toby’s just turned himself into a superhero.’

      Lorna tore her gaze away from her brother. ‘Pete, no! You don’t know the . . .’

      Click! Again the screen seemed to funnel out and tap Pete on his forehead. He found the micro-experience unsettling. Emily blinked, missing the whole event.

      Toby scuttled in a circle on the ceiling. He peered down at them, his voice filled with excitement. ‘Well, what did you choose?’

      Pete shook his head. ‘I have no idea. I was going for the flying guy . . . but the mouse stuck. I clicked on something else.’ He climbed from the chair and stretched his arms expectantly. Nothing happened.

      ‘Come on!’ he screamed. ‘Go!’

      ‘Maybe it only works the once?’ Lorna said.

      Pete walked around the desk to the centre of the room, where he stretched his arms out. ‘The screen said a two-day trial,’ he said. ‘It’s got to work!’

      ‘Try and jump?’ suggested Toby.

      Pete jumped, his feet thumping hollowly on the floorboards. ‘Nothing,’ he reported. A sensation spread through his body, a pleasant kind of pins and needles.

      ‘Maybe it made you stronger or something?’ said Emily.

      Pete flexed both his arms like a champion weightlifter as he strained what feeble muscles he had. His arms grew warmer as blood coursed to his biceps

      WHUMP! Snarling orange flames covered his body as though somebody had covered him in petrol and lit a match. Emily screamed as waves of heat seared her face. She could feel her fringe burning. Lorna stepped back, too amazed to say anything.

      Toby, who was directly above, had the full impact of the heat blast; flames singed his clothing. He threw his arms up to cover his face, flailed wildly and swung, upside down, from both feet.

      Pete stood calmly in the centre of the room, staring at the flames dancing across body and clothing. ‘I can’t feel a thing!’ he exclaimed. ‘It tickles slightly, but it’s not hot. Not even warm.’

      Toby gawped. ‘That’s incredible.’

      ‘It’s impossible,’ Lorna whispered. ‘You should be burnt alive by now.’

      Pete clapped his hands together - a blue spike of fire momentarily gushed from his palms like a Bunsen flame.

      ‘Pete, stop it!’ shouted Emily. She looked and sounded concerned.

      Pete looked up with an expression usually reserved for Christmas Day. ‘This is so cool! I mean hot!’

      ‘You’ll hurt yourself!’ she warned.

      ‘The rug!’ shrieked Lorna.

      All eyes were drawn to Pete’s feet where a circular section of the fine-printed rug had already burned away, the edges smouldering in a slowly increasing circle. Toby just had time to take this in, when an ear-piercing screech made him look round.

      ‘The smoke alarm!’ he said.

      ‘Pete!’ warned Lorna. Then she saw something beyond him. Through the window, past the lightning-struck telegraph pole, a black BMW four-by-four had turned into the drive, windscreen wipers battling the rain.

      ‘Mum’s home!’ wailed Lorna.

      The moment Pete’s attention faltered the flames extinguished in a dull thump. For a moment the four of them stood in confused shock, before Lorna gathered her wits.

      ‘Tobe, turn the computer off! Pete, roll the rug up. We’ll have to hide it for now. Em, help me stop the smoke alarm.’

      Without question everybody moved into action. Toby scuttled down the wall head-first, and with a faint popping noise vaulted both feet off the wall to the floor and twisted his hands free.

      Emily and Lorna dragged a chair into the hallway, directly beneath the smoke alarm. Lorna clambered onto the chair, which creaked under her weight, and stood on her toes - but still the button to mute the device was just out of reach.

      Toby slid in front of the computer and grabbed the mouse, but he hesitated. If he closed the website now, would he ever find it again? Was this his only opportunity? This was something he simply couldn’t ignore; the implications of what had happened were momentous, and he certainly couldn’t let his mother’s bad attitude stop them from exploring the find of the millennium.

      Since turning twelve, Toby had never seemed able to get along with his mother. It wasn’t as though he was always in trouble, in or out of school. It was just a feeling that nothing he did was good enough for her. She just always seemed to favour Lorna, and with his father rarely around, to whom could he turn for support?

      His swell of rebellion was dampened by the sound of the car door closing. He knew he had little alternative. Thinking fast, his hand zipped the mouse pointer across the screen. Moments later the computer was shutting down. He turned the switch off at the mains: just his little contribution to using less energy and saving the planet. Then he raced over to Pete, who was struggling to roll the rug.

      ‘Move it!’ said Toby, helping him.

      Lorna strained for the red smoke alarm button again, annoyed at herself for not being taller. She made one big leap off the chair - and missed. Instead she landed on the floor with both feet, the impact causing a small table to wobble precariously.

      ‘Toby!’ yelled Lorna. ‘I can’t reach the alarm!’

      Pete and Toby stashed the rug in a nook between two bookcases. Pete began to frantically stack the fallen books back on the shelf as Toby raced into the hallway.

      ‘Let me try!’ said Toby as he climbed on the chair.

      But he was marginally shorter than his sister, and the button was well out of reach.

      ‘Can’t you climb up the wall?’ suggested Emily.

      Toby looked at her in surprise. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

      ‘Hurry!’ urged Lorna.

      Toby took a deep breath and launched himself off the chair. Pete ran into the hallway just in time to see Toby stick midway up the wall. He scrambled on to the ceiling as if it was the easiest thing in the world. Racing on all fours, he reached the alarm and stabbed the button - silencing it - just as a key was inserted in the front door lock.

      Lorna used her foot to kick the chair against the wall.

      Toby pulled his feet off the ceiling - and hung from his hands, unable to let go.

      ‘Help!’ he said, as the front door began to swing open.

      Pete and Emily both jumped up and grabbed a leg each. Toby’s arms and legs felt as if they were being plucked from their sockets as they tried to pull him away from the ceiling. He wouldn’t budge. Toby yelled out in pain as Emily hung from his leg, her feet cycling wildly.

      ‘Let go of me!’

      Emily landed back on the floor. Toby heaved himself back to the ceiling and flattened himself just as the door swung fully open. Sarah Wilkinson entered with her arms full of paperwork and her wet black hair plastered across her forehead.

      ‘Hi, Mum!’ said Lorna in a bright voice she hoped would hide her nervousness. Emily and Pete forced wide smiles on their faces and they all tried to avoid looking up at the ceiling.

      Directly above them Toby held his breath, not daring to move a muscle. He didn’t know if it was his imagination, but it felt as if his grip was giving way.

      Sarah frowned, suspicious at being greeted in such a welcoming manner. She looked around. ‘Where’s your brother?’

      ‘Oh . . . he’s hanging about.’ Lorna thought her mother looked tired; in fact she often did these days, and she hoped it was not because of her mother’s diabetes. But even with the fatigue she showed, Sarah still seemed young for her age _ thirty-eight was ancient by any standards, and Lorna hoped that she’d inherited her mother’s genes.

      Sarah looked suspiciously at Pete. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Nothing. Need a hand?’ asked Pete, pointing to her bundle of papers.

      That off-the-cuff offer of assistance deepened Sarah’s suspicions. ‘Seriously, what’s happening here?’

      Lorna smiled innocently. She was good at that. ‘Nothing. We were all just . . . doing homework.’

      A smell snagged Sarah’s nostrils. ‘Can I smell . . .

      ‘Burning?’ Lorna didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes, but it’s OK. Lightning hit the telephone wire outside. It sparked a lot. Gave us all a scare. But we’re fine. No damage done.’

      Sarah closed the door behind her and nodded. She knew her children’s penchant for getting into mischief, but nothing seemed out of place. And if there was a crisis, she hoped she’d raised them to be self-sufficient enough to cope with it.

      She was worried because they didn’t see much of their parents these days. Her workload had increased, and her husband was forever away on field trips. Right now she was too tired, and wanted nothing more than to take her insulin and sink into a relaxing bath.

      ‘If you say so. Just don’t use the computer. I need to work on it tonight and I don’t want it damaged by lightning.’ Sarah moved into the lounge, her voice receding.

      Toby let out a huge breath and scuttled safely down the wall. Lorna wheeled around on him with an accusing finger.

      ‘See? You nearly got us into trouble. You and that stupid website.’

      ‘What did I do?’

      Lorna and Emily trudged upstairs. ‘I guess that’s the end of that!’

      Toby and Pete exchanged a glance. They both knew she was wrong. Something like this could not be forgotten, or swept aside. Something like this needed to be explored and tested.

      It was simply too much fun to ignore.
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      Lorna heaved a cart top-heavy with local delivery boxes. Toby was with her, providing the legwork between the cart and the doorsteps. Following the previous day’s excitement and resulting arguments, a sullen silence had hung over them. It was still there as they picked up their delivery round from the newsagent’s.

      For the last two years the local grocery shop had started home deliveries – local produce for the local area, and it had been a huge success. They had been amongst the first to take on the routes around the shop, while those adults lucky enough to drive did the further calls.

      Their parents had insisted that earning their own money would be good for them. And, on the whole, both Lorna and Toby agreed – at least when Mr Patel finally got around to paying them. He was already two months behind, not because Mr Patel was mean, he was just forgetful.

      Last night they had all gathered in Toby’s bedroom before Emily and Pete had left, and tried to evoke Toby’s powers again, after persuading Pete not to try his, as they didn’t want to burn the house down. But nothing happened. Whatever magic had triggered the effect, it had gone.

      After their friends had left, Lorna spent the night complaining that she and Emily had not had the chance to try the powers bestowed by the website.

      Toby thought it was a typical change of attitude and had decided not to mention that he had saved the website in his ‘Favourites’. He was still mulling over what had happened.

      Overnight his entire outlook on life had changed. He’d always liked comic books and loved films, but he knew they were fiction - nothing more. The world was not under constant threat, people couldn’t fire lasers from their eyes, and monsters were not real.

      Yet now he’d seen the evidence of superpowers first-hand and if he was wrong about that, what else existed out there? Now the world seemed full of incredible opportunities. Suddenly it didn’t seem all that bad. Perhaps that’s why they didn’t see their father? Maybe he wasn’t a mild-mannered archaeologist but really a superhero, saving the world from heinous villains?

      Stopping, he dutifully took the box from the top of the pile and approached the next house lost in thought. His hand reached for the gate latch, prompting the angry Rottweiler on the other side to bristle with fury and throw its full weight against the gate, which shook violently.

      Startled, Toby backed away. The snarling beast clawed at the wire mesh, barking furiously. As gently as he could, Toby dropped the box over the gate, the confused mutt turning its attention to the plastic by trying to bite its way in.

      Lorna snorted out a laugh. ‘You’re as white as a sheet!’

      Toby treated her to an accusing glare. ‘Oh, talking now, are we? Just takes my near death to get you speaking again?’

      ‘Look who’s talking! You haven’t even mumbled for the last half hour. That’s just not like you.’

      ‘Well, doesn’t this all seem, I don’t know . . . mundane after last night?’

      ‘How would I know? I never got to have a go.’

      ‘Aw, don’t start that again. You were telling me not to click on anything.’

      ‘Well . . . I was wrong.’ Toby blinked in surprise. Hearing his sister admit to being wrong was unnatural. ‘And I wanted to try. Don’t look at me like that. I couldn’t exactly agree with you. Especially not in front of Em.’

      Toby cast a last glance at the dog, which was now headbutting the container, before continuing up the street.

      ‘Apology accepted.’

      ‘It wasn’t an apology.’‘

      Well, it should have been. What if I told you we could try again? Promise not to flip out?’

      A smile played across Lorna’s mouth. ‘Really?’

      Toby checked the next garden was free from predators before taking the next box from the cart. Lorna grabbed his arm before he could move away.

      ‘Tell me!’

      Toby tried to pull free, but Lorna wasn’t letting go.

      ‘OK . . . I’ll tell you. But it’s my find. My rules.’ Lorna opened her mouth to object‚ -but was silenced by Toby’s look. ‘OK? So don’t go snooping around without me. Do we have a deal?’

      Lorna released his arm. ‘OK! Your rules, I get it.’

      ‘I saved it in the computer’s favourites’ Lorna looked at him in surprise. Of course, it was obvious! ‘But there was no web address. Will that work?’

      A shadow of doubt clouded Toby’s face but he turned to conceal it from his sister. ‘Why wouldn’t it? It worked well enough last night.’

      ‘Can we try it? Later?’

      ‘Well, it did say we have a two day trial. So it has got to be today. I’m going to call Pete over.’

      ‘I’ll tell Em.’

      ‘If you must. So we’re agreed? My find, my rules. Mum is out tonight so we’ve got as much time as we need.’

      ‘OK. But this time we need to be prepared. I don’t want us to burn the house down.’

      ‘No problem. I’m in charge of the website and superpowers. You’re in charge of safety.’ Toby sniggered.

      He’d just assigned himself the coolest job. Sometimes his sister was such a sucker.

      

      The doorbell rang at 3:31.

      Pete entered first, giddy with excitement and with a pile of comics tucked under his arm. Emily followed, shaking her head. ‘He’s been talking about Spider-Man and Superman all the way down here. Incessantly.’

      Pete and Emily lived two streets apart, and their paths often crossed on the trek to the Wilkinsons’. It was an unavoidable fact they had both long come to terms with and eventually started to enjoy, although they would not dare admit that to anyone, let alone each other.

      ‘This is all relevant,’ said Pete. ‘You’re lucky I read these things, because that now makes me something of an expert.’ The comics also proved a handy method of tuning out his parents’ arguments, which had been increasing in intensity of late. Focusing on the world within a comic or a book allowed him to avoid the reality around him. But he didn’t want to burden his friends with that.

      Emily shook her head doubtfully. ‘Yeah, right.’

      Lorna led them into the study where Toby waited, impatiently pacing the room. True to his word he had not booted up the computer until everybody arrived.

      Lorna nodded. ‘OK, Tobe. Let’s do this.’

      Toby shot into the chair and thumbed the power button. He nervously drummed his fingers as the machine ground to life.

      ‘I wonder if this will work without a storm?’ he said.

      ‘We better hope so. There’s nothing we can do about that,’ said Lorna.

      ‘I haven’t heard of anything like this,’ said Pete, waving a dog-eared comic for emphasis. ‘I searched online at home. Looked everywhere, but couldn’t track that site down or find any mention of it at all. Nothing anywhere. No social media, blogs, nothing. It simply doesn’t exist.’

      Lorna snatched an Aquaman comic from Pete and took a seat next to her brother, as she flicked through it. ‘So instead, you’re using comic books for reference material?’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Duh! They’re comic books. Not real life.’

      ‘What if you’re wrong?’

      Lorna shrugged as though the answer was obvious. ‘I don’t think I am. It’s such a geeky idea that it scares me.’

      Toby stepped in to save his friend. ‘Well they may not exactly be all true stories. But maybe they’re written with some deeper meaning?’

      ‘Like those fake news stories claiming Elvis lives on the moon?’

      Emily frowned. ‘Who’s Elvis?’

      Toby shook his head. ‘So narrow-minded.’

      Lorna thumped him on the shoulder, normally an action that preceded a ruckus chase around the house - but not this time. Toby was concentrating on the screen as the computer’s desktop appeared.

      ‘We’re up and running.’

      Pete and Emily crowded around him. Toby treated them all to an appropriately solemn look. ‘Fingers crossed, everybody.’

      He launched the browser and they waited for the homepage to appear. Electrons moved at the speed of light from their computer, tunnelling through the phone exchange and onward to their ISP server, located in a subterranean bunker somewhere on the other side of the country. The powerful computers relayed the information, identified the IP address of the specific server the homepage was located on and shot it back into the telephone exchange.

      The data bumped a satellite ride, before beaming down to a receiver dish at a ground station. It navigated through the phone exchange once more, as it headed towards another server halfway around the world. The server acknowledged the request and issued a stream of data along a similar route - and back to Toby’s computer, all in a couple of seconds.

      ‘We’re online.’

      Toby moved to the favourites menu. He could have sworn the mouse pointer was moving sluggishly as he clicked. Another menu zipped down the screen, filled with a collection of sports and movies websites. And at the bottom: one simply labelled ‘HERO’.

      Click.

      The page changed to a blank screen. Nothing happened.

      Pete groaned in disappointment. ‘The find of the millennium, and we’ve lost it!’

      ‘Wait,’ said Toby. ‘Something’s happening!’

      The web address appeared on-screen, once more a moving string of illegible characters. And then the same basic page as last time appeared.

      Lorna laughed aloud. ‘It worked! Good thinking, Tobe.’

      Even the excitement of finding the website took a fleeting back seat to the rare compliment from his sister. Lorna’s hand suddenly lashed out, stopping him from enthusiastically clicking the mouse.

      ‘Take it easy! This time, we’ll read it, carefully.’

      Calming himself, Toby clicked on the download page.

      Again the screen changed to hundreds of separate icons; a pop-up window appeared, the text wavering through a series of languages before settling on English. Lorna read it aloud.

      ‘Welcome to your final day of the free trial. Welcome, Heroes! Please choose your download carefully and enjoy an hour of super fun.’

      Pete nodded sagely. ‘An hour! That’s why it didn’t work again last night.’

      Toby scrolled the message window down a little more as Lorna continued. ‘Once you have chosen your powers, then please check out the job board.’

      ‘Job board?’ exclaimed Pete. ‘Why would we want a job?’

      ‘That’s what it says. And there’s a disclaimer at the bottom.’ Lorna squinted as a slab of text appeared in a smaller font. She took a deep breath and read rapidly:

      ‘Hero is not liable for any damage, destruction, loss of equipment, premises, or life; including loss of limb, brain function, or other biological necessities. Loss of personal possessions, sanity, or loved ones is the sole responsibility of the End User (He, She, It, who chooses to use such powers). We do not condone the use of powers for monetary gain, selfish or evil pursuit, and absolve ourselves from any such claim, misuse, or misunderstanding.’

      ‘Wow,’ said Emily. Her parents were both lawyers, so she had grown up amongst headache-inducing contracts and declarations that she had found around the house. Her father had even jokingly created one relating to dispensing her pocket money. ‘Incomprehensible legalese’ was the term he was most proud of using. ‘Now that’s a warning.’

      ‘Loss of life . . .’ said Toby quietly.

      Lorna nudged him gently in the ribs. ‘Not chickening out now, are you?’

      ‘Well . . . no. Just . . . it didn’t occur to me that it could actually be dangerous.’

      ‘Dangerous? Pete almost burnt the house down!’

      Pete nodded proudly. ‘I nearly did.’

      Toby shifted in his seat, suddenly aware that he was being the only rational person in a room of eager crazies. ‘It’s just that last night didn’t feel dangerous. I mean, who created this website? There’s no company name or contact information on it. Is this even legal?’

      Lorna tugged the mouse from his grasp. ‘Look, plastic bags have warnings on them, saying that they could be dangerous and cause suffocation. But do you feel frightened when you use one?’

      ‘No, but I use plastic bags properly. I don’t shove them over my head.’

      ‘Then we’ll use these powers properly,’ Lorna said in a tone of voice that suggested further conversation would be pointless. She closed the warning box and was about to select a download option when another text-box appeared on-screen with a loud ping. She scanned the text with increasing excitement.

      ‘It says: as a special offer, all powers come with a free flying upgrade to allow you to sample the jobs on offer!’

      Pete and Emily erupted with simultaneous enthusiasm: ‘Flying?’

      The excitement was infectious, and Toby caught it again. ‘OK. Let’s do this.’

      Lorna closed the box and hovered the mouse over a variety of icons.

      ‘What do they all mean?’

      Pete pointed to one icon that had wavy lines emanating from a stick figure’s head.

      ‘To me, this looks like some kind of vision power.’

      ‘Vision power?’ said Emily. She was feeling a little lost, as she hadn’t read a comic book in her life and didn’t really watch many films.

      Toby waved his hand dismissively, as though the answer was obvious. ‘The lines are around his head. X-ray vision, that kind of thing.’

      Emily blushed. ‘So you could see through clothes?’

      Toby hesitated. That hadn’t occurred to him; he was thinking more along the lines of walls and bank vaults. Seeing through clothing was another cool application.

      Lorna pointed to a similar icon, but this time the lines were straight and dashed, not wavy. ‘What’s this one? Looks almost the same. Or this one over here?’ In fact there were half a dozen icons, all subtly different.

      Toby shrugged. ‘You’ll know when you try.’

      ‘That’s not very helpful.’

      ‘Come on, hurry up!’ said Pete impatiently.

      Lorna circled the mouse, then clicked on her original choice, the figure sporting wavy lines around the head. The screen flickered, funnelling out slightly as though it was made from liquid metal. But this time it snaked at an angle - as Lorna was not directly in front of the screen -  and poked her temple. She stepped away from the computer as she felt something course through her.

      Toby looked at her curiously. ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Can you see through my clothes?’ asked Pete with a nervous tremor in his voice.

      Lorna thought for a moment as she stretched her arms as though yawning. ‘Tingling all over. What do you think will happen if I’

      ‘Not in here,’ Toby interrupted. ‘Remember what Pete did to the rug? I’m sure Mum would throw us out of the house if you blew the study apart. Well, she’d throw me out at least. She thinks you can’t do any wrong.’

      Lorna ignored the last sentence, but had to agree with his logic. Trepidation made her voice quaver slightly. ‘OK, we’ll try outside. Hurry up and get yours.’

      Toby nodded to Emily and gestured towards the computer. ‘You haven’t tried yet.’

      Emily examined Lorna, as though double-checking that she were still alive. She scanned the icons, searching more for a pleasurable picture than trying to decipher their meaning. One depicted a figure with horizontal lines crossing the length of the body. This pleased her.

      She clicked and the screen warped towards her like a living entity.

      She backed away, shivering slightly as an agreeable tingle shot down her spine. Other than that, she seemed fine.

      ‘Do you think it has worked?’ she asked.

      ‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ said Lorna. ‘Somebody better keep an eye on the time. We only have an hour, remember.’

      Pete pulled out his mobile and set a timer. ‘The alarm will go after an hour.’

      Toby was still feeling wary. He gestured to Pete. ‘You’re up.’

      Pete eagerly grabbed the mouse. He hungrily studied the icons and chose one that depicted a figure with circles coming from his hands .‘Let’s see what this is.’ Intrigued, he clicked and shut his eyes because the moving screen unnerved him. A second later a prickling feeling rushed through him from his head to his toes, followed by a warmth, similar to a hot bath.

      Lorna looked impatiently out of the window, all too keen to step outside. ‘Hurry, Tobe.’

      Toby had had a little longer to take in the pictograms than the others. He slid the pointer across the screen and clicked quickly before anybody could see which one he’d chosen.

      Click. Tingle. The gift was transferred.

      Toby rose from the chair, a little unsteadily, and made towards the door. ‘OK, let’s try them out!’

      ‘Wait,’ said Lorna as she returned to the computer. ‘Remember the instruction mentioned a job board?’

      She scrutinized the screen and immediately identified an icon at the top: a rectangular frame with lots of small squares dotted around inside; it seemed an obvious icon for a noticeboard. She clicked.

      The screen went blank, and was then replaced by two buttons. One labelled: SEARCH BY DISTANCE; the other SEARCH BY RISK.

      The second option alarmed her, and Pete must have thought the same. ‘Click on the distance one,’ he said. ‘We don’t want to have to go very far.’

      Lorna complied. A list appeared on-screen, a heading read: NEAREST TO FURTHEST - 10/134

      That’s a lot of crime,’ said Pete.

      The first one grabbed their attention: CITY CENTRE BANK ROBBERY.

      ‘What do you think?’ Lorna asked.

      Emily shrugged. ‘Click it. I still think this must be some kind of weird interactive game otherwise we would have heard about it on the TV news.’

      Lorna clicked before she remembered that none of them had watched TV that day, so had no idea what was happening beyond the back garden. A single word flickered up: ACCEPTED!’

      Then, quite suddenly, they knew the location of the bank heist as if the information had been downloaded directly into their brains.

      Pete spoke up first. ‘The National Bank on the main street. I have a savings account there!’

      Emily was surprised. ‘How can we possibly know that?’

      ‘Telepathy?’ grinned Pete. ‘This is getting cooler by the second.’

      Lorna stood up, not thinking of the mission, but burning with curiosity about what power she had downloaded. ‘Let’s try them out, come on!’

      

      Outside they stood in a line, all facing the giant oak at the bottom of the garden that had been struck by lightning. The ground was still soggy underfoot, but at least it was warmer out today. Toby glanced around to make sure there were no curious neighbours watching.

      ‘Coast’s clear.’

      ‘I’ll go first,’ said Lorna. She looked at the tree and squinted, concentrating on making something transpire. ‘Nothing’s happening.’

      ‘Give it a min’ Toby was cut off as a brilliant flash of light burst like a firework from Lorna’s eyes followed by an energy blast that struck the side of the tree. It tore a ten centimetre hole through the solid trunk and sent a shock through the boughs, shaking some of the tree’s remaining brown leaves to the ground. Lorna was rocked backwards on her heels, and she fell hard on her backside. Emily and Toby, closest to Lorna, rushed to help her stand.

      ‘Lorn, you OK?’ asked Toby.

      Lorna rubbed her eyes. She nodded, blinking rapidly. ‘I’m fine . . . fine.’

      ‘You hurt your eyes?’ asked Emily.

      ‘Don’t think so. Do they look OK?’

      Emily examined them. ‘A little bloodshot, but nothing bad.’

      ‘That was so cool!’ screamed Pete who had been rooted to the spot the whole time. ‘You’ve got laser-vision! That’s unbelievably brilliant!’

      Lorna composed herself, although her thoughts were a combination of terror and exhilaration. She looked down the garden at her handiwork. The hole was perfect, with the edges fused. ‘This is bizarre,’ she whispered under her breath.

      Pete was almost bouncing on the spot. ‘I’ve got to try next!’ And without waiting for an answer he spun towards the tree and extended his hands in the best comic book action stance he could muster.

      A stream of white liquid shot from the pores on his palms and whatever it struck suddenly had a coating of thick ice. Already he had sprayed enough to cover a two metre section of the tree trunk before he managed to stop the ice-blast by shaking his hands as though they were wet.

      He whooped with delight. The layer of ice creaked ominously, but had already started to melt.

      Lorna was caught in the extraordinary moment; the logical part of her brain was gagged into silence. ‘Ice. Neat. That literally is cool. Em?’

      Everybody turned to Emily who seemed to shrink back from the sudden peer pressure. ‘I’m not sure I want to . . .’

      ‘You’ll be fine,’ Lorna said soothingly. She put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about it, you’ll be fine. I am, and Pete is, and he’s tried this thing out twice. Just point, and . . . think. It feels almost natural when it happens.’

      ‘I don’t know what I chose,’ she protested.

      ‘Neither did we,’ said Pete. ‘Just calm down and you’ll feel it tingling in your body.’

      And she did. It started in her solar plexus, pleasant butterflies that spread outwards across the length of her body until it reached the tips of her toes, the ends of each finger and the top of her head. She had the impression that the tingling was continuing to build into a pulse as though her body could not contain it and should let it burst out, like a dam breaking under the surge of a flood.

      BAM! It sounded like a miniature thunderclap from where Emily was standing. Was. Everybody blinked, but it was clear she had vanished.

      ‘Emily?’ For a brief second Toby thought she had exploded, but something on his peripheral vision caught his eye – it was Emily.

      She glanced around in surprise. One moment she had been looking towards the tree, and now she was standing underneath the towering branches. Her hand reached out for the trunk to steady herself, her fingers touching the rime Pete had laid down. ‘What happened?’

      Pete was first to deduce her power. ‘You teleported!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’ve got the ability to move through space. From one location to another! Over great distances, or through walls! Well, probably through walls. That’s what they can do in comic books.’

      Lorna whooped with delight. ‘Incredible! Try it again!’

      Emily shook her head and walked towards them on her trusty legs. ‘I’d rather not, yet. That’s something I’ll have to get used to.’

      Toby flexed his fingers as the others turned to him.

      ‘I can shoot lasers from my eyes, Emily can teleport, and Pete can shoot ice from his fingers. What can you offer to our little super-team?’ said Lorna with a wry smile.

      Toby licked his lips and remembered how he felt yesterday. ‘I already know mine. I picked the same as yesterday.’

      Pete pulled a face. ‘Why?’

      ‘Well, I . . .’

      Lorna jabbed an accusing finger. ‘You knew it was safe, didn’t you?’

      Toby stiffened defensively. ‘I liked it. Didn’t have time to explore what else I could do.’

      ‘No! You used us as guinea-pigs just in case anything went wrong!’

      ‘That’s not true! I was just . . . I got scared!’

      Emily tilted her head in agreement. ‘Come on, Lorna. I don’t blame him for that. I was scared.’

      Lorna shot her brother a look that seemed to say ‘traitor’.

      Pete stepped between them. ‘This isn’t the time to fight. We’ve only got these powers for an hour.’ He glanced at his watch, relieved to see that it hadn’t iced over. ‘And we’ve been out here about twelve minutes. We’ve got a job to do, remember?’

      Toby blinked. ‘The bank! In the excitement I’d forgotten about that.’

      Pete pulled his mobile phone from his jeans’ pocket. His fingers danced over the controls.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ Emily asked.

      ‘Setting the phone’s alarm, so when it sounds we know our powers are just about to run out.’

      Toby nodded. ‘Good idea, but how are we going to make it into the city in time?’

      Lorna held her arms out wide. ‘Boy, you really have forgotten. We’ll fly!’

      

      Flying was not all it was cracked up to be. Pete, his head charged with the knowledge of a thousand comic books, had boldly strode forward and thrown himself in the air, arms outstretched - only to land face first in the mud, his glasses tumbling away, the frames twisted but luckily not broken.

      After that everybody had been cautious, although fully aware of the minutes passing by. Lorna had criticized the lack of instructions that came with the powers and wanted to complain, but to whom, they had no idea.

      Emily and Toby took a few turns, leaping from the wall that divided the patio from the shaggy grass lawn.

      Neither had succeeded, although when Pete suggested they ‘feel the tingle’ as he now called it, Emily had dematerialized in a loud clap, only to reappear at the bottom of the driveway, a feat that once more unnerved her.

      Lorna was the one to crack the secret on her first try, much to Toby’s annoyance. She threw herself forward as though she was a goalkeeper diving to save the crucial World Cup penalty. As she arced centimetres from the ground her whole body slid forwards on an unseen cushion of air, and she gracefully pirouetted upright.

      She accelerated to the height of the house, before slowly lowering herself back to the ground, whooping and giggling all the way.

      ‘How . . . ?’

      Pete began, still rubbing his grazed arm.

      ‘It’s so easy!’ Lorna declared. ‘All you have to do is fall up!’

      Stony silence greeted this comment. Lorna’s expression dropped as she saw the uncomprehending faces.

      ‘You’re a genius,’ said Pete sarcastically.

      ‘I know, it sounds stupid. But it’s not. You know when you fall, you get that feeling of being out of control, like the ground has just slipped from under your feet and you reach out for anything to support you? When you get that feeling of being totally out of control, all you have to do is try and push upwards. Normally impossible. But in this case . . .’

      She demonstrated again. The second time she displayed more grace in the launch and even managed to hover so she could watch the others.

      ‘It feels like the most natural thing in the world, just like walking!’

      Toby tried and failed, but at least he managed to land on his side to cushion the blow. Lorna chided him, saying he wasn’t trying hard enough.

      Pete, glasses twisted back on his nose, threw himself with wild abandon - and swooped high in the air, much further than Lorna had dared. He even performed a backward loop before rushing head-first back to earth, only spinning his feet the right way round at the very last moment, before slowing to a perfect hovering stop next to Lorna.

      ‘Brilliant!’ he whooped.

      Gritting his teeth and determined not to be out-done, Toby launched forward and lifted from the ground. His delight was suddenly tempered by the fact he was gaining no height and rushing straight for the tree. He heard everybody yell advice, but the words were gibberish to him. By sheer willpower, he managed to turn his body skywards - but not before skimming through the edge of the tree’s branches, which whipped hard against his face. Once airborne though, he quickly worked things out and hovering soon became second nature.

      Emily succeeded with her next attempt, although she zoomed around the garden like a rapidly deflating balloon before she managed to stop.

      

      Once they were all airborne it was Pete’s idea to head for the clouds and use them as cover. Everybody followed since they couldn’t think of an excuse to use if the neighbours saw them performing the impossible.

      Pete spotted the railway line below and followed it towards the town centre. He had always loved making maps, and spent a silly amount of time of randomly scrolling through satellite maps of the world when he was online. It was much more fun than then being cyberbullied on social media.

      Next to him, Toby spotted the town hall and pointed it out. He opened his mouth to speak, but a rush of air swept the sentence away. He barely heard Pete’s excited screams, as he wildly pointed towards the ground. But their meaning was clear enough. The bank was below them.

      

      As they slowed to descend Toby had managed, at last, to speak. ‘We can’t just land in the middle of the street!’

      ‘Why not?’ asked Pete.

      ‘Don’t you think that’d be a little odd? There’s people everywhere!’

      Lorna nodded. ‘Very good point. Over there, there’s an alley. We can land there.’

      ‘Yes, but same problem! Anybody in the street could look up and see us, even if we land somewhere out of the way.’

      ‘Then we better do it quickly.’

      ‘Anyway,’ said Pete, ‘who looks up in this city?’

      After landing they stepped out into the street and headed towards the bank at the end of the road. The bank was old, with pillars holding up a porch on which was mounted an elegant clock.

      Pete eagerly led the way but Toby caught up with him and tugged on his arm.

      ‘We can’t just go in there and start leaping about.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Two reasons. One, people might recognize us. We should have worn disguises. That’s why superheroes wear masks! And two, we downloaded the powers roughly half an hour ago.’

      ‘More like forty-two minutes,’ said Pete glancing at his watch.

      ‘So unless the website can predict the future, we’ve probably missed the robbery altogether!’

      ‘What do you suggest? We all just go home?’ said Pete angrily.

      Before Toby could reply a mighty boom rattled the street and he saw a black cloud billowing from the bank. They ran for cover as windows exploded in a shower of lethal shards, smoke rolling through.

      Pedestrians in the street screamed and fled for safety.

      The robbery was happening right now!
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      Four silhouettes strode through the smoke, leaving the bank with an air of confidence, despite the chaos around them. Toby risked a glance from behind the bonnet of a Ford minivan that now had a football-sized lump of masonry poking through the windscreen. It had been the nearest place to hide. Everybody in the street had fled in panic, although the swirling smoke made it difficult to see very far.

      ‘Look!’ Toby whispered in awe.

      The others peered cautiously from their refuge. As the smoke parted the figures resolved into muscular men, all wearing the same gunmetal grey and black jumpsuits, with a tornado motif on their chests. They surveyed the street, eyes protected by deep-red-tinged shades. Sleek combat rifles swept around the deserted street.

      ‘They’ve got guns,’ observed Pete. ‘What do we do?’

      In the rush to exercise their powers, the thought hadn’t occurred to any of them that the bank thieves would be armed. Guns meant there was a very real danger of getting killed.

      ‘Stay here!’ said Emily. ‘Let the police handle it.’

      As if on cue the wailing sirens of a pair of police cars could be heard. The vehicles screeched around the corner, the drivers jamming on their brakes as they tried to avoid the lumps of concrete that now dotted the street.

      The two cars slid sidelong, rubber from their tyres leaving black tracks on the road before they came to a halt.

      The cops inside didn’t even have a chance to leave the vehicles before the four thugs turned their weapons on them.

      Toby blinked. Instead of the lethal hail of bullets he was expecting, the guns shot football-sized globs of black resin. The glue rapidly expanded as it came into contact with the police cars, swelling and effectively sealing the doors shut and blocking the windows. In seconds the two police cars were covered in masses of black glue. He felt Lorna grab his arm in a steel grip.

      ‘Someone else is coming out!’ she said.

      Toby’s attention was forced back to the bank. The newcomer was slightly taller than the gun-toting men. His head was deformed, shaped like a large drink cup from any fast-food joint, exposing a tall, broad forehead on which blue veins visibly writhed like worms under the milky-white skin. His cranium was crowned in lank black hair, which had streaks of white through it. He too wore the unusual red shades, and the same uniform as the others with the addition of a flowing cape that trailed on the floor behind him. Tight muscles flexed underneath the material, making him appear powerful and dangerous. In each black-gloved hand he clutched a metal, impact-resistant case. They looked heavy and Toby doubted all four of them together could lift them. Bundles of banknotes were trapped in the case lids, obviously having been quickly pushed in. His mouth was twisted into a playful grin.

      ‘Bet he’s the boss,’ whispered Pete.

      ‘What’re we going to do?’ asked Lorna, her voice tight with fear.

      ‘The police can’t even get near them.’

      ‘We’ve got to stop him. That’s why we’re here, right?’

      Emily shook her head. ‘Pete, this is dangerous. I thought it’d be some kind of game or reality show or something!’

      Pete freaked out, only just keeping his voice a harsh whisper. ‘Game? Em, we just flew here. You’re teleporting through the air and Lorna’s firing laser beams from her eyes. How much more real do you think this is? Are you stupid?’

      Emily was affront. ‘No! I’m frightened! And we could die!’

      ‘Come on. We’re superheroes!’ Pete was angry. Why had they gone through all of this, if not to confront the villain? Pete’s daily life usually consisted of avoiding thugs at school, and the leg home was always perilous. He was clever, which made him a target. He’d long fantasized that he could have super-strength to pound his tormentors into pulp and now he had the means.

      ‘Guys,’ said Toby who was still watching the bank robbers. ‘We’d better do something fast. I think they’re getting ready to leave.’

      The lead thug was staring into the sky expectantly. His accomplices had now formed a protective cordon around him, eyeing the streets for trouble.

      Lorna took a deep breath to calm down and laid are assuring hand on Emily’s arm. ‘If we do this, we do it together. And if things go wrong, we leave in a hurry. Right?’

      Toby’s heart was pounding with excitement. Pete’s eyes were as wide as saucers; an expression Toby had last seen when they had ridden the country’s tallest roller-coaster together. Emily was terrified, her forehead beaded with perspiration, but she nodded vigorously.

      Highbrow tapped one of several buttons mounted on an oblong wrist pad strapped to his left forearm. He did a double take when he noticed the four kids walking bravely down the street. They spread out an arm’s length from one another, and struggling shafts of sunlight that poked through the dust lent an ethereal effect to the scene. All that was missing was a theme tune and slow-motion walk. His henchmen whirled round, resin-rifles raised. But they faltered when they saw the defenceless children.

      Toby could hardly hear his footsteps crunching the glass and brick debris underfoot and his heart was drumming so loudly that when he spoke his voice sounded distant.

      ‘Robbery’s over! Put the money down!’ he heard himself shout.

      The snarl that crossed the villain’s face slowly transformed into a deep laugh that echoed spookily between the deserted buildings. He dropped the cases and pushed his hands together, offering them forward as though wanting to be handcuffed. When he spoke his voice was gravelly, sounding like that of an old chain-smoker.

      ‘Oh, please don’t kill me! Arrest me now! You’re just too clever for me, kids!’

      Toby and his gang stopped several metres away, the villain’s actions catching them by surprise.

      ‘Get your men to put their weapons down,’ said Pete who watched them cautiously.

      Highbrow scrutinized them like a headmaster over unruly pupils. He stood with his hands on his hips, and the cape chose that moment to billow impressively behind him in the breeze.

      ‘And exactly who are you?’ he enquired.

      ‘We’re superheroes. And we’re stopping you,’ said Pete boldly.

      ‘Really? Superheroes, you say? Well, fancy that.

      Impressive costumes. Part of the Invisible Brigade? Or maybe junior members of the Titanic Team? Well . . . people call me Doc Tempest.’ He smirked, exposing yellowing teeth that resembled shark fangs. ‘And I’m here to . . . kill you.’

      With a casual gesture, his troopers fired in unison.

      In times of danger the human body produces adrenalin to fuel an ancient ‘fight or flight’ instinct. For Toby, Lorna, Emily, and Pete the world seemed to slow to a crawl as the chemical globules fired from the weapons headed straight at them. They all chose the same initial instinct - flight.

      Literally.

      Toby, Pete, and Lorna darted skyward without thinking. Emily tensed, and abruptly disappeared with a thunderclap just as the glue-balls collided on the ground where they had once stood, and inflated into a giant gooey mass that would have ensnared and suffocated them.

      Doc Tempest looked around in mute surprise. Lorna and Pete landed on separate sides of the street. Toby flew towards and over Doc Tempest, landing next to the large ornate clock that stood over the bank’s entrance. He hung to the vertical surface like a spider.

      Doc Tempest twisted around to follow his progress and was surprised to see Emily standing just behind him!

      Emily was also startled to find she had accidentally teleported herself closer to the danger. She leapt into flight with her arms extended and swooped straight into Tempest’s face. The impact caused him to reel backwards, and he tripped over the cash-laden cases and fell sprawling to the floor.

      Two of the troopers reacted as Emily flew low across the street and fired their weapons. Tempest’s men had endured months of hard training, and had already served in a variety of military units around the globe. Their experience had taught them to lead a moving target - so they fired just ahead of Emily’s predicted trajectory so she could not outrace the gumballs.

      Lorna reacted to the thug next to her just as he was about to squeeze the trigger. She squinted, and immediately a pulse of energy shot from her eyes and slammed hard into the man. He was flung five metres across the street, his gun melting as it took the brunt of the blast.

      The front of his uniform burnt away in a large patch that revealed red scalded skin beneath. For a second Lorna was horrified that she might have killed him, but his groans of pain assured her he was still alive.

      The other guy had fired. As the gumballs shot towards Emily, Pete extended his hands - a jet of super-frozen air leapt forth and shattered the glue-balls mid-flight. The gunman switched his aim to Pete. But after years of dealing with packs of bullies Pete had anticipated the move - and a huge ball of ice slammed into the man’s face, knocking him unconscious.

      Doc Tempest snarled with rage as he climbed back on his feet. ‘What is this? Who are you little brats?’

      Lorna stepped forward. ‘Like we said. We’re the heroes.’

      ‘I have not heard of four . . . children,’ the word dripped with sarcasm, ‘that have proved themselves as heroes.’

      One of the remaining two soldiers glanced at his fallen colleagues in alarm and impulsively raised his weapon at Lorna. He barely had time to line the shot up before–

      WHAM! Emily swooped in low. Having gained momentum by looping from the end of the street, she smashed into him like a cannonball. With the thug incapacitated she dropped to the ground, her feet sliding across the pavement before her momentum was lost; she felt like an ice-skater skidding to a halt.

      Caught in the moment, she flicked her arms out as though she’d just finished a performance.

      Doc Tempest growled, taking Emily’s actions as a taunt. The remaining henchman backed closer to his master. Tempest took off his red shades and his bloodshot gaze bored into Emily. ‘And what do they call you? Zoom Girl?’

      Emily was repelled by his appearance, but remained silent, determined not to let the fear inside show through.

      Doc Tempest looked up at Toby. ‘And you, Spiderboy, how do you intend to stop me?’

      That hadn’t occurred to Toby, especially since his power seemed to be limited to climbing walls; not at all useful in a situation like this. He prayed that his thoughts didn’t show on his face. Instead he shouted back, ‘You’ve seen what we can do, so we’ll just let the authorities take you in.’

      ‘Yes, I have seen what you can do. Most unusual to have a new group of goodie-two-shoes just appear like that.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Unannounced, with no publicity. But, my dear boy, you have not seen what I can do.’ Doc Tempest extended his hands like a maestro at a concert; his voice suddenly raised an octave. ‘A genius like me! And they send cops and children to stop me? Where are the Enforcers? Where are the real heroes? Do they cower in fear of Doc Tempest?’

      Lorna had a suspicion he was being overly dramatic. Tempest slowly turned, taking in each of them. Then he raised his eyebrows and whooped with laughter as he brought his hands together in a powerful clap.

      It was as if a nuclear bomb had detonated in the street. A shimmering wall of silver energy burst from Doc Tempest in a three hundred and sixty degree radius. Toby was the first to feel the force hit him like an explosion, sucking the breath from his lungs. The face of the clock next to him imploded in a shower of glass and ornate lead beading. He felt his body crush against the brickwork, his hands slipping until he lost his grip like an insect being blown from the wall. He fell.

      Fortunately the bank’s old entrance hall, which jutted a couple of metres below, broke Toby’s fall. Slates cracked under his body and he slid down the steeply sloping roof, arms and legs scrambling, until he dropped two metres to the street below.

      The last of Tempest’s soldiers got the full blast of the force-wall, which sent him reeling flat onto his back and pushed him across the debris-littered road like a water-skier thrown from the rope. He collided forcefully with a Nissan car, crumpling the door with his head, and lay motionless.

      Pete raised his hands to fire a blast of ice. He had no idea if it would work, but it was an instinctive reaction.

      A jet of ice formed just as the invisible force struck - the sheer pressure curled the ice back against him, then shattered it into pieces. The cold ice fragments hit his face, smashing his glasses, as Tempest’s energy blast pitched him hard into the side of a van causing it to rock on rusting suspension.

      Lorna tried to leap skywards but the blast caught her and knocked her down the street, rolling her end-over end. She felt loose detritus, swept up by the force-wall, scratch her face.

      Emily froze in panic, and suddenly teleported as the wall arrived. The energy blast dissipated against the clothing shop behind her, shattering the wide plate-glass windows into a million pieces, tearing the plastic mannequins apart with jagged shrapnel. She reappeared moments later, surprised with herself.

      Doc Tempest looked equally astonished as he surveyed his handiwork and saw that Emily was still standing.

      ‘You are a pesky thing, aren’t you? But you can’t stop me, little girl.’ Emily noticed something in the sky above and gasped. Doc Tempest quickly followed her gaze, and smiled. ‘Ah, it appears my lift is here. I’ll have to cut our little party short.’

      A disc shape descended from the sky; the gimbal mounted anti-gravity thrusters underneath hummed gently as the craft landed. At first Emily had thought it was some kind of flying saucer - right now, nothing would surprise her - but it was a circular platform, some three metres in diameter, with simple handrails around the edge: a glyder-disc. Doc Tempest seemed to control the final descent by adjusting a toggle on his wristband.

      The skiff hovered centimetres from the ground and Tempest loaded the two cases on board, locking them magnetically to the floor. The skiff swayed from the additional weight, especially when Tempest climbed aboard. He threw a little salute towards Emily and the skiff ascended with a soft hum.

      ‘See you in the next life!’ he warbled.

      One of the injured mercenaries looked around. The henchmen’s getaway van had been trashed when Pete was hurled into it. He bolted past Emily and leapt for the skiff. His fingers caught the edge.

      ‘Wait for me, boss!’

      The machine struggled to ascend any higher. Tempest looked down and saw his soldier hanging by one hand.

      ‘Afraid not today, José,’ Tempest purred and knelt down to grab the man’s wrist. An icy chill rolled down the mercenary’s arm. He howled in pain, but now could not let go as the frost slowly spread to consume him.

      Toby groaned as he saw Tempest escaping over the buildings, the man dangling underneath was rapidly turning white.

      ‘No! Don’t let him get away!’ he shouted.

      Once the mercenary was frozen through, Tempest stamped hard on his fingers. They broke like glass and his body fell. He hit the ground behind several parked vehicles, but Emily and Toby both heard it smash. Emily looked away in distress. When she opened her eyes again she saw Tempest quickly disappearing over the rooftops.

      Toby clambered unsteadily to his feet and approached her. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘Yeah, but the others are hurt.’

      They ran across to Pete who was on all fours, searching for his glasses. He had abrasions on his face, one nick above his eye bleeding badly from where his own ice blast had struck him.

      ‘Pete!’

      ‘I’m fine!’ Pete waved away any assistance as he found his glasses. One lens was shattered, the other badly scratched. He put them on anyway. ‘Where’s Lorna? She got hit pretty bad.’

      ‘I’m here,’ she said.

      Everybody spun to see her. Like Pete she had a few grazes on her face, and her black hair was full of dust and small pieces of concrete. Her face was pale, but she beamed with the thrill of it all.

      ‘Now that was terrifying.

      ’Distant police sirens sounded.

      ‘We better leave before any more police arrive. How are we going to explain this mess?’ said Lorna.

      Toby peered in the direction Tempest had flown. ‘We’ve got to stop him.’

      ‘Come on! He just batted us away like insects!’ said Emily.

      ‘We’re still alive, aren’t we?’ Toby was surprised by his sudden conviction. The excitement had washed away the fear.

      ‘That’s a bonus!’

      Pete took off his mangled glasses and examined them. ‘My dad’ll kill me for breaking another pair. They’re expensive, you know.’

      ‘We can do this!’ said Toby enthusiastically. ‘He caught us by surprise. We can stop him.’

      Emily frowned. ‘Why are you so eager to get him?’

      ‘Because it’s the right thing to do. We have been given a chance. A one in a million . . . billion . . . opportunity to do something extraordinary. To have a real adventure. We have been chosen to do this. I say we do it. What do you all think?’

      Pete slid his scuffed glasses back on his nose, pulled himself proudly to his full height, and nodded in agreement. ‘I say we fight.’

      

      Pete had been right, few people ever looked up. As if they have a phobia of the void above, people rarely venture to look higher than eye level when they walk down the street. It was this fact that allowed Doc Tempest to fly through the sky undetected. Below him the few tall towers in the city began receding. Tempest was sure a businessman had been peering from his window, but knew that the man’s brain would convince him he’d seen nothing more than a large bird swoop past. His skiff gained speed and altitude. The loss of his hired mercenaries was unfortunate.

      He had a limited budget for hiring muscle, especially after blowing all his cash on his new secret base and the army he kept there. Running an evil empire was not too different from running any other business. It was that financial restriction that forced him to perform smaller robberies to finance his ultimate plan. Banks were never keen on giving loans to supervillains. Even though he would rather have worked alone, Tempest’s scheme called for some additional protection while he amassed new funds. He knew the surviving men wouldn’t talk when arrested. They knew better than that.

      As usual, the authorities would describe the bank robbery as the work of just another organized gang trying to make a quick profit. Supervillains did not fit well in police reports or media broadcasts, even though they were involved in a majority of crimes. People would rather not think there were such things as villains with extraordinary powers and their own political and financial agendas. That would be too scary a concept for most of the population.

      Tempest adjusted the speed of the skiff with a joystick on his wrist controls. He’d bought the control system from a secret supplier - a supplier called Basilisk.

      The technology was well beyond what was readily available in most countries. The wristband controlled platform very much like a radio-controlled drone, and allowed him to keep tabs on his evil empire. And it was powered by his biometric pulses; again a technology that was far advanced.

      Doc Tempest had had the unique ability, since his childhood accident, to manipulate the weather. His powers were limited to his immediate environment and he had been focusing his efforts on creating a super-weapon, something that could alter the global weather patterns on his whim. With such a devastating weapon he could hold governments to ransom. Tempest had a vision: the world at his feet, every citizen a minion or a slave, and the planet basking in a perpetual ice age. This was the paradise he saw every time he closed his eyes.

      What Doc Tempest didn’t see were four figures gliding low towards him. He wasn’t aware of their presence until a heat-ray blasted the edge of the skiff. A chunk of metal was torn away, rocking the machine and forcing him to grip the handrail as his feet slipped on the bucking floor.

      The four superheroes powered towards Doc Tempest, determination etched on their faces. Toby led the formation.

      ‘Fire again!’ he yelled.

      But they had lost the element of surprise. Tempest banked the skiff down and to the right, forcing Lorna’s second blast to miss. Pete was quicker off the mark and pushed himself into a dive, Toby and Emily following.

      The buildings rushed up to greet them as Tempest raced between rows of tall tower blocks. They had travelled so far that they were over a different town now.

      ‘How do we stop him?’ yelled Toby.

      ‘I’m going for the controls on his wrist!’ screamed Pete above the noise of the wind. He stretched a hand towards Tempest.

      Something suddenly occurred to Toby. ‘Pete! Your glasses! You can’t see . . .’

      With only one scarred lens to see through, Pete aimed at the blur that levelled in front of him. Power surged down his arm and manifested itself as a blast of super-frozen air.

      The jet of ice shot wide hitting the window of the office block beyond, shattering several panes.

      ‘I’ll try again!’ yelled Pete.

      ‘No!’ Emily and Toby simultaneously shouted back.

      Doc Tempest raised his right arm towards the group.

      Toby saw a flare of blue, and the heat of a lightning bolt singed the hair on his head as it passed by. Emily and Pete had to bank sharply away, and Toby lost track of them.

      Tempest raised his arm again. Emily blinked – and in an instant she was standing on the platform, right in front of him. Tempest’s head snapped round in surprise.

      ‘What are you?’ he cried in frustration.

      Emily moved swiftly; her hand snapped out and caught the joystick toggle on his wristband before she suddenly teleported away with a bang.

      Toby watched in awe as Emily momentarily appeared on the platform then teleported alongside him. But her job was done, the brief adjustment on Tempest’s controls sent the glyder-disc into a wild spin. It barrel-rolled once in between two tall towers, before dipping across the roof of a shopping centre that was littered with outhouses, satellite dishes, and air-conditioning units.

      Before Tempest could regain control, the lip of his platform tore into a metal air-conditioning unit.

      With a crunch of rending steel the skiff flipped end-over-end, tearing up the bitumen roofing before coming to a sudden halt against the brick wall of afire-stairwell.

      Lorna caught up with her friends as they touched own lightly on the rooftop. The skiff made a crackling noise as something electrical shorted, streams of black smoke rose from tears in the machine’s undercarriage. The two money-filled cases lay strewn aside, knocked free by the impact. There was no sign of Doc Tempest.

      ‘Where’d he go?’ Lorna asked.

      Toby scanned the rooftop. The air-conditioning vents offered ample hiding places, but seemed too far for Tempest to have run without them noticing.

      ‘Maybe he can turn invisible?’ warned Pete.

      ‘Great,’ said Lorna. ‘That’s a nice thought. Everybody keep together.’

      ‘Least he didn’t get the money,’ said Emily.

      Pete knelt next to one of the cases and touched the tip of a note poking out. His mouth was dry. He’d never seen so much money in his life, and he wished every note of it belonged to him.

      ‘How much do you think is in there?’

      ‘Millions,’ said a deep voice that made them all turn.

      Doc Tempest stood on the edge of the roof. ‘And we could share it all.’

      For a moment Toby thought he saw a greedy glint in Pete’s eye. He turned back to Doc Tempest. ‘It’s over, Tempest. It ends here.’

      Tempest slowly shook his head, lightly touching the many bleeding cuts on his immense forehead, all sustained from the crash. ‘No it’s not. Not by a longshot.’

      Lorna stepped menacingly forward, Pete following her. ‘You’re outnumbered, so give up.’

      Toby was feeling a flush of confidence in anticipation of their victory. And at that moment Pete’s mobile alarm suddenly beeped.

      To Toby it sounded like the loudest sound in the world.

      Their powers had just expired. They were now defenceless.
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      Pete scrambled for his phone to silence it, his hands shaking with dread at the knowledge they were all now defenceless and standing on a rooftop with a madman. Lorna faltered and backed away slightly.

      But fortune was with them. Doc Tempest’s attention was drawn to the sound of an approaching helicopter. Even from this distance Toby could see the distinctive blue and yellow markings of a police chopper.

      Tempest snarled angrily and turned back to the group, stabbing a finger at them.

      ‘The police have saved you this time! But mark these words; while you have ruined my plans today you have stopped nothing. With my Storm Engine I will control the wever! I will turn rainforests into frozen wastes, swell the oceans to flood the lands and ravage the world with ferocious hurricanes!’ ‘His voice rose to fever pitch. ‘The wever will turn and my storms will force the world fall to its knees under my reign!’

      Toby was uneasy, the conviction in Doc Tempest’s words felt almost tangible, and a little funny.

      Tempest flicked a glance at the approaching chopper, and then scowled the heroes. ‘I will have revenge! You have not heard the last of me!’

      Rocket pads on Tempest’s boots suddenly erupted, and he was catapulted into the sky at such a velocity they heard a sonic boom seconds later.

      Toby watched the approaching helicopter. ‘We better get off this roof, unless somebody can think of a good excuse about how we got here with cases of stolen money!’

      Pete stared longingly at the cases. ‘Millions… just think about that. We could have anything. No more problems.’

      Emily grabbed his arm, waking him from his reverie. ‘Pete! We have to go!’

      Pete reluctantly allowed himself to be guided across the rooftop. Lorna led the way to the stairwell Tempest’s platform had crashed into. The smouldering glyder-disc blocked the green fire door.

      ‘All together, let’s roll this thing off.’

      Even with their combined strength, it was a struggle. The machine rolled aside, just enough to allow Lorna to open the door. Inside a staircase offered an escape route down.

      Pete cast one last glance at the mayhem they had left behind - and at the cases of money - before he followed his friends.

      

      Without the benefit of superpowers it had taken ages to walk back home, and their feet were sore. The journey started with them excitedly replaying the events that had occurred - over and over, from each of their viewpoints. Toby’s account of the events revolved around him as the central hero - a statement that developed into an argument between him and Pete. Pete accused Toby of choosing a power that was useless against Doc Tempest… and, of course, claimed it was he who had won the day.

      Lorna and Emily had sense enough to keep out of that argument. They both knew it was their superior abilities that had defeated Tempest.

      The argument had fizzled into an uncomfortable silence as Toby and Pete separated and headed for their respective homes. Before parting Lorna had made them all agree to get together tomorrow and try the website again. Pete and Toby merely swapped mute nods - both still fuming.

      Pete and Emily walked in thoughtful silence most of the way. They were tired, their muscles aching with the kind of constant throbbing usually experienced after running laps in gym class.

      They reached Emily’s street, and Pete mumbled about seeing her tomorrow. He didn’t hear her reply as he walked away - his mind was somewhere else.

      He was thinking about the money in the case. He had never really been short of anything, although most of his possessions were usually bought in the sales or charity shops. He found it amusing that, out of his friends, he was the only one with a mobile phone. Admittedly it could barely make phone calls, and going online with it was impossible, but it felt a small victory. His parents worked exceptionally hard. In fact they were seldom ever together at home - something Pete put down as the cause of their continuous arguments when they were. If they were rich perhaps his parents wouldn’t have to work so hard and then they would no longer fight?

      Pete looked around. His feet had carried him to his own street, and into a gang of thugs.

      He recognised them instantly: Jake Hunter’s gang. There were three of them. Scuffer, Knuckles and Big Tony. All about a year older than him, dressed in torn jeans, dirty trainers and worn leather jackets.

      ‘I’m tellin’ ya,’ said Scuffer in a low voice. ‘I saw ‘im fly. There’s somethin’ not right’ He clammed up the moment he spotted Pete and watched him with narrow, rat-like eyes.

      Knuckles took a long drag on an electronic cigarette that was cupped in his hand, trying not to cough from the alleged strawberry flavoured smoke, and then threw away the butt in disgust. Big Tony shoved a burger into his mouth, ketchup dribbling down his chin.

      Pete’s sore muscles tensed and his legs turned into jelly. He knew he’d have to run, and he was convinced his legs wouldn’t carry him. How he longed for superpowers right now - then he’d put an end to the last two years of bullying he’d endured. He continued walking, careful not to make eye contact, waiting for the shouted insult or the sound of charging footsteps… but there was nothing.

      He remembered Scuffer mentioning seeing somebody fly; perhaps he had witnessed them earlier?

      ‘Hey, Professor!’

      Pete’s heart sank. Scuffer had detached from the group and was walking menacingly towards him. At least their ringleader was missing: Jake Hunter, the one bully that no kid wanted to mess with.

      Pete tensed himself and faced Scuffer. ‘What?’

      Scuffer was brought up short. Usually the Professor, like all of their victims never stayed around to chat, but today Pete was staring straight at him. For once the bully was lost for words.

      Pete experienced an unexpected a surge of confidence. ‘I said, what? And the name’s not Professor.’

      Scuffer could never make eye contact at the best of times, and his eyes darted around. He took a step back. Pete straightened himself from the slouch he was accustomed to walking with, and broadened his chest as he shoved past.

      Nothing further happened. Stunned, Pete cast a look behind. Sure enough, the gang were staring at him and mumbling between themselves. Something was clearly worrying them.

      Pete smiled to himself. Could they sense the difference? He satisfied himself with the thought that If they had seen him fly then they could see he was a real hero now, and not somebody to be messed with.

      

      There was no way Toby could sleep, not properly anyway. He was physically tired and as soon as he got home he jumped into bed, sinking into the blankets. But his mind refused to rest.

      Tempest… flying… the resin-rifles and energy blasts… it was like something out of a game, but so real he could smell the flames caused by Lorna’s laser vision and the thick smoke rolling from the bank. And something else, a sickly smell coming from Tempest, like he hadn’t washed… well, ever.

      Who was he? With a deformed head like that, Toby was certain he would have seen him on television before now. What could have happened to make somebody look like that?

      Something else that bothered him too - his superpower had been useless. It annoyed him that Pete had been right about that. Of all the cool things he could have had… well, it was a lesson to choose wisely next time.

      He flicked through the bundle of comics Pete had left behind and that his mother had dumped in his room. The immense possibilities were only just occurring to him. What they could achieve… what they could become…

      Toby’s stomach rumbled, and he realized that he couldn’t remember when he last ate. His bedside clock said 9:30 p.m.

      He crept downstairs, noticing his mother was on the computer, immersed in whatever work she was doing. He headed for the kitchen, but stopped as he passed the living room. Lorna was on the sofa, staring at the television.

      ‘You’re not tired either?’ he asked.

      Lorna looked at him with a grave expression and beckoned him over. ‘It’s too early. You better see this.’

      Toby sat beside her. The television showed a dark street with flashing blue police lights and a presenter standing in the cold, clearly unhappy with her assignment. It was a discussion between the reporter and the news presenter, who was sitting in the warm studio.

      ‘Police said it was an armed gang of at least five people,’ said the reporter.

      Now the images made sense to Toby - it was the bank they had been outside earlier. Toby opened his mouth to say something, but Lorna shushed him as she listened.

      ‘And how much have the police recovered?’ the studio anchorman asked.

      ‘The police recovered all of the stolen money, estimated to worth in the region of five million.’

      Toby sat up in his seat. ‘Five million! Wow! What’s that amount of money doing in a local bank?’

      ‘I don’t know. They never mentioned us though,’ said Lorna.

      ‘Isn’t that a good thing? How would they explain a bunch of superheroes flying around?’

      ‘They didn’t even mention Doc Tempest. They said it was just a group of ordinary thieves.’

      ‘I know it sounds crazy, but perhaps this kind of thing happens all the time? Maybe it’s covered up, kept secret so people don’t panic.’

      Lorna nodded. ‘Do you think so?’

      ‘Somebody made that website. Those powers must come from some place, maybe even someone. And other people must be able to access the site too. So there must be other heroes out there.’

      Lorna looked thoughtful, twirling a strand of her hair as she always did when thinking. ‘Where do you think Hero.com comes from?’

      In the comic books, groups of heroes were always banding together for the greater good, and he remembered that Tempest had asked if they were part of the Invisible Brigade. ‘What if a group of superheroes had got together to share their skills?’

      ‘Why would they do that?’

      ‘I don’t know. For the greater good?’

      ‘Or maybe they’re all too old to run around and they just want to retire?’

      ‘Yeah, or they discovered there were too many villains for them to fight alone.’ He stopped. The thought of there being other villains troubled him. Lorna was thinking along the same lines.

      ‘Remember all those jobs on the website?’ she said with concern. ‘There was an awful lot.’

      ‘And we stopped one of them. We did real good, Lorn. It’s something we should do again.’

      Lorna nodded, once more thoughtful. ‘You realize that with these powers... we could be famous.’

      Toby noticed the new copy of a celebrity gossip magazine next to her. She was becoming addicted to reading them once their mother had finished flicking through.

      ‘I don’t think that’s such a good idea,’ he cautioned. ‘We can’t run the risk of people knowing who we are.’

      ‘Why? Think of the money we could make. The parties we’d go to,’ said Lorna in a dreamy voice.

      ‘We have to be careful,’ said Toby. ‘Imagine if somebody like Doc Tempest knew where we lived?’

      Lorna shuddered. The glamorous life was suddenly forgotten as the danger became apparent. ‘Then we’re going to need something to hide our identities. Like the costumes in Pete’s comics.’

      ‘No! Absolutely not!’ said Toby. This had been part of the angry conversation on the way home. Pete was enthusiastic about wearing a costume to hide their identity, and a ‘Zorro’ mask over their faces. But Toby thought that was stupid. He hated dressing up in fancy dress - there was no way he was going to wear a costume.

      ‘I just think it’s for the best,’ Lorna murmured. ‘Since your so against being famous.’

      Toby stood as his stomach rumbled again, reminding him that he had been on a quest for food. ‘Lorn, a caped costume is something that’s not going to happen. My find remember? My rules. No way.’

      He walked out of the room leaving Lorna biting her lip. For once she didn’t want to argue with her brother. The scale of the superpowers made these arguments seem petty.

      She looked at the clock and wondered when her mother would be off the computer, and preferably out of the house, so they could at least peek at the website one more time.

      She crossed her fingers, hoping it would be very soon.

      

      Slamming the mouse angrily against the desk, Pete shut down his arthritic computer. Since his return he had trawled the Internet in the hope that he would stumble over the Hero.com, but to no avail. He sighed heavily. He hated arguing with Toby, but he couldn’t stop himself. To make him feel worse, he’d had nothing but a background soundtrack of his parents arguing in the kitchen since he’d been home. It was always the same topic: bills and money. He glanced around the living room. It wasn’t bad, but even he could tell it could do with some decent furniture and a new lick of paint.

      The image of the cases filled with money drifted across his mind’s eye. All that cash would surely solve his problems at home. It would certainly stop his parents arguing. Money solved everything. Or so he thought.

      He wondered what spurred Doc Tempest on to become a villain. As he climbed the stairs to his bedroom, Pete could easily imagine his pockets overflowing with wads of banknotes. Was it really a bad thing to use superpowers to forge a better life for yourself?

      But he knew the answer. Years of reading comic books had formed Pete’s morals. Unfortunately he knew the difference between right and wrong. Plus he had no doubts that using Hero.com powers to perform an unscrupulous act would get him banned from using the website. And that was too terrible to contemplate. He’d just have to make the most of the situation he’d been dealt.

      He slammed his bedroom door shut to blot out his parents’ voices. He was a hero, and he’d act like one no matter what.

      Problem is, the villains always seemed to have the most fun.

      

      A weekend wasted!

      Pete and Emily had both visited Toby and Lorna in the hope that they would have another chance to try the website again. But that opportunity never came; Sarah seemed to be working on the computer all day, and had made no offer to leave them alone in the house.

      Lorna had dropped a few hints to her mother, that perhaps she would enjoy going for a walk? This simply raised her suspicions, and Lorna gave up on that approach.

      Toby started to worry that their mother had discovered their intentions, and was making sure the children didn’t get to spend any time on the computer.

      A phone call on Saturday evening drew Sarah away from the machine. The joy in her voice turned into melancholic tones as it appeared their dad wouldn’t be coming home as planned, the dig was keeping him away for at least another week.

      As Lorna and Toby listened from the top of the stairs, Toby began imagining his father with superpowers, travelling the world. He could only guess at the adventure he was embroiled in now. No doubt something big that keep him away from home for so long. Their mother’s gentle sobbing brought him back to reality. He swapped glances with his sister, and Lorna walked down the stairs to console her mother. Toby would have liked to, but knew they would probably end up arguing.

      Sunday dragged like only a Sunday can. Pete rang, and Toby let Lorna to talk to him. The two friends hadn’t spoken properly since the mission, and neither seemed willing to make a simple apology.

      It was clear their next dot-com adventure would have to wait. And with a sense of utter despair, Toby realized tomorrow was back to school - their half-term break was over.

      Back to school… could that sentence sound any more agonizing?

      

      Pete’s shoulder hurt as he was slammed against the wall for the third time. His backpack slipped, schoolbooks tumbling into the puddles. He had attempted to repair his glasses with glue, but had ended up making then wonkier and now they had glue-prints over the arms too. His only other option would have been a pair of thick, cheap spectacles he’d been given for free by the optician. He’d thought that wearing those would make him more of a magnet for bullies.

      Now as he looked up at the hulking figures of Scuffer, Knuckles and Big Tony surrounding him, he realized that his glasses didn’t make any difference. He realized too that standing up to Scuffer the other day hadn’t changed anything. The bully might have been distracted then, but today it was business as usual.

      ‘Mornin’ Professor,’ growled Scuffer as he pinned Pete against the wall. ‘Bet you were dying to come back to school?’

      Big Tony sniggered. ‘Yeah, you cry when it’s the holidays, don’t ya?’ His voice changed into a high-pitched mockery of Pete: ‘Oh, no… weeks away from class! How will I learn? I’m so sad.’

      ‘Leave me alone!’ whimpered Pete.

      ‘Or what?’

      ‘You’ll see!’

      The response didn’t sound like the threat that he’d hoped it would. The bullies jeered at him.

      ‘Careful, Scuff,’ grunted Knuckles. ‘He’s a black-belt in origami!’

      ‘Think we won’t bother you ‘cause we let you go last time? Well we had bigger things to think about than a bug like you!’

      A familiar voice suddenly called out. ‘Let him go, doofus!’

      They turned to see Toby. The hood of his coat was up giving him the vague air of a superhero and for a second Pete thought Toby must have been on the website to download some powers - he’d never stood up to these bullies before.

      Scuffer didn’t release his grip on Pete. Instead, wicked grins spread across the faces of the gang as they detected new prey.

      ‘Or what?’ said Knuckles, cracking his own knuckles - a trademark he had developed to distract from his reedy voice. ‘What could you possibly do to us?’

      Toby stood his ground, but he felt his legs tremble. The rain was pouring down, and it seeped through his coat. Knuckles and Big Tony stepped forward menacingly. Scuffer made no attempt to release Pete.

      Toby stood firm. ‘Let. Him. Go.’

      Scuffer hesitated. His eye caught movement across the schoolyard.

      ‘Here’s the Man,’ said Scuffer.

      They beckoned to the leader of their pack. Jake Hunter was easily identified because of his shock of spiky blonde hair. Lorna had once mentioned that she thought he looked cute, a comment that annoyed Toby. He was a callous thug, and had no right to be ‘cute’.

      ‘Yo! Hunter!’ Scuffer shouted. The grin that crossed his face dropped when Hunter threw a half-hearted wave and continued on his course - ignoring his crew.

      ‘Told ya he was actin’ weird,’ mutter Scuffer to his mates.

      ‘Fallen out of favour?’ Toby goaded.

      Scuffer snarled at him. ‘Shut it. Must be somethin’ on his mind. Come on, lads. Let the geeks go.’

      He released Pete, and the gang followed Scuffer across the yard - all of them ignoring Toby. Toby sagged with relief; thankful they hadn’t tried to pick a fight. He crossed over to Pete and helped him pick his books up.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Pete, feeling a little embarrassed.

      ‘What are friends for?’ said Toby with a half-smile.

      Pete grinned. As usual their argument was now officially a thing of the past. ‘Are you, er, you know…?’ He looked around to make sure nobody was in earshot. Scuffer and his imbecile friends had disappeared around a corner. ‘Powered up?’

      Toby shook his head. ‘No. But I couldn’t let them do that to you, could I? We’re a superhero team, remember?’

      ‘I don’t feel like one right now,’ said Pete as he fastened the straps on his bag. Something occurred to him. ‘What would you have done if they started a fight?’

      ‘I probably would have been discussing hospital food with you!’

      

      Torrential rain at break time had forced everybody inside, and with nothing much to do, a crazy sounding story soon spread that Jake Hunter had miraculously dragged a teacher out of a burning classroom on the last day before the holidays.

      Toby whispered to Pete that, if it was true, perhaps Hunter had been downloading the superpowers too? Pete didn’t relish that thought, and brushed it aside. He very much doubted Hunter would have done anything so heroic as rescuing a teacher. He probably started it. But the story was fast becoming a school legend and the shell of the woodwork classroom was evidence that something disastrous had happened.

      The final bell sounded like an angel singing. Toby and Pete ran from the school into the heavy downpour outside, simply glad to be free.

      

      Walking back home, Toby suggested that Pete should come with him to see if the coast was clear so they could try and visit the website. Their first steps away from school were filled with trepidation, worried that they might run into Hunter’s gang. After a kilometre of peering over their shoulder, they finally stopped looking and Pete started talking about the website.

      ‘Where do you think that website comes from?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t know. Lorna and I were wondering about that.’

      ‘Somebody had to make it and put the superpowers on.’

      ‘Yeah… so they must have had them in the first place if they’re giving them away.’

      Pete nodded; that made sense. ‘How many powers do you reckon there are?’

      ‘I saw at least twenty on there. And we didn’t really scroll down the page.’

      ‘That’s mind-bending.’ He noticed Toby was staring at the ground, with a troubled expression. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘I was just thinking about Doc Tempest.’

      ‘Yeah, that head! Maybe he has a disease or something? I hope it’s not contagious. Glasses are bad enough, but I’d never make it through school with a head like that.’

      ‘He said something about revenge. What do you think he meant by that?’

      Pete waved his hand dismissively. ‘Don’t worry about it. He was just mouthing off. People say anything when they’re angry. Look at my parents.’

      They were several streets away from Toby’s house when it became apparent that Lorna and Emily had also had the same idea about checking the website. They were just ahead, heads bowed against the rain and sharing a vivid red umbrella.

      ‘Hey guys, wait up!’

      Pete overheard them finishing a conversation about boys. Emily flashed a smile at Pete but didn’t say anything. Pete glanced quickly away; thankful Toby hadn’t noticed his cheeks blushing.

      ‘You think mum won’t be home?’ asked Toby.

      ‘You think that too,’ Lorna replied knowingly. ‘She’s working at home today but was complaining that she had to go to the shops on top of everything else. And shopping takes her ages. I just hope we can try it out.’

      ‘What’s that?’ Emily suddenly asked. She was staring ahead, over the rooftops. Toby and Pete followed her gaze. Pete swapped a look with Toby and circled his finger around his ear, a signal that she was crazy.

      ‘They’re clouds, Em.’

      Emily tutted and grabbed Pete’s jaw with her hand, angling his to face to the sky once more.

      ‘No, you idiot - that!’

      They all noticed it at the same time. A swirling cone of dark candyfloss cloud was forming a funnel in the sky. The tip of the funnel twitched like a cat’s tail before making contact with the ground beyond the line of houses. As soon as it touched land, the cloud funnel grew denser as the twister increased ferocity.

      ‘A tornado!’ cried Toby.

      Now they could hear the tornado rumble, like a deep jet engine. Debris spiralled into the tornado as they were sucked from the ground.

      ‘But we don’t get tornadoes here,’ said Pete, not tearing his gaze away from the awesome force of nature. ‘Bet it’s about half a mile away. It must be ripping up everything in its path!’

      Lorna suddenly ran forwards - as the tornado swayed drunkenly to one side. Toby shouted after her.

      ‘Lorn?’

      She stopped and spun around, tears in her eyes. ‘Our house, Tobe! It’s heading towards our house!’

      

      Lorna fought for breath as they reached the top of her street. They all skidded to a halt to watch the monstrous spectacle. The tornado was the width of the road and moving at speed as it smashed through an empty house directly opposite their own. Windows shattered from the change of pressure within the building, and seconds later the front of the house exploded in a shower of masonry and wood. The twister ripped across the beautifully arranged garden, turning lawn into mud. The suction from the tornado was fierce, even pulling the rain towards it.

      ‘Wow!’ shouted Toby, both thrilled and terrified.

      There was no doubt about it; the tornado was heading straight for their home. It struck a van, sucking it up like a toy as it dashed across the road towards his house - straight for the black BMW parked in the driveway.

      ‘Oh God! Mum’s home!’ shrieked Lorna in a high-pitched scream that was clearly audible over the bass heavy roar of the tornado. They all took a few halting steps forward, then stopped. What could they do? Without superpowers they would be smashed like bugs.

      Lorna felt Toby’s hands grip her shoulder - they both watched as the tornado glanced the side of the BMW, tossing it away. It took half a second before they all realized the car was zooming in their direction, spinning like a coin.

      ‘Run!’ shouted Emily.

      They scattered in four different directions as the 4x4 smashed down on the road, the roof crunching flat. The car skidded past them in a trail of sparks. But they were all drawn back to the tornado—

      KER-SMASH! The tornado struck the front of the house like a sledgehammer. Roof slates shot in all directions, and somewhere in the chaos Toby swore he could see the front door fold in two.

      The twister stopped moving, and spun on the spot, halfway in their home - but not advancing to demolish the rest. They heard a scream from inside the house.

      It was their mother.

      Toby sprinted forward, arms pumping. He didn’t know what he could possibly do, but knew he couldn’t just stand and watch as his mother—

      Once again he skidded to a halt - something was descending in the centre the tornado. The funnel was thick with swirling debris that made it difficult to see clearly, but the object resembled a circular metal platform… a familiar glyder-disc.

      Toby was open-mouthed when he saw the distinctive figure standing on the platform - Doc Tempest! Inside the tornado the air was still and calm, so Tempest’s cape hung limp. His face was a mask of delight and focused solely on Sarah Wilkinson, lying on the floor in the destroyed hallway of her house, her legs pinned by unrecognisable rubble.

      Lorna, Pete and Emily caught up with Toby in time to see Tempest use one hand to push away the debris holding their mother - and then scoop her off the floor with the other. Sarah kicked and screamed as she was flung over his shoulder, and the platform began to rise back up the tornado funnel.

      ‘MUM!!’ shouted Toby.

      He spurred forwards and was instantly struggling against the savage winds. Leaning forwards, almost at forty-five degrees, he pushed onwards. His fingers gripped a metal grill on the undercarriage of Tempest’s disc-glyder and he was yanked from his feet, his body flailing wildly.

      ‘Mum! Hold on! We’ll save you!’

      Tempest peered down, and snarled. ‘This is what you get for meddling! She’s my hostage now!’

      ‘We’ve got no powers! Tempest’ll kill him!’ screamed Lorna. She ran for her brother, struggling free of Emily’s attempts to hold her back. The wind slapped Lorna’s face hard when she hit the tornado wall and her feet slid across the uneven ground.

      Toby felt Lorna’s hand grip his foot as he was pulled higher. His heart pounding, he glanced down to see Lorna precariously swinging beneath him. She opened her mouth to yell something - but didn’t see a broken piece of furniture, caught in the tornado, whirl around and slam into her.

      Toby stretched his free hand towards her. His fingers raked across her sleeve - but she lost her grip and was flung aside by the force of the tornado, as though shot from a sling. She flew across what was left of the office and smashed into the wall.

      Toby secured his other hand on the glyder and looked defiantly at Tempest. ‘Let her go!’

      ‘You brats have ruined one set of plans! Now I’ve got some insurance that you don’t do it again! If you do you’ll never see her alive!’ His peculiar, unrecognisable accent make the words even more threatening. Then something occurred to him. ‘What’s the matter? No superpowers? Ha! Then it’s time to die!’

      Tempest cackled as a stream of ice shot from his finger. It narrowly missed Toby’s hand, but the cold seeping through the metal was so intense he felt his blood run cold; his fingers numbed and he was forced to let go.

      Toby dropped, was yanked sideways by the whirlwind, and then hurled across the garden.

      ‘Say goodbye to your mummy, little fake heroes!’ roared Tempest. He was almost out of sight by now. ‘And don’t forget to clean your rooms!’

      With a mighty blast of wind, the twister blew itself into nothingness - the sudden shift in pressure knocked Emily and Pete to the ground. A hail of rubble that had been caught in the tornado rained down, forcing them to shield their heads as it bounded around.

      Emily was first on her feet and ran to Lorna who was slumped against the wall, groaning.

      ‘Lorn, you okay?’

      To Emily’s relief Lorna’s eyes flicked open and she nodded.

      ‘Mum?’

      Emily didn’t know what to say. Her hesitation was enough for Lorna to understand.

      Tempest had gone. And so had her mother.

      Lorna looked around with a frown. ‘And Toby?’

      Emily pointed out of the destroyed house. Pete was leaning over the prone body of Toby. He gently shook his friend but there was no response.
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      Lorna’s own pain was forgotten as she knelt next to Toby. He had a cut on the side of his head that was bleeding freely. Trembling with fright, she stanched it with her sleeve as Emily felt for his pulse.

      ‘It’s strong,’ said Emily. ‘Roll him on his side, into the recovery position,’ said Emily.

      Lorna and Emily had both achieved certificates in first aid, but Lorna couldn’t remember a single thing they had learnt. Emily was much more composed when under pressure, but she was still relieved when Toby coughed and his eyes flickered open.

      ‘What...?’ was all he managed before Lorna crushed him in a hug, squeezing the breath from him. Then Pete rapidly explained what had happened.

      ‘You’re a complete nutter, attacking Doc Tempest without any powers,’ concluded Pete.

      Toby didn’t say a word. The shock at losing his mum had just hit him and he could find no words to express himself.

      ‘What have we just done?’ Lorna asked in a trembling voice. ‘Where’s he taken mum?’

      Toby didn’t know what to say. He and Lorna stared at the remains of their home. It reminded Lorna of a doll’s house she had once had, one where the front hinged open, revealing the interior. Half the study and kitchen had been gouged away by the twister, including Toby’s bedroom and the bathroom above. Papers fluttered everywhere as most of the books in the study had been torn apart under the fierce air pressure. Severed pipes shot pressurized jets of water out, while broken electrical cables snaked with a life of their own, sparking angrily. To top it off, Lorna swore she could smell gas; she was now worried the remains of the house would explode in an instant. The whole structure creaked ominously.

      Toby’s foot caught something. It was a small box that he instantly recognised. He carefully picked it up and opened it, making sure the contents didn’t spill out and break on the floor. Several sealed vials of insulin and an injection kit. Lorna saw it, and if possible, became even graver.

      ‘How long can she last without her medication?’

      ‘What’s it for?’ asked Pete.

      ‘Mum’s got category one diabetes. She gets low on sugar and needs these injections regularly or she’ll collapse. Even die.’

      Toby closed the kit and held it tightly. The clock was ticking.

      The fire brigade had arrived quickly and the children had been escorted from the scene by a fireman, who warned them that the building was close to collapse, and would probably have to be demolished.

      Next, the ambulance crews arrived, and all four children found themselves draped in silver thermal-blankets. Paramedics tended to their wounds. Once the blood had been cleaned away they could see the cuts were minor, although the one on Toby’s head looked impressive and needed a few butterfly stitches before a large plaster covered it.

      Finally the police arrived, cordoning off the entire street since the twister had ravaged five other houses in its path of destruction. The police asked Toby and Lorna if the house had been empty.

      They described how their mother was plucked away by the tornado - both children mutually agreeing not to mention Doc Tempest’s involvement. After all, they had no idea if the police would believe them. Or who - if anybody - knew about these rampaging Supervillains?

      The kind-faced policewoman who took their statement was surprised by just how well Lorna and Toby were taking the news about their missing mother. Toby overheard her talking to a colleague, asking for an aerial search for their mother’s body; they believed she must have died. Tornadoes often drop objects miles from the point they were vacuumed up.

      By six o’clock the police had to keep packs of news-hungry camera crews at the end of the street. They had no luck contacting Lorna and Toby’s father, and their nearest relatives were in Australia somewhere.

      Fortunately, Pete and Emily stepped in to prevent their friends from having to stay with Social Services. They said it would be okay if they stayed with them. Calls were exchanged, and with little choice, Toby went to stay with Pete, and Lorna with Emily.

      Before they parted company, Toby and Lorna had a brief quiet moment together - and Lorna went to pieces in floods of tears. Toby bit his lip to fight back the tears.

      ‘You think... mum is...?’ tears choked the rest of Lorna’s sentence.

      ‘Don’t even think it,’ he said sharply. He was feeling lousy and upset, but knew he had to be there as a support for his sister. He may have argued a lot with his mother lately, but the thought of her in any danger made him feel both angry and sad. ‘Tempest needs her alive. I’m sure he’ll have something to help her.’ His voice broke, but he regained his composure. ‘So you know mum’s going to be fine. And we are the ones who are going to get her back.’

      Lorna blew her nose noisily and rubbed her eyes. ‘You mean that?’

      ‘Completely. We’re going to rescue mum, and put a stop to Doc Tempest.’

      This drew a half smile from Lorna. Toby felt the conviction of the words burn into him, but he had no idea how they were going to achieve any of it.

      Now Toby lay on an inflatable mattress on Pete’s floor, wearing a pair of his friend’s pyjamas. He glanced at the alarm clock, the red LCD numbers burning in the darkness. One thirty in the morning, and Toby didn’t feel any trace of fatigue.

      If only he had powers now, he’d find Tempest and make him pay…

      Toby sat bolt upright, bobbing on the inflatable mattress like it was a waterbed. ‘Pete?’ he whispered. ‘Are you awake?’ Nothing. He tried again, louder this time: ‘PETE! You awake?’

      He heard snuffling from Pete’s bed. ‘Huh? Er, yeah… I am now. What’s wrong?’

      ‘We’ve got to go back to my house!’

      Pete breathed out heavily. ‘Toby, mate. You can’t. They’re probably knocking it down as we speak. Try to sleep, I’m sure they’ll save as many things of yours as they can.’

      ‘But the computer! It’s the only way we can access the Hero website.’

      Pete sat up in bed, instantly awake. In all of the chaos, he’d completely forgotten too. ‘Maybe we can access it on mine?’

      ‘How? We don’t know he URL and you said yourself that your searched the net, but couldn’t find anything about it.’

      Pete nodded. ‘You’re right, we have to get to your computer.’

      Then a dark thought suddenly crossed Toby’s mind.

      ‘If it hasn’t been destroyed by the twister.’

      

      Sneaking out of Pete’s house had been simple, although they had run into the unexpected problem of creeping past Pete’s dad who was sleeping on the couch, blanket drawn up to his chin and snoring loudly.

      The rain had stopped, and now the town was shrouded in fog that gave the dark streets an eerie quality. As they approached Toby’s street, they were glad they had it to shield them from the police officer sitting in his car, amid lines of ‘POLICE - DO NOT ENTER’ tape.

      The cop looked up - and for one heart-sinking moment, Pete thought they had been seen. But the cop just glanced around, and then continued doing a crossword in his folded newspaper.

      ‘Come on,’ whispered Toby. He pointed to the nearest front garden. ‘Cut through this way.’

      He led the way across a driveway; both boys hunkered as low as possible. They scrambled under a hedge and into the next garden and continued down the street that way.

      The gardens resembled disaster zones. Smashed roof slates, soggy papers, litter, splintered wood, glass, and - peculiarly - an assortment of socks. Toby didn’t bother to check, but they were probably his.

      As they had reached his house, Toby glanced back to see that the fog had obscured the police car. A framework had been erected across the front of the building, holding plastic sheets that gave the impression the house had been gift-wrapped. Toby found a slit between two of the sheets and they slid inside.

      Pete flicked on his torch, which he’d thankfully remembered to bring along. It took several seconds for Toby to realize he was standing in what used to be the hallway. Looking into the kitchen he could see that the heavy oak table had been split in half, both halves then tossed against the wall, leaving huge indents in the plaster.

      ‘What a mess,’ muttered Toby.

      He walked into the remains of the study. The damage looked particularly bad here, with a greater section of the house pulled away. Pete ran the torch beam across the room. Not a single piece of furniture had survived. The plastic sheeting formed one entire wall, while the rear window had been blown out across the back garden.

      ‘I bet this is right where the tornado hit,’ said Pete. ‘It’s a bit cleaner than the rest, like the twister vacuumed it all up.’

      ‘Yeah, I bet mum was on the computer at the time, she always is…’ Toby faltered as he realized there was no sign of the computer. ‘It’s not here!’

      Toby snatched the torch from Pete and started to kick over pieces of smashed wood lying on the floor. Then he spotted something, wedged under a desk-sized chunk with a light fitting jutting from the wood, giving testament to the fact it used to be part of the ceiling. Toby tried to remove it, plaster crumbling in his hand. It was heavy.

      ‘Help me shift this!’

      Pete found a handhold next to Toby, and together they levered the large chunk of flooring upright, letting it fall with a crash - revealing the battered desktop computer case underneath, the metal buckled and scratched and lying in a centimetre of rain water. The monitor lay next to it, tangled in a snarl of cables. The screen was smashed, and the plastic housing had cracked clean in two.

      ‘I don’t think that it’s going to work,’ said Pete.

      ‘Oh, no…’ groaned Toby as he knelt down to inspect the computer. A brick was poking out of the front panel where the DVD drive should have been. The whole case was tilted at an angle - like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, thought Pete.

      ‘We’ve lost it. How’re we going to get that website back?’ said Toby with a hint of panic. ‘How are we going to save my mum?’

      His fist slammed the top of the computer, causing no damage what so ever; the machine had already taken enough.

      An idea suddenly occurred to Pete. ‘Just open it up.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The casing, get it open! We only need the hard drive.’

      Pete knelt down and began tracing his fingers along the back of the computer. He took the torch back from Toby and flashed it on a set of screws holding the side panels onto the case.

      ‘We need to get these screws out. You got a screwdriver on you?’

      ‘Of course I have,’ replied Toby sarcastically.

      Pete shone the torch around the room in the vain hope he could find one.

      ‘Then we’ll have to take the whole thing,’ said Pete. ‘Everything is stored on the hard drive. The operating system, your games, all of your parents’ stuff and all of your Internet favourites. If it still works, all we have to do is take it out and try it on my computer!’

      Hope flooded through Toby. ‘Brilliant! Wait; if the police catch us carrying this through the streets at night, they’ll think we nicked it!’ He looked around the room, and had an idea. ‘Pass me that brick!’

      

      The policeman threw down the crossword in despair, and made another check around the street cordon. Nobody had been past for hours, and he was truly bored. With another five hours of his shift left he contemplated turning the heat on in the car again, but decided to warm himself up with a quick patrol of the area.

      If anything the fog had thickened, and the officer tugged his jacket tighter to keep out the chill. He swung the flashlight around, satisfied to see the thick beam outlined by the fog. All the other homes had been evacuated because of fears of a gas leak, so the street was quiet.

      Almost. A loud thump made the policeman stop in his tracks. There was another succession of loud bangs, like somebody trying to smash a door through. His hand withdrew his taser - a small stun gun that fired an electrical shock to disable any attacker. He’d been warned about possible looters, and the security of people’s homes was in his hands.

      His ears strained against the muffled silence offered by the fog - until he heard the thump again, this time accompanied by a metallic clank. Maybe car thieves, he thought.

      The policeman advanced.

      

      Toby withheld a cheer as the computer’s side panel came away after he had pounded it with a brick. Unable to unscrew it, he and Pete had decided to use brute force on it. The open side now revealed the mangled computer interior.

      Pete’s fingers found the oblong black and silver hard drive half-hanging from its bay.

      ‘This is it!’ he said, as he pulled the cables from the back of the drive. It was a solid, heavy device, which he carefully passed to Toby.

      ‘Will it work?’ asked Toby, shaking it.

      Pete’s hands shot out, stopping him. ‘Not if you keep doing that! They’re sensitive devices, and after the computer was thrown around in that twister, it might be damaged. But it’s the only chance we have.’

      A blinding light suddenly fell across them. And with it, an angry sounding voice.

      ‘You there! Hands up! You’re under arrest!’ shouted the cop, pushing halfway through a slit in the plastic sheeting.

      Toby and Pete exchanged frightened glances. In a flash, Toby was on his feet.

      ‘Run!’ Toby yelled and powered down the corridor, shoving the hard drive into the safety of his jacket. He could hear Pete close behind.

      ‘Stop or I’ll shoot!’ yelled the policeman behind them.

      Toby powered up the staircase. From below they heard the sound of plastic sheeting being pulled aside with difficulty, hopefully slowing the cop. This was Toby’s home, and he knew all the best hiding places.

      ‘Why are we running?’ asked Pete as he struggled to keep up. ‘We’re in your house, taking your computer! We haven’t done anything wrong!’

      Toby’s voice dropped to a whisper as he reached his bedroom door.

      ‘Because there will be too many awkward questions. Like why did we come back in the middle of the night to get this? We don’t have time for complications, we have to find my mother now.’

      From downstairs came the sound of pounding feet, and the crackle of a police radio. ‘Sierra Oscar from Sierra Six. Suspects on Aylton Road. Assistance required. Over.’

      Pete and Toby exchanged glances.

      ‘Trust me,’ whispered Toby. ‘Nobody will find us in this house if I don’t want them to. Now get in!’

      He opened his bedroom door - and Pete’s hands scrambled for the doorframe as his foot stepped out into the open air.

      ‘Your room’s not there!’ screamed Pete. The twister had completely torn it away. They could hear the cop thudding up the staircase. They had no time left.

      ‘Come on!’ urged Toby.

      Toby stepped out onto the framework that had been erected where his bedroom had once been. He beckoned for Pete to follow.

      ‘We’re superheroes, remember?’

      ‘I’m off duty right now!’ Pete retorted through gritted teeth. But a noise behind him motivated him to move: the policeman was getting closer. He licked his lips and followed Toby, wrapping both arms around the scaffolding. Toby reached out and gently closed the door. The sound of footsteps suddenly came from just beyond the door.

      ‘I know you’re here! There’s backup on the way and you’ve got nowhere to hide!’

      Pete tightened his grip on the scaffold. He was feeling scared, after all he was up here without any superpowers.

      A door slammed open from inside the house. It sounded like the door to Lorna’s room. Toby nodded his head in the direction of the ground. Pete looked blank. Frustrated, Toby tried again, rolling his eyes downward. Pete shook his head, not comprehending.

      Toby signed deeply. For a smart kid, Pete could be really stupid. ‘Climb down! Before he opens this door!’

      Checking his grip, Toby slid into a sitting position, one leg dangling over the scaffold. His searching foot found a cross spar, and it was a simple task to lower himself down to the next level.

      ‘Just make sure you’ve got one hand firmly holding on!’ he whispered as loud as he dared.

      Pete nodded and copied the procedure. It was a little more difficult for him, being shorter than Toby, and at first he thought his foot would never connect with the scaffold below.

      ‘You’re doing great!’ encouraged Toby.

      Another door was roughly booted open inside the house: his parents’ bedroom. His room was the next door along, and it wouldn’t take a genius to realize they must have slipped outside.

      Toby lowered himself, feeling the reassuring spar of the wooden frame beneath his foot as he eased his weight down.

      But both his trainer sole and the spar was slick with rain. It was like stepping on ice. His foot slipped and he screamed as he dropped backwards, protecting his head from hitting the ground. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed his head was centimetres away from several rusty nails, protruding like claws. One head injury per day was enough.

      Pete stared down, wide-eyed. ‘Tobe!’ he shouted.

      The door above Pete opened and the cop almost stepped out, also forgetting half the house was missing. He steadied himself as he spotted Pete just below him.

      ‘You! You’re under arrest!’

      ‘Jump!’ shouted Toby. He kicked away the plank of wood sporting the nails.

      Pete was alarmed as he looked between his friend and the cop who was holding onto the doorjamb with one hand and trying to bring his taser around with the other. It was too dark for him to make out they were just children. Pete jumped.

      He crashed into the wood, remembering at the last moment to bend his legs and dropped into a roll to slow his momentum, just as he’d read somewhere. It worked, and Pete rolled between the sheets of plastic, springing to his feet like a seasoned gymnast.

      Toby ran out after him, giggling with excitement.

      ‘Pete, you were awesome!’

      The complement washed over Pete as he tried to calm down. ‘Got the hard drive?’

      Toby patted his jacket. ‘Right here. Let’s go!’

      They sprinted into the cloaking embrace of the fog as fast as they could. They had reached the end of the street before the cop had managed to retrace his steps and run out of the house.

      In fact they didn’t stop running until they were safely back inside Pete’s. Wet, exhausted, and grinning triumphantly.

      

      Pete found it almost impossible to wake up the next morning. But his parents were adamant he had to get up for school. Pete complained and sulked, but they didn’t listen. Pete’s mother had told Toby he could stay off school on compassionate leave, until the police could track down the whereabouts of his father. Toby had taken off the plaster covering the scar on his head, just to get a little more sympathy.

      Pete was ushered from the house by his parents, who went their separate ways as soon as they reached the end of the path.

      Toby retrieved the hard drive from his coat pocket. He knew Pete would return soon - they had arranged that he would skip school today. Pete would normally baulk at the idea, but he agreed that they were the only people who could save Sarah Wilkinson.

      He dialled Emily’s phone number. Emily answered almost immediately and put Lorna on.

      ‘Hey Lorn,’ said Toby. ‘Emily off too?’

      ‘Yeah, her dad said it would be better if I had company.’

      Toby chuckled, that was so typical of Emily’s parents. They always seemed so cool and accommodating. ‘Pete’s parents packed him away to school,’ he said.

      ‘That doesn’t surprise me.’

      ‘But he’s bunking, and coming back soon.’

      Lorna hesitated for a moment. ‘Why?’

      Despite the sadness he was feeling, Toby couldn’t suppress the smug tone in his voice. ‘Because last night we went back home and took the computer’s hard drive. We should be able to access Hero.com.’

      There was a faint gasp from down the phone. ‘I… I thought we’d never be able to… I thought it would have been destroyed.’

      ‘Hopefully not. You and Em get around here as fast as you can. We’re got our own mission to do!’

      

      It was ten thirty by the time everybody arrived. Toby had watched Pete surreptitiously walk past the house twice to double-check his parents hadn’t returned home. When Emily and Lorna arrived, it was clear Lorna had slept very little. Her face was pale, and eyes bloodshot, but she put on a brave face and actually hugged her brother.

      Pete rummaged through the utility room beyond the kitchen. In between the washing machine and an old exercise bike, he found his father’s toolbox. He selected the correct screwdriver and held it aloft like a sword.

      ‘Let’s do this!’ he said.

      His computer was an old model, much older than Toby’s and Lorna’s. Pete unplugged it from the mains supply before trying anything. He slipped the screws from the side panel and opened it up. A cloud of dust greeted him, forcing him to sneeze.

      ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ asked Emily.

      ‘I was the one who last upgraded this computer.’

      Toby looked doubtfully at the elderly system. ‘Upgraded it from what? An abacus?’

      Pete started to point at things inside the case. ‘This is the hard drive. Looks exactly like your one. This cable leads to the motherboard, which is like the main part of the computer.’

      ‘So we replace your hard drive with ours?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘That won’t work. We need Windows to start up on my system; your version won’t work on my motherboard. Wrong drivers and configuration.’

      ‘You lost me,’ said Lorna.

      ‘Well, it is complicated,’ said Pete, adopting the tone he remembered mechanics always used when his dad took the car in for repair. Emily snatched the hard drive from his hand.

      ‘It’s dead easy,’ she said, rummaging for a cable in the recesses of the case.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ said Pete, aghast as Emily pushed him aside.

      ‘This ribbon cable connects Pete’s hard drive to the computer. It has this other connection on it.’ She showed them a plastic socket on the cable and slid it into the back of the new hard drive. ‘See? Now your hard drive is piggybacked to Pete’s. The computer will see both!’

      Pete watched her in amazement as she adjusted a jumper switch at the back of the drive, and then plugged a multi-coloured power lead into it. ‘Just make sure the computer thinks it’s a slave… bingo! Turn it on.’

      Pete was open-mouthed, and for once speechless.

      Toby burst into laughter. ‘You should close your mouth. You’re dribbling.’

      Emily slid the side panel on, plugged in the computer and powered it up.

      ‘How did you know all that?’ Pete finally managed to ask as the computer bleeped to life. Emily smiled shyly.

      Lorna shoved Pete playfully. ‘Why wouldn’t she know?’

      Toby dragged up several seats so they could all see the screen. In moments the computer desktop appeared.

      ‘This is it,’ said Pete as he took the mouse. ‘This is where we find out if your hard drive works or not. This is going to tell us if we can access the Hero website.’

      He dragged the mouse pointer across the screen, and double-clicked his computer icon.
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      Lorna and Toby’s mother, Sarah Wilkinson, opened her eyes… and saw nothing but blackness. She wondered if this was part of a nightmare. She remembered working on the computer, and looking out of the window to see the clouds broiling in the sky. Then a whirlwind had stabbed down, smashing through the front of her house. After that, things got muddled. A distorted goblin face peered at her and there was the sensation of movement as she was hauled upward. She must be hallucinating and long overdue for one of her insulin shots. The sensation of movement was probably because she was feeling a little light-headed.

      No, the movement was real. She was feeling it now, but instead of going upwards, her stomach was telling her she was descending at a rapid rate.

      She couldn’t move her hands; experimentation revealed she was bound at the wrists. A hollow metal clunking noise reverberated around her, and the movement abruptly stopped as she rocked to one side. Then a pneumatic hiss signalled the opening of a door in front of her. A horizontal strip of light appeared, getting larger as a ramp descended. It took a moment for her vision to adjust to the light, and when it did she saw two sleek rifle-barrels pointing at her. A pair of muscular men stared at her through red visors.

      ‘Stand up,’ one of them grunted.

      Sarah took in their grey and black jumpsuits, and the curious tornado insignia on their chests.

      ‘Nice uniform,’ she said sarcastically.

      One of the men simply pulled her upright, and shoved her down the ramp. Her legs felt a little wobbly, but her surroundings kept her mind away from feeling ill. She realized she was exiting the rear of an enormous Hercules aircraft, which was parked in the largest hangar she had ever seen.

      The place was teeming with people, most of whom were unloading crates from the back of another Hercules. She looked at her captors quizzically.

      ‘What’s happening here? Where am I?’

      The man snickered and theatrically gestured to the hangar. ‘Welcome, you just won first class tickets to the end of the world as you know it!’

      Sarah was pushed forwards at gunpoint. She took several halting steps - then a loud piercing alarm sounded, cherry-red strobe lights flickering on the walls.

      ‘Look!’ yelled her guard. Sarah followed to where he was pointing.

      The entire hangar wall exploded in a bright orange fireball; the colossal power of the detonation knocked Sarah off her feet, sliding her along the floor until she crashed against the wall.

      Gunfire crackled all around.

      

      Toby watched the pointer on the screen turn into a spinning timer, signalling that there was nothing he could do but wait.

      Then a window appeared… and a collective cheer went up as an icon for the extra hard drive appeared on screen.

      ‘It’s worked!’ Pete grinned.

      ‘Okay… let’s see if we can get to Hero.com,’ said Toby, pulling the mouse from Pete’s grasp.

      Toby connected to the Internet. He browsed through the Favourites list, which showed most of Pete’s personal favourites, but with Toby’s mixed in there too. Sure enough, HERO was at the bottom. With a shaking hand, Toby clicked, and whispered a silent prayer.

      In a flash the screen changed, and Hero.com appeared with a message:

      ‘WELCOME BACK YOUNG HEROES!’

      Toby whooped with joy, punching a fist in the air. ‘It works! Pete… you’re a genius! We’re on!’ Emily coughed, and Toby glanced at her. ‘Em… sorry. You’re a genius too!’

      ‘How does it know it’s us?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘How does any of it work?’ Toby replied.

      ‘Who cares? Quick, get some powers!’ said Pete.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Lorna, now standing behind them. ‘We don’t know where mum is. We just know Doc Tempest has her, so what’s the point in getting powers just yet? All they’ll do is run out. We need to find out where he is first then get powers that will help us.’

      Pete bit his lip, and reluctantly nodded. ‘Okay, but how?’

      They thought for a moment. Emily pointed to the screen.

      ‘The job board,’ she said. ‘Your mum’s been kidnapped by a Supervillain. That has to be a job for a hero, right?’

      Toby clicked his fingers. ‘Brilliant.’

      He zipped the mouse across the screen and clicked on the pin board icon. As before the screen changed, shimmering through dozens of languages before settling onto English. Then, two familiar buttons:

      ‘SEARCH BY DISTANCE’ and ‘SEARCH BY RISK’.

      ‘Whose risk?’ Pete muttered.

      ‘Try the distance one,’ said Lorna. ‘This is where it happened.’

      Toby selected and once more a huge list of bullet-pointed jobs appeared. They scanned through.

      ‘Kidnap… kidnap…’ recited Toby under his breath. ‘Here!’

      He selected: ‘GALLERY OWNER KIDNAPPED’

      ‘It’s some Ukrainian guy. Wrong one.’ Toby closed it, and felt a twinge of guilt. Someone, somewhere was out there, suffering. And they had just passed-up the opportunity to help. Then something else caught his eye.

      ‘Another one,’ he said, clicking on the option.

      ‘WOMAN KIDNAPPED BY DOC TEMPEST’

      Toby clicked the mouse. Another message appeared onscreen. Something they hadn’t seen before:

      ‘UNABLE TO SELECT: RESCUE MISSION IN PROGRESS.’

      They all exchanged glances.

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ asked Pete.

      ‘That means there are other superheroes out there,’ said Lorna. ‘Just like us!’

      

      KER-BOOM! Sarah was knocked from her feet as a stack of crates exploded close by. They had been destroyed by a guy, dressed head-to-toe in blue, who was flying through the air firing energy-bolts from his fingertips.

      Sarah gawped. That simply wasn’t possible.

      Another figure flew past and pirouetted skilfully in the air, before landing next to her. This one was a dark-skinned woman, who was maybe eighteen. She had her mobile phone strapped to her forearm, the screen glowing.

      ‘Sarah Wilkinson?’ the woman asked.

      Sarah nodded weakly and thought must need her medication badly as the visions in front of her looked so real. ‘How are you… flying?’

      The girl managed as smile. ‘We’re the Titanic Team. We’re superheroes and we’re here to save you! Don’t worry, I just—’

      The woman jerked as a stream of glue-bullets slammed her hard into the fuselage of a Hercules. Sarah blinked; the woman was motionless.

      Sarah turned around to see that the armed men who had held her prisoner had surrounded the blue-clad superhero - who was stuck to the ground, one foot in a ball of resin. A pair of resin blobs covered his hands preventing him from firing energy-bolts.

      The soldiers parted as a pale muscular figure entered the hangar and strode towards the group, humming to himself. Sarah gasped; she’d remember the deformed head of her kidnapper anywhere.

      Tempest stood in front of the terrified superhero, sizing him up.

      ‘You won’t get away with this Tempest!’

      ‘Won’t I?’ said Tempest, and for a moment it looked like tears were welling. ‘Boohoo, then I guess I should just let you go?’

      The hero blinked, unsure what to say next. ‘That would be a good idea.’

      The tears evaporated like magic and Tempest pointed at Sarah. ‘Trying to save her, eh? Problem is, now you found my crib I can’t let you go telling all those other superheroes types can I? Bet it took a lot of detective work to get you here.’

      Tempest strolled over to Sarah, skipping the last few steps. Sarah’s expression revealed her thoughts. ‘You’re crazy.’

      ‘Crazy? You think so?’ said Tempest leaning close. ‘Actually, I’m quite smart.’ Then he snapped his gaze back on the stuck superhero.

      ‘Titanic Team, eh? You remember what sank the Titanic?’

      He drew his hands back, skittering his feet to a tune only he heard. The surrounding guards edged a few paces back.

      ‘It hit an iceberg!’

      WHAM! A jet of ice spewed from Tempest’s hands. Within seconds the superhero was frozen in a block of ice. Tempest pirouetted around and slammed his hands together. A shockwave of energy rippled out and struck the frozen hero - obliterating him into tiny fragments.

      Tempest wagged a finger at Sarah. ‘Now just sit back and chill out. Take her away!’

      Tempest walked away. A guard pushed Sarah towards a door as clean-up crews started dousing flames, peeled the superwoman from the aircraft, and cleared up the shattered remnants of the other frozen superhero.

      

      ‘MISSION FAILED: HEROES TERMINATED.’

      ‘Terminated?’ said Emily. ‘That doesn’t sound good.’

      ‘You think they died?’ asked Pete with morbid curiosity.

      Another message flashed up:

      ‘DO YOU WISH TO ACCEPT THIS MISSION?’

      Suddenly Pete was not so sure. He exchanged anxious glances with the others. ‘What do you think? It… it doesn’t sound too safe.’

      Toby looked at him in surprise, this was a real role-reversal. Pete shifted uncomfortably. He had the familiar feeling of being bullied into a situation.

      ‘I’ve got to think about me too,’ he said in a whisper.

      ‘Pete, this is about our mother,’ said Lorna. ‘If you don’t want to help…’ Her voice trailed off. She knew they needed the help, but was it fair dragging their friends into this potential deadly problem?

      Emily scowled at him. ‘Pete you are so selfish! How can you think like that?’

      Pete’s cheeks burnt. He knew she was right. He closed his eyes and summoned his courage. ‘Okay. I’ll help. We’re in this together, right? Do it, Tobe.’

      He glanced at Emily, but she pointedly ignored him.

      Toby circled the mouse pointer around the ‘YES/NO’ option. His mind was already decided, but he waited for a nod of acknowledgement from Emily and Lorna before he clicked.

      The screen changed again, this time to short punchy paragraphs. Lorna read through it aloud:

      ‘Sarah Wilkinson has been kidnapped by Doc Tempest, and taken to his command centre. The location of this command post is currently unknown.’

      ‘Unknown?’ said Toby. ‘What use is that? How can we find her?’

      ‘Shush!’ said Lorna. ‘Listen: Heroes are advised that Doc Tempest has developed weather alteration technology and is planning to use it for blackmail.’

      ‘Weather alteration?’ echoed Pete.

      ‘He mentioned something about that when he robbed the bank,’ said Toby thoughtfully. ‘And it explains to tornado. But what good is this? It doesn’t tell us where he is! He could be anywhere in the country!’

      ‘Anywhere in the world,’ added Lorna.

      Emily frowned. ‘So where do we look? Or do we just sit here and wait?’

      Everybody remained silent for several seconds. Lorna twirled her hair and squinted at the screen.

      ‘Let’s think about this logically. Whoever created the website must have had a reason to go to all of this effort.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Pete. ‘For us to fight the bad guys.’

      ‘But why?’

      ‘Why? Because it’s cool, that’s why! Somewhere out there is a superhero with a bunch of powers he wants to share with the world.’

      ‘Or it could be several people,’ Toby mused. ‘All sharing their powers with whoever wants to use them.’

      Lorna began pacing the room. ‘But why would they do that?’

      Toby rolled his eyes. ‘What does it matter?’

      ‘If we work out the motives of whoever created Hero.com, then we can start working out how to use this website properly and that way we might find mum. Everything on here is mostly an icon, with no indication as to what they represent. What does that tell us?’

      ‘That they’re trying to reach people across the world, regardless of language?’ said Emily.

      Pete stared at her with admiration. ‘That was impressive. But you’d still have to be smart to work them all out.’

      ‘Exactly!’

      Pete blinked. He was getting lost. ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’ said Emily with side-glance. ‘It’s all a test!’ She gently, but firmly, shoved Toby out of his seat and circled the mouse pointer over several mysterious icons at the top of the screen. ‘They’re trying to see if we’re smart enough to make it as heroes.’

      ‘Why would they do that, and who are they?’

      Lorna hunched over the screen and perused the icons. ‘‘They’ are whoever built this site. Look at the bottom here.’ She scrolled all the way down the screen to where a small line read:

      ‘Property of the Foundation,’ she read. ‘Obviously this Foundation must be superheroes, but are they retired? Are they so badly injured they can’t continue fighting evil? That message said ‘mission in progress’ so we know there are other people out there, just like us.’

      The answer hit Toby. ‘We’re being trained. As replacements?’

      ‘Could be.’ Lorna couldn’t keep the tremor of excitement from her voice. ‘This is all a trial, a very real trial, to see if we’re worthy.’

      ‘And what if we are?’ asked Pete cautiously.

      ‘Then maybe we get these powers full time?’ She shot a glance at her brother. ‘And maybe get to be famous from all this. Who knows?’

      ‘Fame means money, right?’ said Pete thoughtfully.

      ‘Money’s not everything,’ said Toby.

      Pete grunted and answered sharply back. ‘Easy to say when you have it.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Toby snapped back.

      ‘I’m fed up with—’

      ‘Will you both shut up?’ shouted Emily. The boys immediately fell silent and looked at her in astonishment. They’d never seen the usually mild-mannered Emily get angry before.

      ‘We’re a team, so you better start acting like one.’ She glared at them both for a moment, and then she broke into a pleasant smile and continued as normal. Pete glanced at Toby and raised an eyebrow - effortlessly communicating the fact that he wouldn’t want to get on her bad side. ‘It would be cool to track down the people behind Hero.com. Find out what is really going on.’

      ‘But in the meantime, we have to get our mum. And quickly,’ Toby reminded her. He tapped the small diabetes kit he now kept with him all the time. ‘And I don’t see how any of this helps.’

      ‘It all helps,’ said Emily shifting her attention back to the screen. ‘It means that this website has some structure, like the job board. Which means there must be some blog or some way to share info. Ah-ha!’

      Emily clicked one of the top icons - and everybody took a wary step away from the screen, just in case. The image changed to a rolling list of text entries, and a prominent ‘search’ box.

      ‘Here we go,’ said Emily with a broad grin. ‘A blog. That icon looks like a finger hitting a key.’ The others looked dubiously at it. ‘Well it does if you looked hard enough.’

      Pete patted Emily on the shoulder, as he read the entries. He didn’t notice Emily nervously tense.

      ‘Good thinking, Em,’ said Pete. There were dozens of entries from an assortment of users with peculiar names: Sergeant Power, Capman, and Thunder Girl. And each had a few descriptive lines underneath that revealed a world of information - heroes spying on villains and reporting in on the latest evil team-ups, schemes, or their whereabouts. There was a lot going on in the world. Pete pointed at a blog halfway down the screen, leaving a greasy smudge. ‘There! Click on it!’

      Emily dutifully followed. It was an entry labelled: DOC TEMPEST from somebody called Chameleon. The blog unfolded into a short paragraph that Pete read out.

      ‘Alerted by movement from Doc Tempest. Suspect involvement with the renegade Basilisk - sources indicate Tempest is selling him out to the COE. Tempest on the move for Council approval in one hour fifty-five minutes.’ Pete pushed his glasses firmly up nose. ‘What the heck does all that mean?’

      ‘What’s the Council?’ asked Lorna. ‘Or Basilisk?’

      ‘They’re code words, ‘ said Pete with sudden confidence. The others looked at him quizzically. ‘Stands to reason if this Chameleon fellow won’t use his real name, then he’ll use codes for everything else.’

      ‘Maybe,’ said Emily. The time on the screen slowly counted down. She circled the mouse pointer around the bottom of the message. ‘You missed this bit. Says ‘click for map coordinates’.’

      As she did a new window appeared showing the world from space. The globe swivelled around and zoomed towards an area of southwest France. Mountains, fields and cities became visible as the image continued magnifying until a small rural town filled the screen - a single field highlighted.

      ‘Well, we know where Doc Tempest is going to be,’ said Toby firmly. ‘This time he won’t escape.’

      ‘Let’s power-up,’ said Pete eagerly rubbing his hands together.

      The superpower page was different this time. A small window had appeared, cascading into English to display a set of instructions. Lorna read through it:

      ‘Now that you have been fully initiated into Hero.com your trial period is over. You have earned two HEROISM POINTS each, allowing the download of two powers per-hero for a maximum of 24 hours! Further powers may be purchased: Hero.com accepts Visa and MasterCard!’

      ‘Purchased?’ Toby shrieked.

      ‘Knew it,’ said Lorna triumphantly. ‘Dad always says you get nothing for free!’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ said Pete. ‘We each got heroism points for free!’

      ‘That was for stopping Tempest’s bank robbery,’ Emily pointed out. ‘Does that mean if we fail, we don’t get any points?’

      ‘Maybe it’s like levels; the more heroic stuff you do, the more you get to download?’

      ‘Excellent!’ said Pete who hoped that tidying his room would earn him something, even if his parents never bothered to ask him to do it.

      ‘We haven’t got time to debate this,’ said Lorna. ‘We’ve got two powers and the clock is ticking!’

      ‘At least we have these powers longer than an hour this time,’ said Pete.

      ‘I suggest we all choose flying as one,’ said Lorna. ‘We have to get there after all.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll go first,’ said Emily. ‘Er… which one is flying? We didn’t have to choose it last time.’

      ‘Remember, there is some logic to this site,’ said Lorna.

      Emily glided through the icons before settling on one they all agreed must be flying. Her finger hesitated over the mouse button. She turned to Toby. ‘And this time, you better pick something useful!’

      Then she clicked the mouse.

      

      The flight was peaceful enough once they had lifted above the cloud cover. The blue skies beyond allowed the sun to pleasantly shine down on them.

      Before they left, Pete had run off to change into a wetsuit he’d had when he was younger, and thus, smaller. The neoprene material was stretched to breaking point to cover him. He’d also found a cape from an old fancy dress costume and a pair of blue, prescription-swimming goggles he used as a mask. When he’d modelled his new superhero outfit to the others, they had wasted precious moments curled up giggling. He looked a complete idiot.

      Now he was paying the price as the sun heated the suit so that he was sweating profusely. He’d already had to lose the cape, as the wind pulled it so tight it had nearly choked him, and his mask had slipped off too.

      The team had overlooked one important factor. They had assumed that flying, they would be there in a jiffy. But that was in the movies. It turned out, even at full speed, which seemed as fast as a bullet to them, it had taken almost two hours to reach the field. At one point, they had to land to consult local signposts to ensure they were heading in the right direction. But at the very least, that had improved their landing and taking off skills.

      They arrived at sunset. From the air they could see that the field was no longer empty - a large circular metallic building was sitting there. Confused, Toby checked a map they had printed from the web that showed the far off Pyrenees Mountains to the south and the layout of the village with its old church and crumbling chateau on a hill. They were in the right place.

      The team landed on the edge of the village and kept concealed behind an old stonewall. They stealthily crossed the dusty road, ducking behind another wall just as a pair of Tempest’s soldiers marched down the street. Their footsteps echoed from the buildings, and the heroes all held their breath as the men passed a metre away.

      Toby indicated with swift hand gestures that they should head around the back of a barn and into a copse of ancient cedars. They kept low and silent as they ran. Old war movies came to Pete’s mind as they slipped behind another pair of guards who were talking animatedly about sports cars.

      Hiding in the trees, the children were now sheltered from being spotted by the squaddies.

      Toby turned his attention to the building in the field, and gasped. From ground level it was obviously the structure was actually an aircraft of some kind, supported on six massive landing legs that pushed into the field. The diameter of the craft was three times as long as any jumbo jet Toby had seen.

      ‘Wow!’ whispered Pete. ‘It’s like a giant flying saucer!’

      Gentle vents of steam rolled from outlets across the undercarriage. Two guards stood to attention at the bottom of a boarding ramp that vanished into the belly of the machine.

      ‘I see only one way in,’ said Emily.

      ‘You think mum’s in there?’

      Toby shrugged. Then they heard a new voice.

      ‘I’m afraid that she’s not.’

      Everybody spun around ready to unleash their superpowers. A young man with a pale face and jet-black hair, which was oddly laced with snow, was studying them carefully. He shook more snow off his long black trench coat, the warm French air soon melting it.

      ‘Who are you?’ Toby demanded.

      ‘And why’re you covered in snow?’ asked Pete more than a little perplexed.

      The stranger raised his hands in a friendly gesture. ‘Relax, I’m with you. I’m known as Chameleon. And to answer your other question I’ve just teleported in from Russia. I assure you it’s very cold there.’

      They noticed scratches on his face and his nose seemed to be a little askew. With a jarring crack, Chameleon’s nose realigned itself and his scars faded.

      Toby was impressed. ‘Wow, healing. That’s a good power to have.’

      ‘Unfortunately you still feel the pain. My apologies, I didn’t mean to alarm you. But I was hit by a truck before I left.’ He ignored their sceptical glances. ‘Unless I’m very much mistaken, you came here because of Hero.com?’

      Everybody relaxed, except Pete who eyed the stranger suspiciously. Chameleon approached them with a calculating look. ‘I’ve been tracking a network of supervillains for some time. It appears Doc Tempest is involved with a breakaway faction of the Council of Evil. Specifically a devious villain named Basilisk who is upsetting a lot of people on both sides of the fence.’ He indicated to the ship. ‘That’s why the Council has summoned Tempest here, to explain himself. He won’t allow the Council of Evil direct communication to his base for fear they will try and shut down his operation. And they certainly don’t want Tempest turning up at their headquarters. Wherever that is. That’s something we’d love to discover.’ He added dreamily.

      Lorna glanced at the ship. She noticed that there was a large triangular emblem on the side of the craft with a stylized letter ‘C’ in the middle. Chameleon detected his audience’s confusion.

      ‘You have not been doing this too long have you? Didn’t you read the site’s instructions file? I know it’s a lengthy tome, but it’s all there.’

      ‘Instructions?’ said Pete, finally letting his guard down.

      Chameleon blinked in surprise, and he held back a laugh. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve been making it all up as you go? Surely not! It’s labelled READ ME in big letters! That’s a new one! Ha, ha...’

      Pete looked abashed, but Lorna stepped forward. She felt angry that this new guy was mocking them.

      ‘We’ve done pretty well on our own so far. So if you’re just going to stand there and criticise then you can get lost! My mum’s been taken by that freak and if he’s in there, I want answers!’

      Chameleon bowed slightly. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. Well, not too much.’ He studied the group as though reappraising them. ‘And if you’ve fought Doc Tempest before and survived,’ he noticed the fresh scar on Toby’s head and tapped it with his finger. The scar healed, the stitches melting away leaving nothing but smooth skin. Chameleon continued, ‘then you certainly are talented. If you want to question Tempest, then I suggest we board the ship and do it there.’

      ‘Shouldn’t we wait until he comes out?’ asked Toby.

      ‘His men are patrolling the area, but they are not allowed on the Council’s ship. There is little security onboard since none of the Council of Evil is actually present. Plus they will want to get out of here as fast as possible because they know the Enforcers are heading this way now.’

      ‘The Enforcers?’ asked Toby.

      ‘They’re an elite group of soldiers. Created by the United Nation and trained to combat supervillains and rogue heroes. They have a wealth of technological gizmos at their disposal, but alas, none of them possess superpowers and have to resort to more conventional means of travel. Which is why they have not yet arrived. The Council chooses its landing places entirely at random, which also throws the Enforcer’s off balance.’

      ‘Why don’t they just download the powers like we did?’ asked Toby.

      ‘The Enforcers are soldiers. Trained in killing. They’re not the type of people you want downloading such powers willy-nilly. They’ve been following Tempest for the last year but his movements have been erratic, therefore unpredictable.’

      ‘What is this Council?’ Emily asked.

      ‘The Council of Evil, it’s all on the FAQ,’ Chameleon replied, a little testily.

      Lorna was about to ask what ‘FAQ’ meant, but Pete nudged her and whispered, ‘Frequently Asked Questions.’

      Pete and Lorna looked daunted, there was obviously more to this superhero venture than they’d suspected. As usually, Emily was a little quicker on the uptake.

      ‘So the Council are a ruling group of villains?’

      ‘Exactly. Some of the most twisted minds the world has ever seen.’

      ‘Do you have a plan for getting in there?’ asked Toby, returning his gaze to the huge ship.

      ‘That’s the easy part,’ said Chameleon.

      Chameleon’s face began to change. The skin moved fluidly until his face resembled one of the guards, tinted-visor and all. Chameleon’s entire body wavered as it morphed. His long black trench coat shrank and warped into the uniform of Tempest’s guards. One of his hands had changed shape and texture and looked like a resin-rifle.

      ‘Now I know where you get your name from,’ said Emily in awe.

      ‘Wow!’ said Pete who couldn’t stop staring. ‘That’s a brilliant power. I have to try that. Can you turn into famous people too?’

      Chameleon arched an eyebrow. ‘Yes. My power is online. I should know as I donated it.’ Lorna nudged Toby in the ribs, Chameleon had proved her point about the origin of the powers. ‘Now we can walk through the front door. I just need one of you to volunteer as a prisoner.’

      

      Midges buzzed around the guards at the foot of the ramp. The weather was oppressively warm, even as the sun sank and they were in the shade afforded by the craft above them. They irritably swatted the flies and hoped they would be leaving soon for cooler climes.

      Movement from across the field caught their attention. Another solider was escorting a young boy wearing glasses, and oddly, a wetsuit. The boy had his hands over his head and a resin-rifle pushed him along.

      The ramp guard nodded towards the boy as they approached. ‘What have you found?’

      ‘This creep was sneaking around the perimeter. Thought Tempest might want a word with him.’

      ‘He’s just a kid.’

      ‘Naw, he’s a Super.’

      At the mention of the word ‘Super’, both men gripped their rifles tighter and became instantly more alert.

      ‘You sure?’ asked the guard uncertainly. ‘Doesn’t look very super.’

      ‘Certain. Unless every kid can fire lasers from his eyes.’

      The guard licked his lips nervously. ‘You’re right. Boss best deal with him.’

      The prisoner took several steps up the ramp.

      ‘’Ere, you can’t go in there,’ snapped the guard as he blocked his path.

      But it was distraction enough for Chameleon to wheel around and lunged at the guards.

      ‘Get the other one!’ Chameleon bellowed.

      Pete spun around and squinted; preparing to unleash the laser blast he was certain that he had downloaded.

      The guard went ridged, expecting to be blasted apart. But Pete was the one who gasped as he was suddenly looking at a skeleton standing right in front of him.

      At first he thought he’d killed the man - but when the skeleton brought his transparent rifle to bear, Pete knew what had happened. He’d insisted that they try their powers before leaving, but Lorna had been adamant that there was no time.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’ shouted Chameleon as he wrestled the other guard.

      ‘I can’t do anything… I’ve only got x-ray vision! I downloaded the wrong power!’
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      From their hiding place in the trees, Toby, Lorna and Emily watched as Pete froze.

      ‘Why is he hesitating?’ said Emily with concern.

      Toby knew the answer. ‘He didn’t download the power he wanted.’

      Chameleon had fallen to the ground, struggling with the guard he held in a chokehold. Pete’s opponent raised his gun ready to shoot point blank.

      ‘No!’ shrieked Emily. She burst from cover and instinctively extended her hand like she’d just thrown a ball. Two pulsing energy orbs shot from her palm, the spheres linked together by a cord of crackling electricity as they whirled through the air like bolas.

      They snagged around the guard before he could pull the trigger, tightening around him like a coiling snake, pinning his arms to his side. His gun clattered to the floor as the breath was crushed from him, and he fell unconscious.

      Chameleon picked himself up off the floor; his opponent was frozen like a statue, a fine crystal-like coating covering him.

      ‘You okay?’ asked Chameleon with some concern.

      ‘Yeah, I just got a useless superpower.’

      ‘Nonsense, there’s no such thing as a useless power,’ said Chameleon haughtily. ‘Every one has its uses, whether it’s apparent or not’

      The others joined them from across the field peering around to check patrolling guards hadn’t spotted them. Chameleon transformed back into his pale self and gave Emily an appraising look.

      ‘You did that? Most impressive.’

      Emily beamed from the complement. Pete cleared his throat and pointed to the two prone guards.

      ‘Shouldn’t we hide them away so nobody notices?’

      ‘Good thinking,’ said Chameleon. ‘Let’s drag them inside. Hurry.’

      It took two of them to haul the heavy guards up the ramp. The one Chameleon had struck was as stiff as a rod and easier to move, and Pete suspected he wasn’t breathing either. Once they were stowed in a corridor on the ship, Chameleon waved them in. ‘Follow me.’

      Lorna and Emily followed without question. Pete and Toby brought up the rear. Pete whispered to his friend.

      ‘Who put him in charge?’

      The corridors were brightly lit and had a new, plastic sheen to them. They passed several closed doors and branching corridors, but Chameleon ignored them. Toby had the impression they were moving towards the centre of the disc shaped craft.

      ‘You sure you know where we’re heading?’ he asked Chameleon as they paused at a junction.

      ‘If you’ve seen one of these ships, you’ve seen them all. The assembly chamber is in the middle.’

      ‘I haven’t seen any security.’

      ‘Oh, it’s there,’ said Chameleon looking cautiously around. It just doesn’t know we are here. This way.’

      They crossed a junction into a circular corridor that curved away either side. Toby assumed if he followed it he’d just loop back on himself. Chameleon paused at a door, then nodded.

      ‘He’s in there?’

      ‘How can you tell?’ asked Toby. He was getting irritated with this cocksure hero marshalling them around.

      Pete stared at the door, and his gaze seemed to become unfocussed. ‘He’s right. I can see him now.’

      ‘With that useless power, eh?’ said Chameleon. ‘Touch the door, and focus that x-ray vision.’

      Pete did as he was asked. The door undulated like water and then suddenly became transparent, although every blemish on the door could still be seen like it was cast in glass. Everybody gasped, and Pete realized that they could all see through it too.

      ‘Not bad eh?’ said Chameleon as he peered beyond. ‘Keep touching the door. And don’t worry it’s one-way. He can’t see out.’

      Doc Tempest sat in a circular room opposite eight massive screens. Each screen was suspended from the ceiling on segmented metal arms that allowed it to move around the room tilting them at any angle. This gave the chilling appearance that the shadowy faces on the screens were looking directly out at the world around them.

      Doc Tempest was hunched in a high-back chair looking very worried as the faces surrounded him like predatory snakes. The sound seemed to carry through the x-rayed door as clearly as if the heroes were in the room.

      ‘Your behaviour has been inappropriate Tempest,’ snarled a dreary voice from one of the screens. ‘So your information better be valuable.’

      A woman’s voice spoke up. ‘We suspect Basilisk is planning to extract revenge on the Council. What have you to say?’

      Lorna glances at Chameleon. ‘Basilisk?’

      ‘Long story. But he’s somebody crazier than Tempest. The Council of Evil banished him for breaking their rules.’

      ‘Rules?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Even bad guys need some rules to follow. But after the Council created Villain.net, things got—’

      Pete looked up with interest. ‘Whoa, there’s a villain website too?’

      ‘Of course, how do you think—?’

      ‘Sssh,’ snapped Lorna. ‘Tempest’s speaking.’

      ‘I have given you enough information about Basilisk’s plans. I risked my life to steal it from under his nose. He’s working together with a boy.’

      ‘We know of the boy. And your data has some merit. If it is true then Basilisk poses a risk to us all. He must be stopped.’

      Chameleon gasped. ‘Tempest’s betraying his only ally! And we thought he was working directly with Basilisk. Ha! There certainly is no honour amongst thieves. This is a bad move for him. Great news for us.’

      Toby nodded, although he didn’t quite follow. It sounded like an espionage plot in a spy movie, using one villain to trap another. But what he did understand was that both Chameleon and the Council of Evil both wanted Basilisk and this boy. Toby wondered what kind of supervillain would cause such a manhunt.

      Doc Tempest’s gaze nervously flicked from screen-to-screen as they writhed around him. ‘I have submitted my report, now please can I have my permit?’

      ‘Very well, Tempest. The Council has decided your reconnaissance against Basilisk was sufficient. You have your permit for your scheme, and remember this time to pay your commission of whatever you extort to the Council.’

      A look of relief flooded across Tempest’s face. He shook his fist victoriously. ‘Thank you. I’ll make the wise Council proud of me I assure you!’

      A flash of anger crossed Chameleon’s face. ‘I’ve heard enough. We’ll stop this now. We’ll arrest Tempest and find out where he is holding your mother.’

      He pulled Pete away from the door. Immediately the material reverted to steel. Chameleon hit a control button on the wall and the door swished open. Chameleon stepped inside with the four heroes behind in their best fighting stance.

      ‘End of the line, Tempest!’

      Doc Tempest’s face dropped in shock. All eight monitors swivelled to face the intruders. Although none of the faces were discernible, the variety of oddly shaded silhouetted heads sent a shiver of fear down Lorna’s spine. Tempest then saw Toby and Lorna and he glowered.

      ‘You! Come a step closer and I swear I’ll kill your mother!’

      ‘Intruders!’ shouted one of the screen entities in a gurgling voice. Immediately a siren whooped throughout the ship.

      Doc Tempest pushed both hands forward and a wall of shimmering ice shot towards the group. In the blink of an eye, Chameleon leapt towards the wall - his whole body transformed into a slender, yellow-scaled lizard, his face a bizarre hybrid of lizard and man. With his sharp reptilian claws he skittered effortlessly up the wall.

      The children didn’t have time to run. Lorna pushed forward and silently hoped she had selected the right power. A giant bubble blossomed around them, protecting them as the ice smashed harmlessly against it. It took all of Lorna’s concentration to keep the shield in place for those few seconds. Her legs trembled and the moment she hesitated the bubble popped - shattering the ice that had formed across it.

      Tempest’s gaze followed Chameleon across the wall, the monitors swivelling to watch his progress too. Tempest fired a volley of electrical bolts from his fingers and tore the ceiling behind Chameleon - accidentally blasting two of the monitor arms, sending then crashing to the floor in a shower of sparks. Chameleon, who was holding on to one of the arms, fell with it.

      An automated voice echoed across the ship. ‘Intruder alert! Beginning auto-destruct. Waiting for confirmation.’

      ‘No!’ screamed Tempest. ‘Not destruct you idiots!’

      Council of Evil technicians were notoriously bad at maintaining equipment and labelling the correct buttons. Back at his base, the lax Council staff that he had hired always got auto-launch and auto-destruct the wrong way around. They had even marked the manual-override buttons incorrectly.

      The entire structure rumbled, throwing Lorna to the floor. Toby gripped the doorjamb for support. Doc Tempest had Chameleon pinned by the throat, a look of murder contorting his face.

      ‘This will teach you to spy on me!’

      Tempest’s fingers turned white as frost clung to them. The frost spread out across Chameleon’s throat, and up towards his head. Chameleon’s reptilian form sprung back to his regular human shape, but Tempest didn’t relinquish his grip as the frost spread. Chameleon lashed out in panic and smashed Tempest’s wristband from his arm. The electronic gadget skittered across the room as the ship lurched to one side. Tempest noticed the touch display read: CONFIRM AUTO-DESTRUCT: YES/NO - just as it bounced, hitting the ‘yes’ option.

      ‘Auto-destruct sequence activated!’ said the measured electronic voice.

      Toby and Pete lunged forward - their combined weight shoved Tempest off Chameleon. The three of them slid into the wall as the floor tipped beneath them.

      ‘We’re taking off’, Emily shouted.

      Toby nimbly sprang on top of Tempest and gripped his collar.

      ‘Where’s my mother?’

      Tempest flashed his fanged teeth and grabbed Toby’s hands - the touch was intensely cold and needles of pain shot up Toby’s arm before they went numb. Tempest threw him off, and effortlessly shoved Pete away as he climbed to his feet.

      ‘You will all die here!’ snarled Tempest, ‘Blown to smithereens!’ He rapidly clapped his hands like a spoilt child. ‘Isn’t that great!’ he whooped before spinning towards the doorway.

      Emily barred his path her hands already glowing from the forming energy bolas. The whole ship violently shook like they’d hit severe turbulence, and Emily lost her balance as the bolas spun out - Tempest bent backwards as it passed centimetres over his head and slammed into the wall.

      ‘Not today, little girl,’ he sneered and raced from the room.

      Toby rubbed warmth into his hands but still couldn’t feel anything. Chameleon sprang to his feet, rubbing the warmth back to his throat. He hoisted Pete up.

      ‘We have to leave,’ Chameleon said in a hoarse voice.

      Emily and Toby pulled Lorna to her feet. They ran into the corridor as the sound of tearing metal reverberated through the ship. Cracks ran across the floor and ceiling and the group stopped in their tracks as the corridor ahead suddenly disappeared as a massive chunk of the ship ripped away right in front of them, revealing nothing but twilight sky.

      The craft was self-destructing in the air - the ground spinning far below. The sky was full of flaming debris as the ship fell apart. Flying through the falling wreckage would be like navigating through a minefield.

      ‘We’re trapped!’ wailed Pete.

      ‘Grab on to me!’ screamed Chameleon as another section of the floor ahead gave way. ‘All of you, think of Toby’s house. Imagine it in your minds now!’

      Everybody latched onto Chameleon as the roof was torn away in a fiery explosion. Toby scrunched his eyes and heard an explosive thunderclap, and a wave of dizziness struck him.

      When he looked around he saw that they were all laying in his garden, the familiar oak tree was behind them.

      ‘What happened?’ asked Lorna as she got her bearings.

      ‘Teleportation,’ Emily answered knowingly.

      Chameleon stood up, dusting himself off. ‘The Council initiated a self-destruct sequence. We had to get out of there. Is this where you live?’ he asked with a note of doubt as he studied the remains of the house covered in plastic sheeting.

      ‘Yeah,’ Toby answered. ‘That’s my home. What’s left of it.’

      Chameleon gave Pete and Toby a look of gratitude. ‘You saved my life back there. If it weren’t for you, Tempest would have killed me for sure. You really do have the courage that makes a hero. All of you.’

      ‘Any time,’ said Pete, trying to stand as heroically as possible despite feeling nauseous.

      Chameleon stared at the remains of Pete’s improvised superhero costume. ‘But I think you should reconsider your outfit.’

      Toby sighed deeply, making Chameleon hesitate.

      ‘So we’re on our own again?’

      ‘You have the Hero community at your fingertips. You’re not alone.’

      ‘Feels like. We seem to keep failing.’

      Chameleon looked at each of them. ‘You have come from being ordinary people, with ordinary lives and you are slowly becoming true heroes. It’s a path with many obstacles ahead, and many challenges to face. But you must remember that being a hero is not about winning or losing. It’s about courage and doing the right thing against the temptation to take the path of least resistance. When you have faced that final challenge, then you will have risen to the status of hero.’

      Toby mulled over the words.

      Chameleon continued. ‘I’m sorry we couldn’t apprehend Tempest today. But I assure you, the moment I discover anything about the location of your mother, I will let you know.’

      Chameleon teleported away with a bang.

      Toby looked at his friends dejectedly. ‘What a complete waste of time that was.’

      ‘Oh, it hasn’t been a complete waste,’ said Pete. ‘I think we’ll be able to track Tempest, without mister know-it-all, if we get this thing working.’

      He held up Doc Tempest’s broken wristband.

      

      Sarah Wilkinson sat in a rail-pod that shot through a tunnel system. She was starting to feel weak. After pleading with a solider, she got word to Tempest that she needed her insulin shots, but he was unsympathetic to her condition.

      A bored looking guard sat opposite Sarah. He seemed more intent on pulling at his tight uniform that was riding up his bum than anything else. At one point the dark walls of the tunnel gave way to glass and she saw an awe-inspiring view; an immense snowfield stretching as far as the eye could see. Then they were plunged back into darkness.

      She had been kept in the hangar for almost two hours while the guards patched up the damage caused by the superheroes. She was glad for the change of surrounding, but it was no more than a minute before they arrived at their destination. The guard shoved her up a corridor carved from solid ice, metal grids on the floor prevented Sarah from slipping. She shivered against the cold, but noticed small heating ducts were blowing in warm air. She was led to a small cell; furnished with nothing but a bed and a single fluorescent tube for light. He uncuffed her hands and shoved her inside.

      Sarah sat on the edge of the bed, no longer feeling scared, but angry instead. She thought of her husband out somewhere in Mexico, and then Lorna and Toby. She hoped somebody was looking after them. They couldn’t look after themselves.

      

      Toby was tired but unable to sleep. He was worried about his mother - not just how they’d get her back, but mainly about her insulin. Without it she could die.

      Tempest’s threats constantly replayed every time he closed his eyes. Through heavy eyelids, he examined Doc Tempest’s digital wristband. He wondered how they could use it to find his mother, but no matter how much he poked and prodded he couldn’t get the thing working. He put it down and lay flat on the uncomfortable air mattress; what he wouldn’t give to be back in his own bed... with his mother safely home.

      Staring at the array of posters on Pete’s wall, strategically positioned to hide the peeling wallpaper, Toby felt a wave of regret about every argument he’d ever had with his mother. At the time the fights seemed justified and important - but in the grand scheme of things he could now see every argument was just a waste of time. And if they didn’t rescue her in time and Tempest killed her... then he would never have the chance to say sorry.

      He refused to cry. Instead he listened to the elephant like snores coming from Pete and, for the first time, he envied his friend. Pete’s parents may always be struggling for money, but at least they were safe and sound and not in the hands of a megalomaniac...

      

      Lorna couldn’t sleep either. She had her own room at Emily’s which was comfortable, but it wasn’t home. Lorna realized that she was feeling homesick. She climbed out of bed and crept downstairs into the kitchen to get a glass of milk. She was surprised to find Emily already at the kitchen table staring thoughtfully at her own drink.

      ‘Can’t sleep,’ said Lorna. She didn’t have the strength for a more detailed explanation.

      ‘Me either. I just kept going over today’s events in my mind. It didn’t seem so scary at the time... but now, I feel terrified being up there as the ship broke apart.’

      Lorna poured her drink and sat opposite her friend, both keeping their voices low so they didn’t wake anyone.

      ‘I suppose it hasn’t sunk for me,’ said Lorna. ‘Not yet anyway. I just keep feeling... responsible for everything that’s happening to mum.’

      Emily shook her head. Her parents had raised her to see the world logically. She knew that with hindsight anybody could blame themselves for almost anything. Why hadn’t they been at home to stop Tempest? Why did they download the superpowers in the first place? The list was endless, but Emily knew they could only act now to affect the future.

      ‘You’re not responsible, Lorn. Doc Tempest is. And we are going to save your mum. No matter how difficult it’s going to be.’

      Lorna managed a smile. Even though Emily was wearing ridiculous pink pyjamas, she still made sense. Tomorrow would undoubtedly bring a new, unexpected, adventure. And, hopefully, a step closer to ending this nightmare.

      

      Toby was forced to school by Pete’s parents who insisted that it would be ‘good for him’. Toby sensed that he was getting under their feet. He suspected too that they normally spent their time arguing and not being able to do so in front of him was adding to the strain.

      At lunchtime Toby and Pete sat in the corner of the canteen picking at their food as they examined Tempest’s wristband. No matter how he pressed and poked nothing seemed to activate it. Only when Pete placed it on his wrist to see if it would suit him, did the gizmo suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree.

      ‘What did you do?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Just put it on. Maybe that powers it?’

      The broken screen flashed the message STORM ENGINE: FULL THROTTLE.

      ‘Storm Engine?’ echoed Pete. ‘Isn’t that what Tempest called his wever control machine?’ He smirked at the villain’s mispronunciation.

      ‘At least we know this thing is still connected to his network. It’s a pity we can’t find a way to make it stop the Storm Engine. But I reckon if we can somehow trace the signal, we can find my mum.’

      Pete was keeping a watchful glance for Jake Hunter and his gang, who were all mercifully absent. He noticed Lorna and Emily approaching. They looked more cheerful than they should be. They sat in the plastic seats opposite and whispered conspiratorially.

      ‘We’ve found Tempest!’ stated Lorna.

      Toby held the fork half way to his mouth, the food now forgotten. ‘Where? How did you do that?’

      ‘He’s heading towards Florida,’ said Lorna in a harsh whisper. ‘Em and used the computers in school to check out the Internet news. That’s when we saw the hurricane!’

      ‘It formed unnaturally quickly and moving faster than anything else on record,’ Emily added in breathless excitement. ‘Almost like it has been artificially created!’

      Pete’s eyes went wide and he showed them the activated wristband. ‘The Storm Engine! That’s how he created the tornado and hurricane!’

      ‘Which he then uses as cover for his attacks,’ Toby added thoughtfully. ‘What’s in Florida?’

      ‘Theme parks? Some great roller coasters,’ said Pete.

      ‘Not the kind of thing you’d expect Tempest to steal though,’ said Toby.

      ‘Does it matter?’ snapped Lorna. ‘Point is, we know where he’ll be! Find him, we can find mum!’

      Toby nodded, feeling the sudden fire of adventure in his stomach. It was Pete’s voice that brought him back down to earth.

      ‘One problem - we’re in school. We can’t possibly leave now.’

      ‘Why not?’ asked Toby.

      ‘It’s not right! I felt bad enough skipping school yesterday. If we get caught—’

      ‘We need to find Tempest in order to find our mother!’ Toby shot back, a little louder than he intended, attracting attention from around the canteen. He lowered his voice. ‘The police wouldn’t believe us, and right now the only thing that has been of use is the Hero website. We have to skip the afternoon. After all this is over, we can explain and people will understand.’

      Pete looked doubtful. ‘If my parents found out, they wouldn’t be so understanding. Trust me on that. Maybe I should stay here?’ Pete didn’t dare look up. Instead, he closely examined the wristband, avoiding anybody’s gaze. He was feeling torn between not risking antagonising his parents, who seemed to be less a part of his life than his friends, and the selfish fact that he was afraid of getting hurt. Years of being at the end of Jake Hunter’s fist had made him a coward.

      Toby looked at his friend in shock. This was the second time Pete need persuading. He was beginning to doubt the strength of their friendship. ‘You’re not going to help? We need you! We’re a team!’

      Emily grabbed Pete’s arm. ‘Pete, please. This is for your friends! We need you.’

      Pete looked at Toby, whose face was grave, and then to Lorna who nodded encouragingly. Drawing a deep breath he nodded, making his decision against his own better judgement.

      ‘Okay. Let’s do it.’

      Toby exhaled a long breath and patted Pete on the back, but he couldn’t summon the words to thank him.

      The four of them got up and cleared the table before discreetly heading towards the school gates. Freedom was just a few more steps.

      ‘Toby Wilkinson!’ a deep voice shouted.

      Toby froze mid-stride. The Headmaster, Mr Harris, must have been in his late fifties, and was shaped roughly like an egg. When his voice boomed across the school, it was usually because somebody was in trouble. Mr Harris walked over to them, wheezing heavily, his hand raised in the air as though he was about to hail a taxi.

      ‘Sir?’ said Toby as casually as he possibly could, and wondered if he had some kind of truant radar.

      The headmaster scrutinized the motley crew as he caught his breath. Like a magician’s trick, a handkerchief appeared in his hand and he dabbed the sweat from his brow. ‘Ah... the Wilkinsons. I see you’re heading, um, home. I mean… um… wherever it is that you’re both staying.’

      ‘Er…’ was all Toby could manage. What could he possibly say? That they were on their way home to download superpowers, in order to stop a supervillain from destroying Florida with his Storm Engine, so they could rescue their kidnapped mother? Somehow, Toby thought, Mr Harris wouldn’t believe him.

      ‘Good,’ said Mr Harris.

      It took a moment for Toby to process what he’d just heard. ‘Good?’

      Mr Harris didn’t hear as he dabbed his brow again. ‘Your father has both Emily’s and Pete’s numbers, and was very eager to speak to you both.’

      Lorna stepped forward. ‘You’ve heard from dad?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ said Mr Harris, a sudden crease of suspicion forming on his sweaty brow. ‘I thought you knew, that’s why you’re—’

      Toby seized the moment. ‘Of course, Lorn. I just didn’t want to tell you, in case you got overexcited. He’s called, isn’t that right sir?’

      Mr Harris nodded. ‘Yes, yes. Well, off you go. Don’t keep him waiting!’

      

      It was now obvious to Toby his father was not a superhero otherwise he would have flown to their aide. And he saw little point in talking to him now that they seemed close to tracking their mother down. When they arrived at Pete’s house both Toby and Pete had decided to avoid answering the phone. Instead they booted up the computer and headed straight for the Hero site.

      ‘Wait,’ said Emily. ‘Go to the news first.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I just want to know how bad that storm is.’

      Pete navigated to the BBC world news site. The main story was the unnaturally fast-forming storm that was raging across America, which had in fact completely skipped Florida without causing any damage. Weather forecaster were baffled as they showed a satellite image tracking the storm over Alabama - and it was still not causing damage as the sinister black clouds zoomed northwards.

      ‘So he’s not going for Florida,’ said Lorna, twirling her hair thoughtfully.

      ‘What’s in Alabama?’ asked Pete.

      ‘Banks? A big bank?’ said Toby.

      ‘The biggest…’ mumbled Emily under her breath. ‘Budge over.’

      Emily slid half onto Pete’s seat until he gave it up and stood next to her.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ he asked, a little peeved that he had been pushed off his own computer.

      ‘Looking for something,’ said Emily thoughtfully. She suddenly tapped the screen. ‘Here!’

      ‘Don’t touch the screen, you’ll dirty it,’ complained Pete even though the screen was filled with his own greasy fingerprints.

      Lorna read out. ‘Fort Knox?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Emily. ‘It holds gold for the U.S. Government - and it’s in Kentucky!’

      ‘Not Alabama?’ asked Toby.

      ‘No, but look!’ Emily called up a map of the storm and pointed. They all saw it immediately. ‘The storm’s heading in a straight line - right for Fort Knox!’

      ‘He’s going to perform the biggest theft ever!’ said Toby.

      ‘And we’re going to stop him,’ declared Emily. She stood and patted Pete on the shoulder. ‘Pete, it’s your turn. Get us to the Hero website.’

      Pleased to be doing something again, Pete took the seat and called up the mysterious website. They were greeted by a flashing message:

      MISSION IN PROGRESS: YOU HAVE FAILED TASK ONE.

      Everybody swapped worried glances.

      ‘What does that mean?’ asked Pete.

      Toby understood. ‘It means we wasted our free powers on Tempest in France. Click on the powers, let’s see what happens.’

      Pete selected the icon to enter the page of downloadable powers. The computer made a warning noise and flashed another message:

      YOU HAVE NO HEROIC POINTS. DO YOU WISH TO PURCHASE POWERS? YES/NO.

      ‘How are we going to pay for that?’ wailed Lorna. ‘We have no money!’

      Pete looked at his friends, every one of them wearing a look of panic.

      ‘Chameleon mentioned an instruction page,’ Emily reminded them.

      ‘We haven’t got time for that now,’ Toby snapped. ‘They want paying!’

      ‘Come on, there’s got to be a way out of this,’ said Pete.

      ‘Like what?’ Emily asked. She pulled a handful of coins from her pocket. There was just enough to buy a magazine perhaps, certainly not superpowers. ‘We can’t do it! Doc Tempest is going to steal billions of dollars in gold - and we can’t afford to stop him! That’s ironic!’

      Pete snorted. His was just typical of his luck. ‘So we just give up? Em, can’t you just ask your parents for money? They’re loaded aren’t they?’

      ’Of course not!’

      Lorna kicked at the floor in anger. ‘What else can we do?’

      ‘Guys,’ said Toby. A thought had just occurred to him. ‘We’re richer than you think.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Lorna suspiciously.

      ‘Pete, we need to take the computer outside. I know somebody who can help us!’
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      Mr Patel’s grocery store never seemed to close. It was open when Toby and Lorna started their delivery round even on a lazy weekend morning, and lights burned from inside whenever they passed it at night. Today was no exception. Mr Patel turned to greet his new customers with a polite ‘Good afternoon’. But his face split into a grin when he recognised Toby and Lorna.

      ‘Ah, my friends, what brings you here today?’ His pursed his lips when he glanced at his watch. ‘And shouldn’t you be in school?’ He looked curiously at Pete who was surreptitiously carrying his computer casing under a thick black bin bag, which he rested on the floor with a tired sigh.

      ‘We’ve had time off, Mr Patel,’ said Toby with his most sorrowful expression. ‘Our house got trashed by a tornado and our mother’s… missing.’

      Mr Patel’s face softened, and he wrung his hands anxiously. ‘Of course, I heard about that. I’m so sorry. Please take a chocolate bar or snack in my condolences.’ True to form, Mr Patel began handing out sweets.

      ‘No thank you,’ said Lorna. The others following her lead in refusing the offer, except Pete, who snagged a bag of crisps. Emily shot him a disgusted look. Pete shrugged.

      ‘What? I’m hungry.’

      Lorna continued. ‘Actually we wanted to talk about our pay?’

      ‘Ah,’ said Mr Patel, slapping his forehead as if to reboot his memory. ‘Certainly. I think we’re a little backed up, are we not?’ He headed around to his till to open the cash draw. ‘And it would be bad business to lose my best delivery team.’

      ‘It’s not cash we want,’ said Toby just as the cash draw shot out to a jingle of loose coins.

      Mr Patel brightened. ‘Oh? Not sweets and not cash. This is a happy day. Then what?’

      ‘Actually we wanted you to purchase something for us from the Internet.’

      Mr Patel’s eyes narrowed in suspicion once more. ‘The Internet?’

      Toby nodded. Lorna lightly tapped the computer with her toe.

      ‘And you have to promise to keep it a secret,’ she added.

      

      ‘Hero?’ said Mr Patel staring at the screen. ‘Is this some kind of game? Or a comic perhaps?’

      ‘Well it’s a lot of fun,’ said Pete. He looked at Toby and faltered. ‘Well, it can be.’

      They all looked expectantly at the website. Pete had hooked up his computer to the old monitor Mr Patel used to track his shop’s accounts. Toby and Lorna exchanged nervous glances; they had planned to keep the website a secret, but it was unavoidable for them to have to show it to Mr Patel. They just hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions so they could keep the superpowers quiet.

      But, like most adults, Mr Patel simply didn’t see the ‘big picture’. He already had his spectacles balanced on the edge of his nose, and was staring at his credit card.

      ‘Okay, this is your money,’ said Mr Patel. ‘You can spend it how you wish, I suppose.’ The tone of his voice indicated he disapproved of such frivolous wastes such as computer games.

      Pete clicked through the screen, and got the online donations page up. ‘There you go. Just type your credit card details in there, and the amount here. Put the whole lot in.’

      ‘Hold on,’ said Emily holding her hand to stop Mr Patel. ‘Let’s just check the website is secure. Look here, this padlock symbol on the browser means there’s a security certificate…’ She trailed off as Mr Patel’s confused expression. ‘Well, it just means it’s safe, so we’re good to go. Let’s just hope the website doesn’t just steal the money.’

      ‘Don’t be daft,’ said Pete. ‘These are the good guys. Hate to buy anything from that villain site. I imagine you’d get ripped off there!’

      Mr Patel began slowly copying his details onto the computer.

      ‘Thanks for doing this,’ said Lorna.

      The shopkeeper peered over the top of his glasses in a way that reminded Emily of her grandfather. ‘And you’re sure? The whole amount to be transferred?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes. Everything.’

      Mr Patel counted off on his fingers, mumbling under his breath. ‘Two months, eight weekends… that’s…’ He typed the amount into the computer; looked at Pete and Lorna for confirmation. Then he hit the ENTER button. The website beeped and the page suddenly changed to read: WELCOME BACK HEROES.

      Toby gripped Mr Patel’s hand and shook it eagerly. ‘You don’t know how much this means to us! Thank you!’ He nudged Pete with his foot. ‘Hurry up, unhook your computer - we’ve got to get back to yours to… er… play.’

      ‘Going as fast as I can,’ grumbled Pete as he carefully shut down the computer.

      Mr Patel watched the four teenagers scurry out of the shop as quickly as they could. He shook his head; it was such a shame kids of today spent all their time sitting in front of a computer screen, and never really getting to see the big wide world outside.

      

      With their new finances secured, the gang browsed through the range of powers on offer as soon as they returned to Pete’s.

      ‘Is it me, or are there more choices than usual?’

      Emily had been thinking the same thing. She stopped Pete before he rashly chose something.

      ‘Don’t click anything,’ she warned.

      Toby was impatient. Both he and Lorna had been watching the news - and the hurricane was already bearing down on its target. ‘There’s no way we can make it there in time. Even flying!’

      ‘Hold on,’ said Emily, still studying the screen. ‘I just want to see if there’s a pattern to all these icons.’

      ‘Em,’ said Lorna, ‘We’re running out of time!’

      ‘Well you won’t let me read the instructions and we have to make sure we don’t download useless powers. Plus, we’re paying for them so we can download more than one each!’

      ‘No way!’ cried Pete. ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘Says so right here.’ Emily tapped the screen. ‘If you bother reading it.’

      ‘Cool!’

      Lorna shook her head. ‘We’re going to have to move like lightning to get there.’

      Emily nodded. ‘Then the bad news is that we’ll have to teleport.’

      

      If anybody was walking casually by, they would have heard a thunderclap immediately followed by four confused looking children appearing from thin air, one of whom staggered dizzily before falling to his knees and taking off his glasses in case he threw up.

      Fortunately there was nobody around to see the heroes’ unorthodox arrival. They stood awed by the swirling mass of clouds that congealed into the visible wall of a hurricane in the distance. It was enormous, dwarfing the tornado storm that ravaged their home. The clouds stretched towards the ground and swept towards them at an incredible speed, and with a constant rumble generated by the high winds. Even from so far away it pushed at them with such fury that they had to angle their bodies against the wind and shout to be heard.

      Toby helped Pete stand. ‘You okay?’

      Pete wiped his mouth with his sleeve. This time he had agreed with Toby and ditched the superhero costume for a jumper and jeans. ‘I hate the feeling teleportation gives!’ He had felt giddy, like spinning on the spot for thirty minutes but all condensed into a second.

      Toby glanced at his watch. ‘Well, it got us here in five seconds!’

      ‘Where’s here?’

      Lorna nudged them both. She was staring behind them. They all turned to see—

      ‘Fort Knox,’ said Lorna with relief, and remembering it from a picture on the net. ‘Right on target!’

      Spread around them was a sprawling military base, set on gentle undulating hills. Fort Knox itself was a simple, whitewashed square building made of two levels, very much like a concrete birthday cake. It was unimpressive considering the wealth it held inside.

      Twelve olive-green M1 Abrams tanks had circled the compound beyond a chain-linked fence that had already been blown flat by the Herculean winds. The tanks’ turrets pointed into the maelstrom.

      The gale was growing stronger by the second, and almost pushed the heroes off their feet. They held their ground and saw movement in the clouds. Dark elongated shapes were just visible - two massive floating structures.

      ‘Here he comes,’ yelled Lorna.

      ‘Let’s get straight in there and get Tempest,’ shouted Toby firmly. ‘If he doesn’t talk about where he’s holding mum, then we’ll knock it out of him!’

      He leapt forward, and soared into the air. The others followed close behind - the wind almost blew them away like feathers, but they stabilised themselves and pushed into the storm.

      They had learnt from their past mistakes in fighting Tempest, and this time they were prepared for anything.

      Or so they hoped.

      

      Struggling towards the hurricane, they could see beyond the cloud wall a mile-wide tract of land that lead into the distance - the path of devastation wrought by Doc Tempest’s weather control. It was a massive amount of damage just so that he could rob a bank.

      In seconds the team had punctured through the leading edge of the hurricane. The cyclonic winds threatened to pull them sidelong - but they persevered into the calm of the storm’s eye and into sudden perfect weather.

      Doc Tempest’s army greeted them. Two huge floating barges, approximately the length of battleships, floated on a cushion of air. Their wide, flat decks had obviously been designed to stack enormous quantities of gold bars. But what the heroes didn’t expect were the massive domes - about the size of a house - mounted on the front of the crafts. A huge barrel poked from the housing - it was unmistakably a gun turret, which spun with a whirl of hydraulics to face them.

      But that was the least of their problems.

      Some forty glyder-discs zigzagged through the air like flies. Hulking mercenaries, in their skin-tight uniforms, were riding on each arm with resin-rifles. They instantly detected the new arrivals and bore down on the four kids like a swarm of killer bees.

      Doc Tempest was on his own skiff, circling above the flying armada. His voice boomed from speakers mounted on every craft.

      ‘You again? Don’t you get the message? Was my hint too subtle? You fools think you can challenge me? Well listen closely - for bothering me one time too many, I will execute my hostage! Do I make myself clear? Whoa, but I just remembered’ Tempest slapped his enormous forehead with the palm of his hand. ‘That won’t matter because you’ll be dead!

      Lorna hovered. The others hung around her, bobbing like humming birds as Tempest’s forces closed in on them.

      ‘He’s going to kill mum if we do anything!’ she cried.

      Toby grabbed his sister’s arm. ‘He could do that anytime. And it’s good news he hasn’t already. Must mean he thinks we’re a real threat! We have to stop him!’

      Lorna shot her brother a furious look. ‘How can you be so reckless with her life? Just because you both argue all the time doesn’t mean you can do that!’

      ‘What? Arguing has nothing to do with anything! Just that you’re her favourite—’

      BOOM! A shockwave struck the undercarriage of one of the giant carriers, ripping a car-sized hole in it. Black smoke poured from the lesion, but the impact did little to halt the carrier. More rib-shaking booms followed in rapid succession, and Toby only became aware of Pete shouting as one of the goon’s glyder-disc exploded into a million pieces.

      ‘The tanks in Fort Knox! They’re firing!’ screamed Pete.

      Toby and Lorna exchanged glances - they were right in the line of fire!

      In retaliation, the massive dome-turrets on Doc Tempest’s barges swept downwards and fired a volley of blinding slivers of energy.

      Below, a couple of M1 tanks were hit full on; the armoured behemoths spun through the air as their gun-turrets were ripped away. The remaining tanks started to move in a grinding of gears, two colliding head on, armour buckling. But they hadn’t scattered far enough—

      The hurricane was on them as the second volley of shots came from Tempest’s barges. The remaining tanks were batted away - two bursting into flames, the crews escaping only to be swept off their feet by the strength of the winds and thrown a dozen meters as the hurricane chewed the electrified fences.

      The artificially induced force of nature had reached Fort Knox.

      Alarms shrieked across the complex - but there was nobody left to respond to them. Brickwork began to crumble; cracks started to race across the bulletproof windows as the air pressure increased.

      A sudden mass of thick, sticky blobs sprung from the approaching soldier’s rifles, whizzing past the heroes’ heads with high-pitched whines.

      Lorna and Toby shot straight up to avoid the attack; Emily and Pete peeled off either side as about twenty glyder-discs streamed past them. Toby glanced around - the remaining troopers had descended towards the roof of Fort Knox, which was being torn off by the relentless winds. The troopers themselves seemed unaffected by the winds, protected by a nullifying field around the glyder-discs, which appeared as a faint energy crackle. Within seconds the roof had given way completely - and Tempest’s men disappeared inside.

      Toby dragged his eyes back to the skies as a pair of glyders banked towards him, the henchmen readying their weapons. Toby extended his hands as a hot rush raked through each arm, down to his fingertips—

      WHOOSH! Fireballs the size of basketballs shot from his hands; they hit one of the glyder-discs and hacked it in two. The surprised thug trod air for a second before plummeting, the gun in his hand firing wildly. A stray shot struck one of the glyder-discs forcing it away from colliding with Emily. The glue bullet expanded on the underside of the glyder, throwing its balance - the man on board was flung away as the glyder-disc flipped like a coin and plummeted earthward.

      The second platform made an emergency climb, away from the boy with flaming hands.

      Emily had no idea what powers she had downloaded. She couldn’t even decide if the icon she clicked on was a stickman running or leaping. Either way she had about three seconds to discover what it was. She tensed her body and zoomed towards the three glyder-discs bearing down on her. She could feel a soothing warm glow radiate from the pit of her stomach, as if she had drunk warm soup on a winter’s day.

      As Pete watched, Emily’s clothes, skin, and waving strands of blond hair seemed to shimmer like polished silver. She seemed to become denser.

      Emily extended her hands, trusting something unusual would happen. As she did so, she noticed her hands and arms were shiny chrome - but she had no time to marvel at the fact before she crashed into the lead glyder.

      Emily shot through it - she didn’t feel the impact, but the platform exploded around her - and she continued in a straight line, blasting through two more platforms behind.

      She had become a human bullet!

      ‘She’s so cool!’ said Pete. He dragged his eyes away from Emily. A glyder-disc was zeroing in on him in a barrage of resin-bullets. He easily zigzagged the streams and squinted hard at his attacker. Instead of the laser blast he was expecting, he farted loudly. The noise startled the grim-faced thug so much that he pulled up short and burst into laughter - giving Pete the chance to get it right second time.

      ‘Please… no more x-ray vision!’ he murmured.

      Intense rays of light blasted from his eyes, striking the platform and another behind it as he moved his gaze.

      ‘Wow! Look what I can do!’ he screamed triumphantly.

      He turned to search for Toby - and the beams continued to blast from his eyes, inadvertently cutting down two of the thugs manoeuvring behind his friend. Toby spun around - and ducked - just as Pete’s laser vision sliced narrowly over his head, gouging lines in the enormous barge behind him.

      ‘Pete! Watch what you’re doing!’

      ‘Sorry!’ said Pete, forcing himself to blink and stop the beams. When he opened his eyes the world was blurry. Had the superpower suddenly made him blind?

      Panic stricken, he removed his glasses to clean them. His fingers went through the frames. Holding them up he could see the lasers had burnt perfect holes through the glass lenses.

      ‘Oh, damn!’ he cried.

      Everything was a blur. Toby, Emily and Lorna were indistinguishable from the other figures flying around. A disc-glyder banked towards him at a furious speed. Pete reacted on instinct and shot his laser blast at the approaching enemy - only registering a figure between him and his target at the very last second.

      ‘Lorna!’ he screamed, but she didn’t hear him.

      In a confusing bur of activity the disc exploded as his laser blast struck. A furious cloud of orange flames chewed up the glyder - the solider riding it fell dozens of feet, miraculously landing on top of another disc swooping below. Pete’s heart was pounded as he scanned the skies, but he couldn’t see Lorna.

      He must have killed her.

      Pete was horrified, but before he could think what else to do, a powerful blow struck him in the back, and he was flung head-over-heels. His head hit something solid.

      Pete staggered to his feet and was surprised to see a wall of gold. It took him seconds to get his bearings and realize he was standing on one of the barge decks. The other hung in the sky above him. The gold was being loaded fast by the mercenaries on their glyders. It already covered an area about a third the size of a football pitch. It was stacked in high blocks, with narrow aisles between them.

      ‘Thought you could fight me again, worm?’ said a familiar voice that made Pete spin around.

      Doc Tempest was several meters away. It was obviously him who had slammed Pete onto the barge. Any reply from Pete was swallowed as he noticed a vortex of whirling air and gold bricks dropping above his head.

      Pete dived aside as the mass descended slowly to the deck, landing where he had been standing seconds before. Gold whirled inside the vortex, which was generated by a goon’s glyder floating above. It had sucked up gold bricks in a miniature whirlwind, literally vacuumed up the gold to be deposited in relatively neat blocks on the barge. Worry about Lorna temporarily disappeared as Pete marvelled at the villain’s ingenuity.

      His eyes lingered on the gold, which gleamed almost hypnotically - just one bar was worth more than his family owned… had ever owned.

      ‘Ah, I see a familiar gleam in your eyes, boy. A poor boy shown the wealth of a nation,’ gloated Tempest. ‘Think if you had one, no, ten of those bars. Think how rich you would be.’

      Pete stared at Tempest. Even without his glasses, he could see the veins under the villain’s skin pulsing.

      ‘The rich don’t get bullied. They don’t have sleepless nights worrying about paying the next bill. They can have anything they want, do anything they want. It’s yours. Take it. A gift from me. All you have to do is help me and get rid of your toy-hero pals.’

      The thought of living in riches floated through Pete’s brain; a life of luxury would be worth a few sacrifices. He traced his hand across the gold.

      ‘That’s a very tempting offer,’ said Pete as he traced his hand across the gold. It felt cool and soft. With money like this, he could ditch school and the bullies; live in his own place without his parents’ misery to deal with.

      No more arguments. No more crying himself to sleep.

      ‘It’s the real deal,’ purred Tempest. ‘You could afford laser surgery to your eyes. No more squinting or horrible nicknames.’

      Pete remembered a proverb: money doesn’t buy happiness. Somebody who really didn’t know what wealth could buy must have come up with that phrase. Pete was pretty sure he’d be a lot happier. And if not happier, it would certainly buy him a better standard of misery. He thought of Lorna. Nothing would alleviate the fear he was feeling about her. Is she was dead Toby would never forgive him. He might as well be guilty and rich, rather than guilty and poor.

      Tempest was beginning to get impatient as the remains of a burning glyder clattered down on the barge just metres away.

      ‘Hurry up, I haven’t got all day,’ he said. ‘What d’you think I am, a bank? Make up your mind.’

      Pete met Tempest’s gaze; his life changing decision had been made.

      ‘That is a generous offer… but does that mean I would have to look as ugly as you? I mean, what happened to your head to make it look like that?’

      Even out of focus, Pete could see Tempest’s face twist into a snarl of anger.

      ‘Fool!’ screamed Doc Tempest and levelled his arm at Pete.

      Pete jumped to his feet and ran, as lightning spewed from Doc Tempest’s fingers and raked across the barge’s deck, leaving black scorch marks. Pete could feel the heat of the electricity on the back of his legs. He ducked into the golden aisles, hoping he could lose the villain.

      In the sky above the carrier craft, Emily looked around, suddenly aware she hadn’t seen Lorna for a while. She slid sideways to avoid a mass of glue-bullets and spurred forward towards the henchman that had fired at her. In retaliation she crunched through his platform like a knife through butter. The bewildered man gripped half a glyder-disc as it pirouetted earthward.

      She glanced back at the barge in time to see Pete running from Doc Tempest’s lightning attack. Her first instinct was to swoop down and help him - but then she noticed the second carrier was wheeling its gun turrets around to point them in Toby’s direction.

      Clenching her chrome fingers she took a second to bask in the warmth of the superpowers that flowed through her. In that moment of calm, Emily hatched a plan.

      Toby was having a little too much fun as he flew in wide arcs, easily out-running the resin-blobs that whizzed past him. Too fast and agile for the glyders to keep up, he chose to remain a moving target, shooting fireballs so rapidly that it looked as though the sky was raining flame.

      Toby saw Doc Tempest chasing Pete across the deck of the gold-laden barge. Pete was lost from of view between the stacks of bullion.

      ‘Pete!’ With a roar, Toby accelerated towards the barge.

      

      Pete held his breath, fearing the slightest wheeze would alert Doc Tempest to his presence.

      ‘Come out, come out wherever you are, boy,’ taunted Tempest.

      Pete reached a crossroads of narrow passages between the gold. Tempest could be standing just around the corner.

      ‘Only rats and cockroaches hide. Heroes fight!’ Tempest’s voice drifted down the aisle.

      ‘But you’re no hero, are you?’

      This time the voice was an icy whisper, close to his ear. Pete spun around in fear, but no one was there… then, with a sinking feeling, he peered up.

      Doc Tempest was hovering above him with a faint roar from his rocket boots, a sour grin on his face and his fingers out-stretched, ready to strike. ‘Say goodbye to the riches you could have had!’ sneered Tempest. ‘In fact, say goodbye to life!’

      Pete pressed himself against a bullion wall, waiting for the blast - when a ball of flame suddenly threw Doc Tempest sideways.

      Toby swooped over the blocks of gold, cheering as his fireball dropped Doc Tempest onto the deck.

      Toby hovered over Pete. ‘You okay?’

      Pete leapt into the air and floated alongside. He nodded, but avoiding meeting Toby’s gaze.

      ‘Yeah… but I broke my glasses, and I can’t see very well.’

      ‘What kind of superhero breaks his glasses?’ exclaimed Toby.

      ‘The rubbish kind!’ snarled Doc Tempest as he rose into the air like an avenging angel.

      Instinctively Toby shot out a pair of fireballs, but this time Tempest was ready. A shimmering blue energy shield blossomed from his small replacement wristband - only about the size of a dustbin lid, but big enough to deflect the two fireballs aside.

      ‘Game’s up, Tempest!’ shouted Toby, ready to fire another volley. ‘I came here for my mother, now hand her over!’

      ‘Of course, I bring all my prisoners out on my heists. Have a picnic; get to know them better,’ he said sarcastically. ‘She is not here, you imbecile!’

      ‘Then tell me where she is, and I won’t have to, say… blow your foot off?’

      ‘Really?’ said Doc Tempest smiling. ‘You and whose army?’

      Pete had had enough. Gritting his teeth he squinted hard at Tempest. The duel laser beams struck his energy shield, shattering a segment away as though it was made of glass. Tempest was surprised. Pete remembered to blink before he cut off his own feet.

      Toby seized the opportunity and flicked a single fireball at Tempest. It hit his chest, knocking him back down onto the carrier deck.

      Both boys zoomed over Tempest who was flat on his back, a sizzling hole in his costume revealing chalky skin beneath. They landed beside him. Toby stalked menacingly towards the villain. Tempest’s men were still looting the bank and had not yet noticed their fallen leader.

      ‘Now talk!’ shouted Toby through gritted teeth. ‘Where is my mum?’

      ‘My… my base…’

      BLAM! Toby fired a flaming ball against the deck, close enough to Tempest’s head to singe his hair.

      ‘Not good enough! Where?’ persisted Toby.

      ‘Antarctica!’ spat Tempest. ‘But you won’t be going there.’

      A shadow fell across the deck. Both boys saw the second barge had positioned itself close to theirs, bow facing them so they had a close up view of the gun turret aimed directly at them. Using it on them would be like using a cannon on an anthill.

      ‘End of your brief careers as trouble makers, I think,’ Tempest jeered, already scrabbling away from the boys. Then he yelled: ‘Fire!’

      Frozen to the spot, Pete and Toby saw a small flicker of light deep within the gun barrel as the energy cannon charged up—

      But then the barge shuddered violently. Everybody watched in amazement as a silver streak erupted from its side, leaving a gaping hole!

      Emily had punctured the prow of the barge, weakening the superstructure so much that it could no longer support the weight of the cannon. The front bow cannon tipped forward then fell from view as the front end of the barge snapped off with a horrendous screech of tearing metal.

      With the anti-gravity system severed in two the remainder of the barge plunged like a rock.

      Doc Tempest jumped to his feet and ran to the edge of the deck to watch the stricken vessel fall. Emily landed on the deck, the silver sheen covering her melted away, returning her to normal.

      ‘Hi,’ she said almost too casually.

      Pete looked at her, open mouthed. ‘You are… uh, I mean that was incredible!’

      ‘Em! Am I glad to see you! Where’s Lorna?’ asked Toby, never taking his eyes from Tempest.

      ‘I don’t know. I thought she was with you,’ said Emily. She glanced at Pete in such a way that he was sure she knew what he had done.

      Doc Tempest turned to face the trio, anger etched on his face. ‘You will pay for that!’

      ‘Sue me!’ said Pete, suddenly feeling angry.

      A sudden chorus of guns click-clacking made the three heroes look up. The rest of the Henchmen had finally stopped looting the gold and rushed over to help their boss. About thirty glyder-discs hovered around them. Thirty resin-rifles pointed in their direction.

      ‘I’d rather take my pound of flesh! Or turn you into ice sculptures’ Tempest growled.

      The next set of events seemed to happen in slow motion. Emily took several steps forward, chrome slivers already forming across her slight frame.

      BLAM! Thirty guns erupted as one.

      A mass of glue-bullets headed straight for them. Toby and Pete just had time to raise their hands as if that feeble attempt would stop the barrage.

      Half dozen bullets clobbered Emily, the impact propelling her against the wall of gold as the gummy resin swelled on impact with her body.

      The remaining shots were aimed at Toby and Pete, but they never reached their target. Instead the bullets seemed to strike an invisible shield in front of the boys, taking the full brunt of the assault.

      Real-time seemed to have caught up. Toby and Pete powered into the air, mustering all the speed they could. Below, the glue-bullets had adhered Emily firmly against the gold stacks. It was clear she was going nowhere.

      ‘We’ve got to go!’ urged Pete.

      ‘We can’t leave Emily. And where’s Lorna?’

      Pete licked his dry lips. ‘Tobe... mate.’ Now was not the right time for explanations. ‘We have to go!’

      Toby allowed Pete to pull him towards the edge of the hurricane wall before they turned around; thirty glyders were in hot pursuit.

      ‘Come on!’ screamed Pete.

      ‘We can’t leave them!’

      ‘If they’ve been caught then it’s up to us to get your mother! There’s no way we can beat all those guys on our own! Not right now!’

      Tempest’s soldiers were gaining ground fast. They would be back in firing range shortly.

      Toby was paralysed with indecision. Pete grabbed his friend’s shoulder, so hard it hurt Toby.

      ‘Listen to me. They’re more use to Tempest alive than dead if he knows we’re still around!’

      That made some fractured sense to Toby.

      ‘They’re catching up!’ persisted Pete. Several bullets whooshed past as if to emphasise his point.

      Toby cast one last look at the barge where Emily was stuck fast. He wondered where his sister was. More bullets zipped past, forcing them both to fly through the hurricane wall. By the time the pursuing thugs had followed them through the fierce winds the sky was empty.

      There was nothing but the echo of a double thunderclap.
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      Anger muddled Toby’s mind, making any rational thought slip away. They had arrived back at Pete’s house, appearing in his garden amid a heavy shower of rain that had done little to lift their spirits.

      Inside, Toby was ignoring Pete’s pleas to stop pacing the floor. Before they had disappeared through the turbulent hurricane wall, Toby claimed he saw the distant figure of Doc Tempest bearing down on Emily who was caught like a fly in a web. She was struggling, which was a healthy indication she too was alive.

      For now.

      But what about Lorna?

      Pete had excused himself and rummaged through his room to find his second pair of glasses, the free ones with the thick frames. Then he spent a harrowing thirty minutes in the bathroom, replaying the events at Fort Knox over-and-over. Lorna had swooped into his line of fire... had he hit her? Or had she been caught in the explosion? It was impossible to say. But what should he tell Toby? That Lorna might be dead, but it wasn’t his fault? It had been an accident?

      But that didn’t stop him from feeling remorse. He stared at his own pale reflection in the mirror. If he didn’t own up then was he as bad a villain? And if he told Toby he thought he’d killed Lorna, would that surely destroy Toby’s confidence about finding his mother and Emily? As bad as he felt, Pete thought it would be better to suffer alone. Thinking his sister was missing was bad enough for Toby. Thinking she might be dead was too much.

      Toby felt hollow inside. First he’d lost his mother, and now his sister and Emily. He regretted all those pointless arguments he’d had with them… even if it seemed they had, mostly, started them. Worse still, he had never told them how much he really did love them, and the opportunity to do so seemed to be fading with each passing minute. If the four of them hadn’t been able to stop Doc Tempest, what could two of them do?

      Pete nudged his friend out of his stupor and thrust a hot cup of coffee in his hands. ‘That’ll keep you awake.’

      ‘Yeah, like I need it. I haven’t slept properly since all of this started.’ Toby stared at the dark brown liquid in the cup and winced. It tasted terrible. ‘It’s like finding that website was a curse.’

      Pete didn’t reply. He had no doubts at all about the value of their discovery. ‘Look at it this way,’ said Pete thoughtfully. ‘We didn’t get to use all of our powers against him.’

      ‘So? We did nothing! We didn’t get my mum, we didn’t stop the raid and to top it off, we lost Lorna and Emily!’

      The mention of Lorna made Pete’s cheeks burn red. ‘But they didn’t get to use everything they downloaded either!’

      Toby thought about that. There had seemed to be more than enough Heroic points after Mr Patel had paid them, so they’d greedily clicked on the mouse button, scooping up every icon that appealed to them. Lorna had explained that by downloading multiple powers the chances would be low that they would download completely useless one; if they had several then one of them had to be practical.

      Only afterwards had Emily wondered what they’d do if there were side effects to possessing so many powers at once. This had caused Pete to tread carefully as they left the house, worried that he might explode at any moment. This train of thought nudged something in the back of Toby’s mind.

      ‘They can teleport!’

      ‘So?’

      ‘If they can still teleport, then why don’t they just get out of… where ever it is they are and come home?’

      Pete was about to say, ‘Maybe they can’t’, and confess his fears, but stopped himself. ‘They could have found something interesting and got distracted, or maybe only one of them has been captured and the other doesn’t want to leave… or maybe they found your mum already?’

      ‘Or maybe they’re dead,’ finished Toby darkly.

      A minute’s silence passed between them, Toby deep in thought, Pete in an agony of guilt. Finally Pete summoned the courage to speak again.

      ‘Look, it’s only been about an hour since we were there. Chances are that Tempest hasn’t even returned to his secret base! Besides, you know how difficult these powers are to control?’

      Toby slid the cup onto the table, and cradled his head in his hands. He felt miserable.

      ‘We have to think this through,’ said Pete regarding his friend sympathetically.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, we still have powers. We’ve got them for the whole day.’ One of the advantages of them paying for the powers was the time they could retain them, in addition to the greater choice on offer.

      ‘Which means we can still save your mom and Emie,’ said Pete with conviction.

      ‘And Lorn.’

      ‘Mmm, yeah.’

      Toby looked up sharply and Pete felt his stomach churn. Then he noticed that Toby was almost wearing a smile. ‘Emie?’

      Pete looked quickly away. ‘Shut up.’ Finding the website had given Pete a confidence he had been lacking. In private he had flexed his muscles in the mirror, and he was sure there was a slight twitch in his biceps.

      Toby’s thoughts turned black again. ‘Do you realize just how big Antarctica is?’ He thrust himself back in the chair.

      ‘Yes, it’s a continent,’ retorted Pete. ‘But are you forgetting we have this?’

      With a flourish, he placed Tempest’s broken command wristband on the table. Toby didn’t move, but his eyes fixed on it.

      ‘Have you found out how to use it properly?’

      Pete looked away, prodding the device with his finger. ‘No… but parts of it work.’ He strapped it to his wrist and the screen immediately lit up. He held it up to show Toby the cracked display. It simply showed an arrow - with the words ‘SUPPLY CONVOY LOADING’.

      ‘What use is that? What does it even mean?’

      Pete flicked on the television in the kitchen. The News was reporting on the hurricane that had just decimated Fort Knox, and a Whitehouse spokesman was assuring a press conference that it was just a weather abnormality and the Federal U.S. gold reserves were still perfectly intact.

      ‘That’s right, intact in somebody else’s pocket now,’ mumbled Toby.

      The Whitehouse spokesman skilfully spun the press conference towards the threat of global warming, and away from the fact that the country was almost bankrupt.

      The news report switched to a confused meteorologist who stood in front of a giant satellite image of the storm.

      ‘Now the weather system has performed an extraordinary U-turn and is heading out to sea at an incredible speed… I’ve never seen anything like this before!’ Toby straightened up in his chair. He glanced at Pete who was also listening intently. The weather woman continued as computer graphics overlaid the hurricane with speeds and wind directions.

      ‘The storm must be trapped in an atmospheric super jet stream. Over land the winds have died almost to nothing as the storm passed back into the Gulf of Mexico. Although ground damage is high - never before has a storm moved with such speed - at this time official estimates are…’

      The woman hesitated onscreen as she read the autocue that rolled invisibly across the camera. To Toby and Pete it looked like she was starring right at them. ‘A thousand miles per hour and increasing? Of course that is impossible—’

      Pete knocked the television off. Toby threw him an angry glance.

      ‘Hey! I was watching that!’

      ‘No, you were feeling sorry for yourself! Think! We’re heroes! Heroes have good times and bad times - but they don’t sulk about it.’ He waved a comic for emphasis.

      Toby shook his head. ‘So the storm’s gone! We know he’s headed back to a base somewhere in Antarctica - but that still doesn’t help us! I bet he’ll be there by now!’

      Pete sighed, but said nothing. Instead he stared at the wristband. If only it worked properly, he thought, we could have maybe figured out a way to track Tempest down—

      The arrow on the wristband’s screen pointed over Toby’s left shoulder. Pete frowned. ‘The arrow’s pointing that way.’

      ‘Are you trying to tell me that Doc Tempest’s secret base is in your kitchen?’ Toby quipped.

      Pete said nothing. Instead he turned himself completely around. The arrow remained true, pointing beyond Toby’s shoulder. The flicker of a smile started to crack Pete’s face. ‘It’s pointing the way!’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘The arrow will take us straight to him!’ said Pete with a trace of pride over his discovery. ‘Whatever the ‘supply line’ is, it will lead us to Tempest and the others!’

      

      When Toby and Pete had escaped, Doc Tempest had thrown an exhausting tantrum. When he calmed he fell into a sulk and glowered at Emily; at least he had a prisoner. But his temper further exploded when he realized that his other barge was damaged beyond repair and there was still half the gold left in the vault.

      The thieves had all grouped together close to the undamaged barge as Doc Tempest manipulated his small wristband, and a giant yellow shimmering shield radiated around his entire fleet, generated by some technical gizmo inside the carrier.

      Tempest snarled at his men ordering them to shackle Emily for now and then imprison her when they arrived back at the base. He gave a disparaging smile, revealing his fang-like teeth, and Emily briefly wondered if he’d ever used a toothbrush on them.

      ‘You’re an addition to my insurance plan if those friends of yours try anything again! Now I’ve got two hostages, I can afford to kill one of you.’

      Numerous thoughts swirled through Emily’s mind. She was starting to worry that she would never see her family again. Never have the chance to explain about her adventures. She poked the thoughts away. She was an optimist and knew while she was alive there was hope. She refused to show any fear to Doc Tempest.

      ‘Doc Tempest? Doctor of what exactly? I doubt you’ve had any medical training in your life. And how did your head get like that? Maybe you should see a doctor?’

      With a bark of resentment Tempest stomped off barking orders to his men, presumably to organise getting the stolen gold back to base. While guards had waited for the glue to soften Emily futilely struggled against it. She couldn’t get free no matter how much she kept transforming herself into living metal and back, but it was a trick that amused the guards. She knew that her other downloaded powers involved her hands, but as soon as they were free a guard had slapped a solid pair of handcuffs on her wrists and thumbed a four-digit number on the keypad. A light flickered and the cuffs automatically tightened on her wrist. She suddenly felt weak. Try as she might, she could no longer transform herself into the silver bullet.

      The squad smirked at her struggles.

      ‘Forget it, darlin,’ said one. ‘Latest fing the boss got from a pal of ‘is. Stops them superpowers so you can’t use ‘em against me and the lads.’

      Emily grunted in frustration but struggled again.

      ‘And if ya thinkin’ of tryin’ to unlock ‘em without that code - forget it. It’s me credit card pin number, so you ain’t got a chance!’

      ‘Seven-four-one-three is your pin number?’ said Emily who had been watching carefully. She knew it was stupid to mention it, but it was worth it to see the smile drop from the thug’s face as he quickly looked at his unscrupulous colleagues who could now all use his credit card.

      ‘I’ll be changin’ that as soon as I gets back!’ he said loudly, grabbing Emily’s wrists and entering another code, making sure she could not see this time. Then they left her alone.

      In the frenetic action she only had time to think for herself. But now she recalled the last time she’d seen Lorna. Emily went white. Pete had blindly been firing laser bolts from his eyes and Lorna had been in the line of fire. The conclusion slammed into place: Pete had shot Lorna!

      Emily knew it was an accident. Pete would never hurt anyone. But where was Lorna now? Was she still alive? Hiding somewhere injured? Emily felt tears roll down her cheeks.

      The mercenaries had settled at the edge of the carrier deck, talking about sport and discussing what cars they should buy with the cut they’d be getting from this job. They glanced at Emily, and even though the resin had dissolved, didn’t seem too bothered to let her walk to the edge of the deck and peer down - anything to take her mind off her overactive imagination.

      Beyond the yellow shield, the landscape was moving at such a speed it was a blur. Almost instantly it changed to deep blue, and Emily guessed they were passing over the sea. The force field around them seemed to cancel out any feeling of movement or cold, especially when the blue blur transformed into plain white. Snow, Emily correctly guessed.

      After an hour the craft slowed over a hostile mountain range, and they approached an oblong opening cut in the rocky peak like a giant letterbox. They passed into an enormous space where Tempest’s soldiers awaited in rows like a well drilled army.

      The barge landed in a specially made berth, and Emily was taken away, only glimpsing Doc Tempest again as he stalked in the opposite direction.

      Emily was led through a network of corridors sculpted from ice. She completely lost her sense of direction in the twists and turns. They reached another corridor with about ten sets of identical doors either side. The guard escorting her opened one of the smooth metal doors and shoved her inside.

      ‘Enjoy your new home!’ he sneered as the door slid closed.

      Emily looked around the small, windowless ice room. There was a bed with a single blanket that smelt like a dog had been sleeping on it for a month. She sat down, hoping that help was on its way and hoping that she was wrong about Lorna and that she was safely with Toby and Pete.

      

      Sarah Wilkinson had been roused from a feverish sleep. A thin film of sweat clung to her and she was starting to tremble. She desperately needed her insulin.

      A guard escorted her at gunpoint into a small rail-pod. The carriage shot along the track and within a minute they had reached their destination, a circular room that she guessed must be at the apex of the mountain.

      Doc Tempest was waiting for her, gazing through a set of panoramic windows. Sarah’s planned vitriolic outburst towards her captor died in her throat when she glimpsed the vista beyond the window. Snow blanketed the ground as far as the horizon, the slope of the mountain dipping below her. It was if they were standing on top of the world, but even as she watched, heavy grey clouds discharged snow that was thickening by the instant. Within moments, the grandiose view was replaced by a savage blizzard.

      Doc Tempest turned to face her. Sarah was pale, and had refused to eat the gruel she had been served while locked up. Even though she felt weak, she still looked defiant.

      Tempest smirked. ‘Not feeling so good, eh?’

      ‘I’m diabetic. I need my insulin.’

      ‘Sorry. I’m not that kind of doctor. Can’t help you there.’ He gestured outside. ‘Beautiful weather though.’

      ‘I prefer somewhere hot.’

      ‘Very soon you will have a choice, my dear,’ said Tempest walking in a wide circle, gently holding his arms behind his back like an army general. ‘You can have a searing hot desert, or a frozen winter wasteland. There will be no middle ground if the governments of the world don’t bow to my wishes!’

      ‘Why do this? It’s madness!’

      ‘Madness? No, it’s power! I control the wever - and soon I will control the world!’

      ‘Like I said, madness.’

      Doc Tempest shot her a look of contempt. ‘Any country that refuses to instate me as their leader will fry under a baking sun, or freeze under a snow drift a mile high! Which bit of that plan is mad? I’m just helping nudge things along.’

      ‘That’s impossible!’

      ‘Nothing is impossible if you have the motivation and the cash! I’ve always had he motivation and now I have most of the US Federal reserve. Nothing can go wrong!’

      ‘And what have I got to do with this?’ demanded Sarah.

      ‘Your brats have been proving troublesome in my plans.’

      ‘My children?’

      Doc Tempest wheeled around, raising his finger in warning.

      ‘Don’t play stupid with me! It’s pointless trying to keep their identities secret. They are a constant nuisance and if they try and interfere again I swear I will return you to them… one piece at a time.’

      Tempest was obviously crazy if he thought her children were any kind of threat. But the warning had stirred a primeval mothering instinct inside Sarah.

      ‘Listen, bucket-head, I have no idea what you’re talking about. My kids are in school. But if you even look at them the wrong way, I will beat you senseless! I’m sure the police are already tracking you down, you freak.’

      Doc Tempest grabbed her wrists and Sarah shrieked as an intense chill ran through her arms. She tried to pull away, but was too weak and the villain had a vice-like grip. She watched in horror as frost drifted painfully across her hands.

      ‘Stop!’ she whimpered.

      Tempest released her, and the warmth slowly trickled back into her hands. He scowled. ‘You have been warned!’

      Doc Tempest’s boots thumped heavily across the floor as he strode away from her, across the command centre.

      

      Sarah was dragged away, back towards the rail-pod. The guard shoved her inside. The door closed, or rather attempted to close, but opened again.

      ‘Stupid door,’ grumbled the guard as he thumbed the button irritably. The pod door swished closed on the second attempt.

      Sarah sensed the acceleration, and soon they were shooting around the edge of the mountain again. She vigorously rubbed her wrists and she shivered as she recalled the sensation of her blood freezing in her veins. She was completely baffled by that last conversation. Her children? What have her children got to do with this monster?

      She didn’t have time to muse for long. The rail-pod pulled up and the door slid open - then the guard did a very strange thing.

      He raised his rifle in front of him with a confused expression, shook it, then forced the butt of the weapon against his own face so hard that he was lifted off his feet and fell against the wall of the pod where he lay unconscious.

      Sarah looked around, bewildered, but not for long. She was alone, with the sudden possibility of escape.

      Using all her strength she dragged the unconscious guard from the pod and took his resin-rifle. She stepped back inside the pod, slumped on the seat and thumbed the button, hoping it would take her to freedom.

      

      The temperature had plummeted as Toby and Pete flew south, arms extended to streamline themselves and increase their speed. They couldn’t teleport, as they had no idea of exactly where they were going, so they had reluctantly flown. Pete thought they were going faster than sound, and silently wondered if it would still be possible to talk.

      The silent flight had them both lost in thought. Toby was imagining a fond reunion with his mother and Lorna. But how long could she last without her medication? For reassurance he touched his pocket that held his mother’s insulin kit. When he thought of Lorna he felt rotten for suppressing her desire to use the powers to gain some fame. Maybe if he had just let her then she wouldn’t be missing now? Perhaps none of them would be in this mess.

      Pete was battling his guilt. He kept repeating that it was an accident. He tried to persuade himself that it was Lorna’s fault for getting in his way - but he couldn’t. And when he was thinking about Lorna, he was feeling sick because he had let Tempest’s gold slip through his fingers... what other good things would he have to miss out on? Before the flight was halfway over, he’d convinced himself that accepting Tempest’s offer would have made him feel less guilty over what happened to Lorna.

      Pete and Toby had been following the direction indicated by the arrow for almost three hours, and now the light was fading. Already they both agreed they should have worn warmer clothing, especially when they knew their ultimate destination would be supremely cold.

      For some time they had been over water, so there was no discernible sense of progression, aside from a plump full moon that slowly glided across the sky ahead of them. Lights appeared on the horizon, marking a small island. Within minutes they zipped past the island, and Pete drew himself up in a wide arc, studying the wristband. Toby followed his friend as he doubled back. Pete pointed to the device excitedly.

      ‘It’s here! The arrow’s pointing here!’ The arrow on the display revolved so it was constantly pointing towards the landmass.

      Toby felt his hopes rise. ‘Let’s go down… but be careful!’

      Closer inspection of the island revealed it to be nothing more than a clump of barren mountains and long-extinct volcanoes, inaccessible from the sea. A wide plateau offered enough room for a long landing strip and several large hangars. They could see people walking around the back of a large Hercules transport plane that sat on the runway. Forklift trucks were loading square supply pallets under the harsh glare of floodlights.

      Toby and Pete landed on a slope that offered a clear view of the proceedings.

      ‘The supply link,’ whispered Pete. ‘Doc Tempest and his men have to eat. This is where they ship it all in.’

      Toby nodded. ‘So these planes are carrying supplies straight to him! All we have to do is stow away onboard and they’ll take us to his secret base. Come on!’

      Toby jumped to his feet and scrambled down the slope. Black scree rolled underfoot and made it tough going, and he almost lost his balance on more than one occasion. He kept to the shadows so as not to be seen.

      When he reached the flat concrete surface of the plateau, Pete was already there, shaking his head.

      ‘It was easier flying down!’

      They were close to one of the five big hangars situated at the end of the runway. The hangar directly across from them contained another Hercules, the engines were surrounded with scaffolding, and maintenance crews were tinkering with the various gears and electronics. The closest hangar had rows of wooden pallets, some standing as tall as the boys, covered in canvas webbing to hold them together; others were being built up a box at a time by ground crews wearing the familiar grey uniform. Luckily the crews were at the far end of the hangar, which was as wide as a football field is long.

      ‘Looks like there’s room for a couple more pallets, then I reckon it’ll take off,’ said Toby. ‘Can’t see any signs of a pilot though.’

      He turned to Pete, but discovered he had been talking to himself. Pete had crept forward on all fours to one of the half-built pallets and was tearing a box open.

      ‘Pete!’ Toby hissed, terrified his voice would be overheard. But it seemed that not even Pete could hear him.

      Pete pulled something out of the box and held it up for Toby to see, giving the thumbs-up with his other hand. It was thermal protection gear, exactly what was needed if they were travelling to the icy wastes of Antarctica.

      They had to open several boxes to find something approximating their size. Obviously Doc Tempest had a penchant for hiring only tall people. But after five minutes of rummaging they had located long-sleeved tops, complete with gloves, and trousers with built in socks. It was all made out of a thin material like a wetsuit, but it offered much greater insulation and it all fitted nicely under their jeans and t-shirts. They also found thicker, thermal coats with fur-lined hoods. The multiple layers would certainly keep them warm in the coldest place on earth.

      They’d hidden behind a tall stack of boxes as they plundered the supplies, but had been oblivious to how much noise or mess they were creating as they tore open the plastic wrapping the clothes came in.

      ‘Wot you doin’ ‘ere?’ snarled a deep voice.

      A gorilla of a man stood over them. Pete was balanced on one foot and so toppled over in surprise. Toby hesitated.

      ‘Er…quality inspection?’

      The huge man punched a fist into his open palm. His hands were the size of plates. ‘Finks we ‘ave trespassers!’ the gorilla rumbled. He leaned down and grabbed Pete by the scruff of his jacket. Pete’s feet pedalled helplessly as he was hoisted up.

      ‘Let him go!’ growled Toby.

      The man turned his enormous head towards Toby and grinned, showing tombstone-like teeth. ‘Or wot?’

      A good question, thought Toby. Hurling a fireball at the man seemed a little extreme, and he didn’t have time to experiment to find out what other power he’d downloaded.

      Instead, he threw a punch. Toby knew it would be like hitting an elephant, but he had to try something. His fist arced towards the man’s flabby stomach. Toby watched in astonishment as his hand grew larger, his fingers swelling into fat sausages then bigger still. By the time his hand had connected with the thug’s stomach it was three times larger than normal.

      And much more devastating.

      The goon dropped Pete, and crumpled over as Toby slugged him in the gut. The giant fist propelled him three meters across the hangar before he slammed into a shelving unit and was buried under a mound of heavy boxes that knocked him out cold.

      Toby stared at his hand. It rapidly shrank back to normal.

      ‘Wow,’ said Pete. ‘Can you do that with the rest of your body?’

      Luckily nobody paid too much attention to the falling boxes across the other side of the hangar. Had they bothered to investigate, the work crew knew a supervisor would only have ordered them to clean it up. It was less effort to turn a blind eye to somebody’s bad stacking. They didn’t see the two boys race across the hangar and climb on top of the pallet nearest the door. It was a plan concocted at the spur of the moment by Toby, and seemed to be the easiest way onto the aircraft. They lay flat, the whole pallet rocking as the forklift scooped it up. The boys were carried across the runway and up the loading ramp of the Hercules.

      They waited as technicians secured the pallet with straps so it wouldn’t shift during flight. Receding footsteps down the ramp indicated the boys were alone. But they waited for the loud rumble of the cargo door to automatically close before they clambered from their hiding place.

      Several dim recessed ceiling lights lit the hold. All of the available floor space was taken up with supply pallets. They clambered over the boxes; at the front of the cargo hold were two grubby and frayed, padded chairs bolted to the wall, facing the wrong way like those used by airline stewards.

      Between the seats was a door that was open a crack. It led to the cockpit. Toby placed his finger over his lips to silence Pete, who was about to speak. If the pilot caught them now, their plan would be ruined.

      Toby edged forward and peered through the gap into the cockpit, as they felt the four powerful turboprop engines vibrate to life with a deep rumble. His brow furrowed; there was no pilot. Instead, a grey box was bolted onto the control panel, dozens of wires curling from it and into the controls, physically hacking the flight system. The whole appearance was, well, makeshift.

      ‘Looks like they’re remotely flying the plane!’

      Pete gaped, and pushed forward to have a look. He came away somewhat disappointed.

      ‘So we’re one big drone. You know, with all that money he’s stolen, you’d expect Tempest to build something cool. This looks like a load of junk welded together!’

      The cockpit door suddenly slammed shut, locking automatically with solid cross spars. Pete tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. Before he could try anything else, the plane rocked as it started to taxi.

      ‘Better strap in quickly!’ shouted Toby.

      They dashed into the jump seats as the aircraft taxied across the runway and took position. They just managed to strap themselves in as the plane jounced forward, thrusting them forcibly against their harnesses. Taking off backwards was most definitely a different experience.

      The Hercules transport plane rose so steeply that if they hadn’t strapped themselves in, they would have fallen to the back of the fuselage.

      When the plane finally levelled they allowed themselves to relax. Eventually Pete nodded off, snoring deeply. Toby slumbered uneasily, even though the last few nights were catching up on him, making him feel weak. He was worried about his mother, Lorna and Emily. He hoped they were safe and sound, but he knew they were in grave danger.
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      Doc Tempest sat behind a desk, in front of a high-definition video camera. The man behind the camera had once worked in the fashion business, and hated the black and grey uniform he was made to wear. But he didn’t complain. This job paid much more, and he had the responsibility of coordinating the ransom demands. Right now he was trying to convince the maniacal supervillain before him to put on a little makeup.

      ‘NO!’ bellowed Tempest.

      ‘But... your skin,’ stammered the man in his Spanish accent. ‘Your skin is so greasy. It reflects the light like a mirror!’

      ‘It’s supposed to be greasy! I’m supposed to look menacing!’

      The other technicians in the command centre tactfully avoided looking across, and instead they intently studied the computer screens that controlled every aspect of the base.

      ‘Okay, okay… when you’re ready then.’

      The Spaniard switched on the camera and folded his arms expectantly. Doc Tempest glowered across the table.

      ‘My name is Doc Tempest, and already you have seen the awesome power of my wever machine. And I—’

      ‘Stop! Stop!’ screamed the man, pausing the camera.

      ‘What?’ fumed Tempest. ‘I was in mid-flow, you idiot!’

      ‘You said wever… not weather… you missed the ‘th’.’

      Tempest’s eyes burned furiously. ‘I did not.’

      ‘Did too, and it didn’t sound menacing at all.’

      Doc Tempest sucked in his breath and ran his tongue over his pointed teeth. He hated them and was sure they added a lisp to his voice, and when he bit his tongue, it was sheer agony. But he said nothing. He nodded and twirled his finger to indicate the camera should be started again.

      ‘Action,’ piped the cameraman after he had pressed the button.

      ‘My name is Doc Tempest,’ he slammed his fist against the desk for emphasis with such force the vibrations made the camera tip over. The cameraman lunged for it, catching it just before it hit the floor.

      ‘Don’t do that!’

      ‘Keep rolling!’ shouted Tempest, as the cameraman levelled the tripod.

      ‘My name is—’

      A high-pitched beep suddenly rose from the control panel, completely throwing Tempest. He jumped to his feet, clenched his fist and punched the air towards the cameraman. A blazing white beam enveloped the Spaniard who barely had time to raise his arms. When the light died everybody could see he was covered in a glistening frost, literally frozen on the spot.

      Doc Tempest spun around and glared at his technicians. ‘What is that alarm?

      ‘It’s the airborne radar, it has detected one of the scheduled transport aircraft.’

      ‘So? It’s supposed to be here.’

      ‘Ah… but it’s detected two life forms onboard. Definitely human, and there’s supposed to be nothing but supplies.’

      Tempest strode over to the terminal and studied the radar screen. It showed black swirling storm clouds, and one solid inbound blip that was identified as a C-130 Hercules Transport.

      ‘People?’

      ‘I radioed the depot. They said they didn't put anybody onboard. It’s unauthorized.’

      Doc Tempest glared at the screen. ‘It’s them, trying to sneak in on a rescue mission, no less.’

      ‘What shall we do?’

      ‘Blow them out of the sky.’

      Tempest thumbed a button that activated the drinks dispenser. He sighed, he really would have to have a word with the Council of Evil electricians who had labelled everything incorrectly.

      He thumbed another button and activated the missile defence system.

      

      Across the frozen wastes, a mound of snow cracked, then chunks fell away as the missile launcher buried beneath spun to life. The hydraulic rig twisted the four Patriot missiles skyward, tracking the aircraft hidden in the dense clouds. The radar had locked onto the heat-signature of the Hercules’ portside engines.

      The exhaust of the missile flared to life, and it shot into the sky. There’s no way it could miss its target.

      

      The Hercules shimmied as the violent blizzard shook it. Pete gripped his harness tightly. Even if he had superpowers he felt safer holding onto something solid. His sleep had been troubled by a dream in which he saw Lorna pointing an accusing finger at him and he had woken up with a yelp.

      ‘Reckon we must nearly be there,’ said Toby. ‘Air temperature’s really dropped.’

      Pete licked his dry lips and plucked up the courage to speak. ‘Tobe... there’s something I need to tell you.’

      Toby frowned. With the danger they were in, now was not the time for confessions or complaints.

      ‘It’s about Lorna. I... I sho—’

      Tempest’s missile chose that moment to slam into a port side engine and words were snatched from Pete’s mouth as the aircraft dropped from the sky.

      

      Emily looked up as her cell door slid open and tensed herself, ready for anything.

      Nobody was there.

      She edged into the corridor. It was empty.

      ‘Hello?’

      The air suddenly shimmered right in front of her; it looked like a heat-haze but resolved itself in to a familiar face that was beaming from ear-to-ear.

      ‘Lorna!’ exclaimed Emily, hugging her friend tightly. ‘You’re alive! How did you manage that? I thought Pete had... had...’

      ‘Remember I clicked on that blank button on the website and we thought it wasn’t a real option? It turns out it was invisibility! When Pete blew up that glyder, I just managed to get out of the way but got such a fright that it triggered the power.’

      Emily shook her head, relieved that she was wrong about Pete.

      ‘I fought Tempest alongside you and I was in front of my brother when those thugs fired their resin-rifles. That saved him and Pete from getting caught. Luckily nobody thought to check the other glue pile. That was me in there.’

      ‘So you followed me in?’

      ‘I watched where they put you.’ Lorna looked apologetic. ‘I didn’t free you because I thought that might trigger some alarms and I needed to explore the base.’

      ‘I would have done the same. What did you discover?’

      ‘I found out Doc Tempest is using weather control to blackmail governments so he can take over entire countries. And I found my mum!’

      ‘Is she okay?’

      ‘She’s weak and needs her insulin, but at least she’s still able to walk. Of course she couldn’t see me, and I didn’t want to just talk to her. I mean, hearing a voice talking to you from thin air is spooky. And I suddenly realized that if she saw me then I’d have to explain us all being here. She’d know our secret.’

      ‘I hadn’t thought of that. So how are we going to get her out without her knowing it’s us?’

      ‘I have no idea. But I freed her, so she’s wandering around here somewhere. She was kept on a different level from you. I thought I better get you next.’

      ‘Thanks, but I still have these things,’ said Emily holding up her shackled wrists.

      ‘Ah, time for my other power. Hold your hands out.’

      Emily extended her arms as far as possible. Lorna held her hand out, fingers rigid, like a karate pose. Then her hands started to glow white-hot.

      ‘I’ve never actually seen this before!’ cried Lorna excitedly. ‘I was invisible every other time!’

      She struck down, easily severing Emily’s handcuffs; the metal bubbled from the heat. Emily shook them off, rubbing life back into her wrists. Lorna blew on her hands, the heat suddenly vanishing.

      ‘There you go!’

      ‘Nice trick,’ agreed Emily. ‘Now let’s get your mum and get out of here.’

      She took a step forward, but Lorna grabbed her arm and pulled her back. ‘It’s not going to be that easy.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘We only have a few hours left with these powers. We don’t want mum to know about them. And we can’t leave Tempest to carry out the rest of his plan. He’s crazy enough to destroy the world!’

      ‘So you’re saying we have to stop all of this on our own?’

      ‘We won’t be on our own. If I know my brother he’ll probably already be here, causing chaos as usual!’

      

      Toby stumbled in the snow, falling flat on his face. He was weak from both grief and lack of sleep. The missiles had struck the Hercules and they had crashed into the mountainside. The last he saw of Pete was when the burning fuselage raced down the slope towards them. He wondered what Pete was trying to tell him before the missile hit. Toby forced himself to cling on to the reason they had come to this inhospitable wilderness, to find Lorna and rescue his mother and Emily.

      He picked himself up, his clothes so white with frost he almost blended into the landscape. Through the blizzard he could just see the rest of the towering peaks of the Antarctic’s Neptune Range, in particular one that had a pair of flashing beacons indicating the entrance to a hangar. That had to be Doc Tempest’s lair.

      The only problem was, it was going to be a long climb.

      ‘You know, Toby,’ said a voice. ‘You always have to do things the hard way.’

      Toby blinked the snow from his eyes… and looked up. Pete was hovering just above him.

      ‘Pete? You’re alive!’

      ‘Of course I am! Unlike you, I keep remembering that I can fly! Why are you walking, you idiot? After Tempest’s hurricane, these winds aren’t so bad.’

      Toby started to shake with relief. The fatigue he had been feeling dropped from his shoulders and he suddenly felt he could go for hours without stopping. He jumped into the air and hovered next to his best mate.

      ‘You have no idea how glad I am to see you!’ he said.

      ‘Toby, I need to tell you something.’

      Toby shook his head. ‘No, tell me after all this is over. We’re so close to rescuing them now. That’s what’s important.’

      Pete took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Okay. You’re right. Now let’s go and be heroes!’

      

      Footsteps echoed down the ice corridor. Sarah stopped and tensed as the footsteps continued, getting louder as they approached. A quick check confirmed that there were no hiding places in the corridor, and it was much too far to turn and run back the way she had come in order to hide around the corner. Instead she raised the rifle she had taken, and aimed it like she had seen in so many movies. The barrel trembled in her weakened state.

      A guard turned the corner, his nose buried in a comic as he walked. He changed direction automatically, only looking up at the last moment to see the business end of a resin-rifle pointing right at him.

      ‘This is your unlucky day,’ Sarah said through gritted her teeth, and then she fired. There was no recoil in the weapon, just a hiss of gas as three black, sticky globules shot out striking the man across the mouth and chest and crumpling his comic. He staggered backwards as the glue-balls expanded, fastening against the wall.

      Sarah examined her handiwork with satisfaction. ‘Oops,’ she said with a smile as she passed him. She was unsure where she found the energy to keep walking. She had to get some sugar, and fast. It was only a matter of time before she became hypoglycaemic and passed out. She decided to try and find a canteen. All these people had to eat, and if there was food, there would be sugar. Without her insulin that was her only hope.

      She forced herself to continue down the stark corridor, and praised herself on handling the unreal situation so well. She had finally accepted that his wasn’t a hallucination bought on by her illness. First a tornado struck her house, created by a villain who kidnapped her; then she was brought to a secret ice base where a bunch of would be saviours flew through the air. Then the freaky-headed kidnapper had warned that her children should not try to rescue her. And despite the odds, she had managed to escape.

      It was notably warmer. Sarah slowed her pace as a set of sliding double-doors became visible ahead. She approached cautiously, rifle poised, ears straining against the silence. The doors slid open as she got close and a warm red glow emanated from within. Curious, Sarah edged closer and peered around the corner.

      She had a view from a balcony at the top of the spacious room, overlooking a transparent cylinder that was as wide as a street and six storeys high. Metallic rings were set along the tube at regular intervals and a red pulse of energy occasionally shot up the column.

      Sneaking a look below, Sarah could see half a dozen technicians casually walking between control panels that were linked to the column by thick cables. She guessed it was an electrical generator. But it was huge and she wondered what kind of device required such power?

      Without warning a sound wave shook her ribs. It had come from the energy column as it flared brighter. The pulses within the transparent surface gained frequency.

      Sarah had the sneaking suspicion that the generator was powering up.

      

      Lorna’s sense of direction was far superior to her brother’s, but even so she was lost. They had encountered several henchmen walking around the complex and had dealt with them using their combined powers. It was so easy, Lorna almost felt sorry for them.

      ‘I thought you knew the way out?’ said Emily. She was sure they had walked down this particular stretch of corridor before.

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘And if we can’t even find the way out, how are we going to find your mother again?’

      Lorna felt a bit annoyed. She had just rescued her friend, but all Emily had done was complain they were lost. ‘We haven’t heard any sirens so far, so I think it’s safe to assume they don’t know she’s escaped.’

      ‘Does this corridor seemed sloped to you? It feels like we’ve been climbing upwards.’

      Lorna didn’t reply, but inwardly she agreed, they could well be near the top of the mountain by now.

      Lorna suddenly stopped and Emily bumped into her. ‘What’s—?’

      ‘Sssh,’ said Lorna, putting her finger over her lips, making more noise than Emily had been. ‘Listen!’

      Emily couldn’t hear anything, and for a moment thought Lorna must have downloaded super-hearing or something. But then she caught it: the faintest sounds of activity, punctuated by the distinct crackle of a monotonous voice over a public address system. It sounded just like a distant railway station.

      ‘The hangar!’ said Lorna excitedly as she took off in the direction of the noise. ‘I knew we weren’t lost!’

      But it wasn’t the hangar. It was another cavernous room, but this one was circular, almost like—

      ‘We’re at the peak of the mountain!’ exclaimed Emily in a whisper.

      The mountains peak had been removed and replaced with a wide glass dome, supported by steel spars and massive pneumatic rams. It looked as though the top of the mountain could be opened on a hinge. The room was bustling with lab-coated scientists who examined multiple computer banks. The whole setup reminded Lorna of sequences she had seen on television of NASA Mission Command, except in the centre of this room was an intricate device.

      It resembled a giant gun, like the ones that had been mounted on the front of Doc Tempest’s flying barges. Except this was longer, with a small satellite dish attached to the tip of the barrel. The machine had angular fins, like a shark, and concentric, transparent rings dispersed along the barrel which moved closer together or further apart as the technicians ran a series of diagnostic checks on the machine.

      Emily and Lorna entered the room and hid behind a bank of wooden packing crates against the wall. Most were empty, but some had spare parts inside, nestled in shredded newspaper. Emily opened her mouth to say something, but there was no sign of Lorna.

      ‘Lorn?’ she whispered. A slight pressure to her shoulder startled Emily, but she quickly realized Lorna had made herself invisible so she could stand up for a better view.

      A small knot of technicians gathered around a computer screen, their voices carrying across the room. ‘Extend the dampening plane by forty degrees!’ As if in answer, the concentric rings along the barrel spaced further apart with a high-pitch whine of motors, similar to a dentist drill.

      ‘Rotate the gimbal a hundred and ten along the x-axis, and increase electron flow by twenty percent,’ said another technician who seemed to be in charge. ‘We’ve finally got our coordinates: Washington D.C.’

      A cheer went up. The entire gun rotated around on a complex arrangement of gears and hydraulics, angling the dish at the end of the weapon in a subtly different direction.

      ‘Storm Engine primed!’ shouted another technician. ‘Let’s see how those suits in Washington like a rain of electrical fire!’ Chuckles filled the room. ‘Just hope the bossman gives the nod soon, I’m starving! What time’s the canteen close?’

      Invisible fingers tugged Emily’s arm, and she allowed herself to be pulled from the room by Lorna. It was a freaky experience watching her own arm lead her from the room.

      They moved further down the corridor, which offered cover behind yet more stacked supply crates. The air shimmered as Lorna became visible.

      ‘That’s Doc Tempest’s weather machine! That’s how he’s been able to create those storms!’

      Emily nodded. ‘And it sounds like Washington is going to be burnt off the map. We have to find a way of stopping it!’

      ‘We also have to find our way out of here. The moment we try and sabotage that weapon, they’ll know we’re here. I have to get my mum out first.’

      Emily sighed. ‘It still doesn’t change the fact that we don’t know where the hangar is.’

      ‘Hey!’ The voice made them turn - a guard was staring at them, rifle levelled, his finger on the trigger. Lorna and Emily froze like rabbits caught in headlights, raising their hands in surrender. ‘Don’t try anything funny or you’ll know about it!’

      ‘No!’ whimpered Emily. They had been so close to success; to get caught just as they rescued Lorna’s mother didn’t seem fair. The man stared hard at her.

      ‘No!’ the man repeated.

      ‘I’m not doing anything!’ said Emily in alarm. Her body ached from where she had been pummelled with the glue, and she had no desire to go through that again.

      ‘I’m not doing anything!’ echoed the guard.

      Lorna experimentally lowered her hands. The man didn’t say anything, but the gun remained levelled. Lorna gingerly approached him, pulled off his red visor and waved her hand in front of his face; he was rooted to the spot, staring fixedly at Emily.

      ‘He’s in a trance,’ she smiled gleefully. ‘You’ve got him under some kind of control!’

      ‘Me? Okay… lower your gun.’

      The man complied without a squeak of protest. Emily remembered something. ‘I was wondering what the fourth power I downloaded was. This is it, mind control!’

      ‘Just get rid of him.’

      Emily finally lowered her hands. ‘Go about your business and forget you’ve seen us… in fact, you simply can’t see us at all.’

      The guard looked around, seeming perplexed. He glanced at his rifle for a moment, wondering why it was in his hands. Then, with a shrug, he shouldered the weapon and continued past the girls, completely oblivious to their presence. Once he had turned a corner, both the girls quietly giggled.

      ‘That is so cool!’ said Lorna.

      ‘Yeah. Mind control would be so useful in school. But it still doesn’t change the fact we’re lost.’

      ‘Actually we’re not. We know we’re at the top of the mountain, right? When they flew you in here, I had a view from the front of the barge. The hangar door is built into the side of the mountain, just below the peak! We are very close to getting out of here!’

      

      Toby and Pete flew into the base with no further anti-aircraft missiles trying to pluck them from the sky. They felt warmer as they passed through the main hangar tunnel that led inside the mountain. The tunnel itself was a runway that ran entirely through one peak and into an adjoining one. The end of the runway opened into the hangar.

      The boys flew close to the ceiling when they entered the cavern. They hovered in a high corner to allow their eyes to become accustomed to the light after flying through the dark tunnel, and also because they were next to an air vent that was pumping out hot air.

      Dozens of troopers milled through the hangar, oblivious to the hovering heroes. Some worked on another empty Hercules transport plane that was being prepared to return to the supply island. A pair of mechanics gripped a refuelling hose that fed the Hercules with avgas from a massive tank at the rear of the hangar.

      A platform circled the second level of the hangar, doors branching off it. Boots clanged on the steel steps that lead from the hangar floor to the mezzanine level as technicians busily walked to and fro with clipboards, equipment and on one occasion a burger, the smell of which drifted into Pete’s nostrils and made his stomach growl so loudly he feared they would be heard.

      Beyond the Hercules aircraft lay the barge that had brought the bullion from Fort Knox, although there was no sign of the gold. It rested on a giant steel trellis, and a similar, but empty, bay stood alongside it.

      To one side of them were freestanding racks that housed a dozen flying glyder-discs, which were stacked sideways to save space. Pete took some satisfaction in noticing there were many empty slots. Testament to the heroes’ combined might.

      ‘So many doors,’ said Toby looking around. ‘Which one is the right one?’

      ‘Assuming they’re all being held together. We need some kind of map,’ said Pete. ‘Maybe they have one of those maps on the wall with a dot saying, ‘You Are Here’?’

      ‘Somehow, I doubt it. And if we get lost, this will turn into one rubbish rescue!’

      ‘I don’t think that’s going to be too much of a problem,’ said Pete.

      Toby shook his head. Sometimes Pete was just too over-optimistic. He turned to his friend.

      ‘That is your mum, right?’ Pete said, pointing.

      Toby’s head snapped around. His mother had appeared from a passageway at the back of the hangar. She looked weak and dishevelled and was clutching a rifle. She stumbled behind a stack of barrels and was clearly in need of her medication.

      ‘Wow, she’s got a gun!’ said Pete, stating the obvious. ‘I didn’t know your mum was so adventurous!’

      Neither did Toby. His hand fell onto to diabetes kit stashed in his pocket. He was about to comment, relief coursing through him, when movement across on the mezzanine level caught his attention; Lorna and Emily ran from an opposite corridor and paused to take in the hangar. Once more his heart leapt, and he heard Pete gasp as he spotted them too.

      ‘Lorna! She’s alive!’

      Tears of joy welled in Pete’s eyes and he almost fell down in relief. Nobody had seen the boys hovering in the shadows of the hangar corner, but Lorna and Emily had spotted Sarah. With complete disregard for their own safety, they jumped from the mezzanine and glided down in front of Sarah, who yelped loudly in surprise.

      Even from this distance, Toby could see the astonishment and joy etched on his mother’s face as she hugged Lorna tightly. Toby felt an unexpected surge of jealousy. His mum would never hug him like that.

      But that feeling vaporised when he noticed a group of guards advancing towards his mother’s hiding place. They must have heard her loud yelp of surprise.

      Worse still, Sarah, Emily and Lorna hadn’t seen them approaching.
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      Once Sarah had crushed the breath from Lorna in a mighty hug, she held her daughter at arm’s length and studied her up and down.

      ‘What are you doing here? Did that nutter kidnap you too?’ Then she noticed Emily was with her. ‘Emily? What—?’

      ‘There’s no time to explain, mum. We’re here to rescue you!’

      Sarah was flabbergasted. This was too much to take in. She adopted her stern parental tone. ‘I may be feeling awful but there’s always time to explain, young lady!’

      ‘Yeah, please explain,’ said a deep male voice. They all turned to see ten armed soldiers surrounding them. ‘Because I think this is the end of your little super-rescue attempt.’

      Lorna noticed something behind Tempest’s soldiers. She replied with a smile: ‘No. This is only the beginning.’

      The lead guard was puzzled for a second, a witty reply formulating in his mind. But before he could utter it a series of fireballs exploded into the barrels around them. The men scattered as the fuel drums exploded vertically into the air like rockets.

      Lorna and Emily pulled Sarah back from the conflagration just as a pair of laser beams raked across the floor, severing three of the thugs’ weapons. Everybody craned around to see—

      ‘Toby!’ exclaimed Sarah in surprise. ‘What are you doing… flying?’ she finished lamely.

      The boys dropped down and Toby handed his mother the insulin.

      ‘Quick, mum, take it.’

      Relief flooded across Lorna’s face then she was surprised when Pete hugged her slightly.

      ‘Thank God you’re okay! I thought I’d killed you!’

      Toby looked surprised, but Lorna succeeded in pushing him away with a grin. ‘You’re not that good a shot!’ She winked at her brother. ‘Good to see you again! I knew you wouldn’t leave us’

      ‘You too… I thought…’ he hesitated; talking about his feelings was something that didn’t come easy. So he finished lamely. ‘Never mind.’

      Even with trembling fingers it had taken Sarah only moments to inject the insulin into her system. It was not a miracle cure, but already she was feeling the benefits.

      Pete smiled at Emily. ‘Glad you’re okay. Fighting fit?’

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ grinned Emily.

      Together the four heroes stood in front of Sarah, poised for action. It only took a few seconds for the remaining armed men to rally, and the explosion had already caught the attention of a dozen more who were running their way.

      ‘Get ‘em!’ yelled Toby.

      Several of things happened in the next ten seconds. All four heroes took to the air. Emily rippled as the chrome-skin enveloped her body.

      Lorna became invisible and in the next instant the two closest guards fell; one smashed across the jaw, the other clutching his crotch in agony as the invisible assailant whirled between them.

      Pete, his glasses perched on his forehead, swooped low, twin lasers burning from his pupils, striking several troopers down. He was being careful to attack at a close range, which enabled him to positively identify which blur was the enemy.

      Toby rocketed straight up, feeling the burning power in his hands swell with a ferocity he hadn’t experienced before. Once he reached the ceiling he pointed downwards, unleashing countless fireballs from his crackling fingertips. They smashed into the ground, scattering men and exploding equipment.

      Sarah watched in total disbelief. A hand on her shoulder brought her crashing back to reality. She cocked her head to see a serious looking mercenary behind. Even in her weakened condition she rifle-butted him firmly in his face. He fell to the floor, visor cracked, blood running from his nose and spitting teeth.

      Lorna hurtled through a dozen soldiers, all of who ricocheted from her solid mass like pins struck with a bowling ball. She gained some height, in time to see several more goons advancing on Sarah; but they fell from invisible blows.

      The air was suddenly filled with glue-bullets, randomly fired across the hangar. Some caught other troopers, pinning them to the walls and floor. Emily zipped aside as a bunch of bullets slammed into the ceiling.

      One struck Pete on the side of his leg. Momentum forced the resin-bullet onwards and it ripped a swatch off Pete’s cheap jeans and hit the wall. But the impact was enough to spin him around. He had been busy blasting a group of guards running to the gold-carrier, presumably to use the craft’s gun on them - his laser strayed across the floor, ripping through the hose that was refuelling the Hercules. Liquid spurted across the floor in every direction.

      Pete slid his glasses back onto his nose and looked at devastation he’d caused. ‘Oh no!’

      Toby circled again, performing lazy barrel rolls like the fighter aircraft he’d piloted on his computer. The glue-bullets pinged all around him. He saw a handful of goons run towards the rack of glyder-discs.

      ‘No you don’t!’ he roared and a monstrous fireball shot out across the cavern and hit the glyder rack. The effect was devastating; the remaining glyder-discs were blown to smithereens, the whole rack toppling down on the men who were running towards it. Flames swelled as the structure crashed against the deck, the fire spreading to a number of wooden crates stacked against the wall. Toby cheered triumphantly, then noticed the fuel hose pouring fluid across the floor. Already some soldiers were running away, slipping in the slick avgas that pooled under the Hercules and trickled towards the blazing glyder rack.

      ‘Watch out!’ bellowed Toby.

      But a deafening siren drowned his warning out. The alarm had finally been raised.

      

      Doc Tempest stood in front of a set of eight giant plasma screens. Each showed the close-up of a world leader, all members of the world’s powerful G8, and all of who regarded Tempest with steely defiance. Currently the President of the United States was speaking.

      ‘We know you’re bluffin’, Bucket-head. So we say no to your demands, and if you don’t return our gold reserves then you’ll have one big war headin’ your way!’

      Doc Tempest was apoplectic. He yelled at the screens, spittle flying from his mouth. But his words were lost as a siren filled the command room. He furiously waved at a technician, shouting at her to stop the alarm, but he couldn’t be heard. Exasperated, Tempest wheeled around and fired an electrical bolt from his fingers, blasting the alarm-speaker on the ceiling and plunging the command centre into silence. Tempest stabbed a finger at the screens.

      ‘You’ll pay for you insolence, Mister President! Say goodbye to Washington D.C.!’

      Tempest stabbed a button on his wristband to cut the video transmission. He turned on the cowering technicians.

      ‘What the he—’ he stopped, suddenly aware the eight world leaders were still staring at him. Tempest stabbed the button again, several times. This time the screens went blank. He turned again to the technician.

      ‘What is happening?’

      ‘Er… we have intruders in the hangar? And your prisoners have, um, escaped,’ squeaked the young technician. He called up a video feed from the security cameras. Doc Tempest gazed venomously at the screen; Toby, Pete and Emily could be seen darting around the hangar, which was already well aflame.

      ‘I’ll deal with them! The rest of you, activate the Storm Engine, make the skies boil with fire! Annihilate Washington D.C.!’

      With a flourish of his cape, Doc Tempest strode from the room, though the effect was spoilt when the piecing intruder alarm filled the command centre as the doors slid open.

      ‘And turn that damned alarm off!’

      

      In the space of a few seconds the fuel had already covered half the distance to the blazing fire. Toby swooped down towards Pete, who had discovered that he could fire smaller laser blasts by blinking quickly, but that made him dizzy. Pete dropped onto the mezzanine level, gripping the rail for support. Toby landed next to him.

      ‘Pete! We’ve got to stop the flames or the aircraft will explode! That’s our ticket out with mum!’

      ‘No problem!’ said Pete cockily… then he hesitated. ‘How?’

      ‘What’s your other power? We’ve got four remember? Forget teleporting and flying, I have fireballs and can grow larger. What can you do?’

      Pete set his jaw firmly. It was up to him to save the day. ‘You’re right! Let’s see!’

      He slid his glasses back on and extended his hands towards the fuel. The superpower welled up—

      And a stream of bubbles issued from his fingers, floating daintily in the air, caught in the thermal updraft of the raging fires below. Toby’s mouth opened in shock.

      ‘Bubbles? What kind of stupid superpower is that? Bubbles?

      ‘Well I didn’t know!’ protested Pete. He thought back to what Chameleon had said about there being no useless powers, and wondered what possible use bubble could provide. Below them, Lorna suddenly became visible again, her hands glowing.

      ‘Will you two stop messing around?’ She didn’t notice a mercenary was almost upon her, wielding a heavy wrench.

      BLAM! The mercenary was suddenly struck sideways and to the floor as a glue-bullet hit him squarely on the side of the head. Lorna looked around to see her mother, wielding the rifle.

      ‘I felt like I wasn’t helping out enough,’ said Sarah apologetically.

      A set of doors at ground level opened and Doc Tempest strode into the hangar. Lightning bolts surged from his fingers in the vain hope he’d accidentally catch one of the young heroes. Instead he did little more than electrocute two of his own men.

      ‘It ends here, kiddies!’ bellowed Doc Tempest.

      ‘Watch out!’ screamed Toby. He wasn’t looking at Tempest but the fuel, which had now reached the burning crates and glyder rack. Blue flames rapidly fanned across the floor in two directions, one towards the split fuel hose that was still attached to the large fuel dump against the wall, and the other towards the Hercules.

      The flames reached them both at the same time.

      Doc Tempest had barely taken a step before the fuel tank erupted in an orange mushroom cloud that consumed the entire back wall. The blast threw Tempest across the hangar, where a wall of ice collapsed around him.

      Emily had been watching everything, and had noticed Lorna and Sarah were too close to the fuel tank. She bolted forward came to an abrupt halt in front of them - using her metal body to protect them from the blast. Their world turned into a torrent of fire, as flames roared all around, but Emily shielded them from getting burnt.

      Nobody could stay on their feet as the hangar shook as if an earthquake had struck. Massive chunks of ice broke from the ceiling, slamming to the ground. Other ice started melting, sending a light rain across the hangar.

      Toby and Pete held on tight as the steel platform shuddered from the blast. They watched as the Hercules blew apart. A flaming section of wing spun towards them, forcing them both to duck and run as it embedded into the wall just above their heads.

      Another section shot sidelong into the u-shaped mezzanine walkway and exploded again tearing a huge hole in the ice wall, pulling half of the platform down in a crash of steel girders.

      The walkway tilted beneath Toby and Pete - and they hung on for life as they rode the structure all the way to the floor. They sprang clear as the walkway folded with a screech of metal.

      All around them the hangar burned. The remaining soldiers had already started fleeing into the side corridor.

      Toby spotted his mother, Lorna and Emily heaped on the floor and ran across.

      ‘Mum!’ he screamed. ‘Lorn! Em?’

      They stood up with a groan. The silver coating faded from Emily and she picked herself up, wincing as she stretched her back.

      ‘Emie, you okay?’ asked Pete with concern.

      ‘That is going to hurt for months,’ said Emily.

      Lorna helped Sarah stand. Toby was expecting to be shouted at, and braced himself for a torrent of unanswerable questions.

      Sarah stared at her son, and then threw herself forward, embracing him in a tight hug he couldn’t - and didn’t want to - escape from.

      ‘Toby… oh, Toby I love you so much!’ She began to cry. Toby could feel the tears welling in his own eyes, but once again choked them back. It wasn’t seemly for a superhero to cry, especially at his moment of victory.

      Lorna grinned, joining in the hug. Pete and Emily glanced at each other and smiled… but no hug was forthcoming there.

      ‘Guess we can go home now,’ said Pete looking around the inferno they have created

      A clatter of rubble made them turn. A gloved fist had punched through the mound of ice in the corner of the blazing hangar, and then another.

      ‘Ah… guys?’ stammered Pete. ‘We’ve got company!’

      They all turned to see Doc Tempest rise from the ice like a scruffy and cold phoenix. His normally pale face was red with rage.

      ‘It’s not over, lad! Not by a long shot!’

      The lights across the hangar flickered. Tempest glanced at them, and then turned back to the group.

      ‘You see, that means my Storm Engine is about to power up… and wipe the Capital of the United States clean off the map!’

      The four heroes strode forward ready to continue the fight. Doc Tempest’s head snapped back as he roared with amusement.

      ‘That’s right. You fight me… or you deactivate the weapon and save millions of innocent lives. Oooh... the dilemma! What would real heroes choose to do?’ His sniggering echoed from the destruction around them. Then he started making tick-tock noises.

      The heroes exchanged nervous glances, all except Toby. Determination was etched on his face.

      ‘Real heroes would do both.’ He stepped forward, fists clenched. Without taking his eyes off Tempest he spoke to the others. ‘Lorna, you know where the Storm Engine is?’

      ‘Yeah, we can stop it.’

      ‘Good, take mum with you. Pete, go with them!’

      Pete began to protest. ‘But—’

      ‘Trust me. I have a really big idea.’

      Pete instantly understood. ‘Come on, guys. Toby’s got this covered. Lorna, lead the way!’

      They hesitated, but Pete urged them across the hangar towards the door Lorna had pointed to. Sarah cast one last look at her son, squaring up to the Supervillain.

      ‘Toby! Be careful!’ she screamed.

      Pete gently pushed her forward. ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Wilkinson. He’s got things in hand.’

      Doc Tempest watched the others disappear from the hangar then turned his puzzled glance to Toby.

      ‘Is this some kind of joke?’ he rumbled. ‘You dare to try and ruin my entire scheme and then think I would have issues with crushing a boy?’

      ‘No joke. Just you and me! But before I humiliate you… just one thing. What did happen to your head?’

      The condescending look on Doc Tempest’s face faded. ‘I will make you wish you’d never been born when you feel my wrath!’

      What he wasn’t prepared for was to see Toby suddenly grow. It all happened very quickly. First his hands swelled to three times their normal size; then the effect spread along his arms. His body, head and legs swiftly followed to a chorus of ripping clothes.

      Doc Tempest raised his hands to fire a lightning bolt, but he hesitated in alarm when he saw that the boy was twice as large as the supervillain, with muscles popping under the ribbons of clothing that still clung to his skin and hid his modesty.

      

      Lorna and Emily were running ahead of Pete and Sarah. Lorna spoke low to her friend.

      ‘I had a thought. Maybe my mother should, you know… forget about all of this once we get home?’

      Emily gave her a meaningful glance and nodded.

      ‘Hey guys,’ shouted Pete, already out of breath. ‘Wouldn’t this be quicker flying?’

      ‘Er… I can’t fly,’ said Sarah.

      Pete and Emily hooked an arm each under Sarah’s armpits and took her weight.

      ‘I don’t know how to do this!’ complained Sarah.

      ‘It’s easy,’ said Pete. ‘All you have to do is miss the ground!’

      

      Bam! It was like running into a mountain. Doc Tempest staggered back from Toby, slightly dazed. Toby tried to rush him again, but this time Tempest dropped down and away. Toby swung a huge fist, but it was too slow, allowing Tempest just enough time to roll aside.

      Doc Tempest jumped to his feet, arms extended; lightning bolts gushed from his fingers and struck Giant Toby. Toby reeled back - it hurt, like being stuck by pins. But in his giant form, it didn’t hurt anywhere near as much as it should.

      Tempest stopped in surprise, and Toby took a thunderous step forward, suddenly aware he was wading through water. The fires were melting the ice on the walls and ceiling. Cracks began to spread across the walls and roof with alarming speed. Small pieces of ice were raining down.

      Doc Tempest looked up to watch his precious Antarctic base crumble around him - and didn’t see Toby’s backhand that connected with him. Tempest reeled backwards, rubbing the side of his head.

      Toby bore down on Tempest in a fury of punches. ‘That’s for my mother! And that one’s for demolishing my house!’

      The final punch walloped Tempest’s jaw, and the villain skidded along the hangar floor in a spray of icy water.

      Spittle flew from Toby’s mouth as he lost his temper. ‘And that’s for making my life hell!’

      Doc Tempest rubbed his jaw, and then raised his hand as Toby lumbered towards him. His anger had made Toby drop his guard - it was just the opportunity that Tempest was waiting for.

      A stream of ice leapt from Tempest’s fingers and smothered Toby, freezing him to the spot like an ice sculpture.

      

      They flew down the corridors, occasionally bouncing from the walls as they took a corner wide. There was no sign of guards in the corridor, which gently spiralled up the cone of the mountain. A familiar double sliding door appeared ahead.

      ‘This is it!’ said Lorna.

      ‘I’ll go first!’ shouted Pete, pushing his glasses back on his head and leaping into the room.

      The Storm Engine was glowing with a radiant energy, and the humming from it was steadily rising in pitch. The glass canopy of the mountain peak had opened on hydraulic arms, and a bitterly cold wind was blowing inside, with it flurries of snow.

      The technicians were still here, and hadn’t heard the new arrivals as they all wore ear-protectors and were staring fixedly at the Weapon of Mass Destruction.

      ‘Nobody move!’ bellowed Pete.

      Nobody could hear him. Pete aimed his laser vision with a series of short pulses that blew up several of the control consoles. The technicians spun around, pulling their ear-protectors away.

      ‘Nobody move,’ repeated Pete who was disappointed his initial dramatic entrance had passed unheard. To emphasise his point, he shot a bundle of cables with his laser vision. But that seemed to increase the tempo of the machine. The technicians raised their hands in surrender, quickly shuffling to the far corner of the room, away from the machine.

      ‘Er… how do we stop it?’

      ‘Let me try!’ shouted Emily.

      She took to the air and allowed her skin to flow into liquid metal once again. Then she flew for the heart of the Storm Engine—

      The central column detonated in a huge white flash as she passed through - the tip of the dish blew apart in a more traditionally satisfying explosion.

      The technicians charged from the room in panic.

      Lorna landed back with her friends as further eruptions rocked the Storm Engine. The pitch of the machine was now building to ear-screeching proportions.

      ‘It’s going to blow!’ shouted Emily. ‘We better get out of here!’

      ‘How?’ shouted Pete as the floor began to buck. ‘I… er… somebody blew up the plane, and that was our ticket out!’

      ‘We’ll have to try to teleport!’ screamed Lorna as the noise grew in intensity.

      ‘Can we teleport your mum,’ yelled Emily. ‘She’s got no superpowers!’

      ‘We have to try!’

      ‘Not without Toby!’ Pete screamed back. A wide crack shot along the ice floor between Pete’s legs, forcing him to hop aside.

      ‘We know where he is - we’re not leaving him behind!’ replied Lorna, throwing her arms around her mother, who momentarily mistook it as a sign of affection.

      ‘It’s okay…’ Sarah began soothingly.

      ‘Grab my mum! We’re leaving!’

      Pete and Emily threw their arms around Sarah, and concentrated hard…

      

      Doc Tempest was on his feet, and wobbling precariously as the ground shook beneath him and ice rained down with increasing frequency. He stared at frozen Toby with malice.

      ‘You can’t defeat me, boy! I’ve been in this game too long. I know all your tricks!’

      Tempest began advancing, sploshing through the ankle-deep water. Toby felt the stabbing chill of his ice prison. It was made worse because he was half naked, wearing shredded clothing. He only had one choice. He began to tense every muscle in his over-grown body. Massive tendons pushed against the ice—

      CRUNCH! The ice cast around Toby shattered pelting wedges at Doc Tempest. Toby stepped from the ice prison.

      ‘I’ve already beaten you, Tempest!’ Toby allowed himself to shrink back to normal size; using one hand to make sure his tattered clothing didn’t all fall off. ‘It’s time you surrendered.’

      ‘Your mistake is letting me live!’

      With a pop of displaced air, Lorna, Pete, Emily and Sarah suddenly appeared in the hangar.

      ‘It works!’ shouted Pete excitedly. ‘We can teleport your mum! But we have to leave now! This whole place is about to explode!’

      A house-sized slab of the roof dislodged directly above Tempest and Toby. Toby sprung away as hard as he could. He heard Tempest bellow his name—

      The fiend raised his arms in a pathetic attempt to stop the block as it struck the floor in a colossal splash of water. Tempest was pinned underneath, legs crushed. He reached pathetically out.

      ‘Help me... please,’ he said in a hoarse voice.

      Toby felt oddly numb. He had no desire to save the fiend, but knew it was the right thing to do.

      ‘Like I said: I’ve already beaten you.’

      Toby took a step forward to help Tempest, but noticed that the villain had extended his arms for a last lightning strike. Toby saw the electrical charge manifest in Tempest’s hand - at the exact moment he felt an arm move around his waist—

      The lightning bolt fizzled the air where Toby had been standing. The heroes had all teleported away.

      Amid the fire and falling ice, Tempest was too weak to even curse.

      

      From the vast, barren planes of the Antarctic it seemed as if an entire peak of one of the mountains exploded in a miniature mushroom cloud. But the flames soon faded as freezing winds smothered the mountains with more snow.

      

      They had been home for a day, falling instantly asleep as their heads touched their beds, and just in time too, as their superpowers had run out almost within minutes of returning. Emily’s parents had insisted Sarah could stay until she could sort things out with her own home.

      Sarah had fully recovered from her diabetic attack and had no recollection of what had happened after the twister struck her home. Her best guess was that she must have been carried away by the freak tornado and dropped unconscious some distance away. She had no memory of anything other than waking on the sofa in Emily’s house.

      Toby and Pete were a little puzzled by this, until Lorna took them aside and explained that Emily’s mind-control power had blanked the events from her mind.

      The secret of the Hero community was safe.

      Toby recalled Chameleon’s words about the path of a hero. They had overcome danger, and had learnt to work together as a team. The danger and risks had been worth it.

      Lorna once more voiced her idea that they should use their powers to do some high profile heroic work that would get them on a TV chat show. Emily was more cautious; she preferred keeping a lid on things. At least until they had a little more experience. This caused a heated discussion between the three friends.

      Only Pete kept quiet. He was wrestling with his own thoughts. On the one hand he was revelling that he had superpowers, but returning home to his parents ongoing and increasingly bitter arguments shadowed that thrill, as did the knowledge that he would be bullied again at school. It was a real downer for a hero to face. If only he could think of a way to change things.

      On the TV they watched as news reports came in that the stolen U.S. Government gold had been found in Antarctica, and was currently being retrieved. Although, apparently, there was no sign of the thieves.

      All four of the heroes sat in Emily’s kitchen, nursing their bruises and feeling immense pride over their achievements. Then Sarah came rushing into the room, sobbing.

      ‘Mum… what’s the matter?’ asked Toby anxiously. He prayed she had not suddenly remembered her children flying around, shooting fireballs and turning invisible.

      ‘It’s your father,’ she said, between sobs. ‘He was returning from his dig. We’ve just heard reports about his plane… it has developed mechanical trouble… and they don’t think it can land! He’s going to crash!’

      Pete mumbled under his breath. ‘Why is your family always in danger?’

      As Emily’s parents consoled Sarah, Pete and Toby exchanged glances and they all rose from their chairs.

      ‘We just need to use the computer… for homework,’ said Pete.

      The adults ignored the children as they left the room. After all, this was a real problem, what could the children possibly hope to achieve on the Internet?
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      The sky was dark as grey plumes of ash and steam rose from the ocean, and yet a glimmer of sunlight poked through the haze. It offered just enough light for the burnt figure to see his next handhold as he pulled himself further up the hill that jutted above the blazing jungle.

      What seemed like hours earlier, but it could well have been minutes, Basilisk had been running for his life from a superhero. He’d managed to lose his pursuer in the dense jungle, aided by the volcano smoke that blanketed the landscape. But it had cost him several injuries, and he’d almost broken his leg when he fell down a ravine.

      Atop the hill he fought for his breath and watched a twin-rotor Chinook helicopter land on the beach. Even through the volcanic atmosphere the Enforcer’s logo was visible on the side. The shapeshifting reptilian superhero called Chameleon was easily recognizable as he climbed onto the tail ramp. Fifteen seconds later the helicopter rose and vanished towards the horizon.

      Basilisk wheezed as the sulphuric smoke drifted over him. He had never thought his life would end on a plateau above a sea of flowing lava. He reflected on his childhood, long ago in Hungary, when he had sneaked from the small hut that he called home to watch shooting stars light up the night sky. His mind’s eye replayed the moment one of the stars grew bigger, illuminating the landscape until it drove into the earth in a blinding explosion.

      He didn’t know, but the light was high-intensity radiation, although at the time the word ‘radiation’ hadn’t even been imagined. The radiation burnt his eyes and mutated his body in ways that he’d only just come to understand centuries later. He thought that he’d been blinded. His father had found him and thrown water across the boy’s face to rouse him. Then he pried his eyes open - unleashing his child’s new powers. In a bright burst of blue light his father turned to stone under the boy’s gaze.

      Basilisk shook his head sadly. That was the moment his life switched from normality to embracing the villain within him.

      That was the day Basilisk was born.

      Ironic, the man who could turn others to stone was about to be killed on an island that was fast becoming liquid rock. The fumes must have been getting to him as the ground felt like it was sliding away. For a second Basilisk thought the plateau was crumbling - but it was moving. Tiny stones danced from every direction, towards a central point where the earth began to bulge. A figure rose from the ground, constructed of millions of flowing dirt particles.

      Basilisk watched the hallucination in silence as it formed a squat figure, a little over a metre tall and wearing loose flowing crimson robes. A dazzling brooch, forming a spiralling worm design, hypnotically reflected the weak rays of sun. As the last clumps of dirt constructed the newcomer, it revealed an almost inhuman face: a blunt head with a wide flat nose, two holes instead of ears and not a single strand of hair.

      Basilisk fixated on the brooch that seemed to spin, drawing him in, clouding his mind. He snapped his gaze away, breaking the brooch’s hypnotic power. Recognition flickered across Basilisk’s face.

      ‘Am I dead?’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘I must be. I know you died long ago, Worm!’

      Worm looked at Basilisk with a humourless smile. When he spoke it was as though the words came out as a sigh.

      ‘You’re not dead or going mad. Luckily for you, I wasn’t killed. I was trapped; entombed during the war. I was held in a frozen state of cryogenic sleep, only recently enjoying a new breath of freedom. I must say, I am shocked to see how the world has changed so drastically. But I have found my talents still useful, even in this modern world.’

      Basilisk shook his head. He knew Worm’s history - or at least the history of supervillains. ‘Worm is the most despicable rogue to have foiled the Allies during the Second Word War,’ he quoted. ‘Until Commander Courage killed you.’

      ‘Commander Courage? Ha! What a heartless soul that hero was! He didn’t kill me, obviously! He left me there, forgotten.’ Anger flashed on the villain’s face. ‘You shouldn’t believe everything you read in the history books, especially as I plan to re-write them. But that is another matter. I see since I was last around that the Council of Evil has taken control of world crime.’

      Basilisk tried to laugh, but it came out as a dry cough. Hours earlier he had been unfolding his plan to bring the Council of Evil down, but it had all gone terribly wrong. ‘The Council are ignorant fools.’

      ‘I agree! What a stupid idea the Council is! Almost seventy years I was in frozen sleep, and the first thing they ask for when I awake is a permit! A permit? To conduct evil? I was flabbergasted! It’s all red tape and form filling now. Whatever happened to holding countries to ransom at breakfast and trying to destroy the moon by supper? I should position myself on the Council so I have influence over them. Show them the old ways were the best.’ Worm circled as he talked, and Basilisk couldn’t help but notice the soil and rock momentarily stuck to his feet like treacle.

      ‘And what better way to get them to trust me than turning you in. They’re offering a plump reward for you. Dead or Alive.’

      Basilisk grunted, but stopped as a sharp pain shot through his ribs from the effort. ‘You’re nothing more than a glorified bounty hunter now? How the mighty have fallen.’

      Worm stopped circling and jabbed a finger at Basilisk. ‘Remember I said dead or alive. I have no preference either way.’

      Basilisk’s body was aching, but his mind was still sharp. He knew Worm was once a respected criminal mastermind, but he was definitely out of his depth in the modern world. However, he was Basilisk’s only ticket off this island, all he had to do was convince Worm not to deliver him to the Council. Besides, Worm had powers that Basilisk suspected might be of useful for his own schemes.

      Basilisk held up his hands in a feeble gesture. ‘Wait! We both agree that the Council of Evil needs to change. But they’re too strong to attack directly. Believe me, I’ve tried. But there is an alternative.’

      Worm’s curiosity was piqued. ‘Continue.’

      ‘The Council is creating new villains through a website.’

      Worm nodded. His brief introduction to the Internet had left him thoroughly bewildered, but he didn’t want Basilisk to know that. ‘I am aware of this. I was told there were fewer Primes being born with superpowers than there used to be. It’s a sensible solution to ensure our survival.’

      ‘But the Hero Foundation has their own website to recruit heroes. And Commander Courage runs it.’

      Worm bristled at the mention of the superhero. It was bad enough to discover that the hero who had imprisoned him for almost 80 years was still alive, but that he was leading the Hero Foundation - a group he was establishing during the Second World War - added insult to injury.

      Basilisk saw Worm’s fists clench, and an expression of hatred cloud his ugly features. Despite the pain racking his body, Basilisk smiled. He always had been gifted at manipulating people. He recalled the plan his protégé, Jake Hunter, had suggested. Based on a school prank, but possessing a kernel of genius: ‘The Hero site is the Foundation’s main line of defence. If we launch a virus attack on it, we can cripple it long enough to be able to launch an assault Hero Foundation without being hindered by any unwelcome downloaders.’

      Worm nodded, although he didn’t fully understand what Basilisk meant. ‘And I can kill Courage with my own hands.’

      ‘And with Commander Courage dead, we can control the Foundation. If we bring the Hero website back online as our own weapon and use it to battle the Council of Evil - head-to-head.’

      The plan had been percolating in Basilisk mind since the moment Jake Hunter had been suggested it to him. Better still, with Hunter out of the picture it was an idea he could claim as his own original plan. ‘Think about it, Worm. A world with no heroes and no way to make any more. We’d be as powerful as the Council.’

      Worm made a ‘harrumph’ noise from the back of this throat as he considered the suggestion. ‘I must admit to being a little behind modern jargon after having been locked away for so long so I won’t pretend to know precisely what you mean.’

      Basilisk sighed. He didn’t have the energy to explain the advent of computer technology and the origin of the Internet from its humble beginnings as a secret U.S. Government project. But Worm’s ignorance was Basilisk’s benefit. ‘That’s why you need me. There is little I don’t know.’

      Worm considered the idea some more. It boiled down to revenge on his most hated enemy, coupled with the fact that if he ran the Foundation, then he could operate without the meddlesome Council of Evil breathing down his neck.

      ‘I could do with a sidekick,’ he mused. Basilisk flinched at the very mention of being a sidekick, but luckily Worm didn’t notice. Across the island, cloaked by billowing clouds of ash, the volcano loudly erupted once more. The ground shook furiously.

      Worm finally made up his mind.

      ‘And you think this technological scheme will work?’

      Basilisk used the last of his strength to prop himself up on his elbow. ‘I assure you. I have a three-phase plan to bring down every hero on this planet and crush the Hero Foundation once and for all. Then once we resurrect their site, we’ll have everything under our own control – websites, apps… everything. The Council will be unable to stop us. The world would be ours for the taking! Then you could conduct your own brilliant plans unhindered.’ Basilisk hated being sycophantic, but it served his purpose right now.

      Worm nodded with the slight hint of a smile. ‘So be it. Let us leave this infernal place.’

      Without warning he grabbed Basilisk’s arm. Basilisk felt a tickling sensation as his atoms began to rapidly vibrate and disassemble. Both figures rapidly dissolved into fine particles that vanished into the quaking ground.
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      The rusted prow of a battered cargo vessel churned through the ocean, its destination was a spur of land on the horizon. Faded lettering on the dented prow revealed the ship’s name: ‘The WatchmAn’. It moved with no running lights on, making it a black whale cutting through the sea. Dense smoke poured from its weatherworn funnel, but otherwise the vessel looked abandoned. At first glance, nobody would have suspected that the crew were all ruthless smugglers, armed with automatic weaponry and without a conscience between them.

      They were being tracked by three superheroes silently flying above. The heroes were all thinking the same thing - the automatic weaponry below was nowhere nearly as dangerous as the fact they were way beyond their parents’ limits of how late they could stay out. The consequences of that were too dire to contemplate.

      Toby squinted, trying to make out more detail on the boat. He regretted not having tried to download some kind of night-vision power from the Hero website. But then again he’d no idea they would be out so late - plus he wasn’t sure what the stick-figure icon for it would be. He just hoped none of them had downloaded any useless powers, as they often did.

      Lorna and Emily flew close either side, talking in low voices.

      ‘I’m getting cold,’ complained Lorna. Having learnt from previous adventures, they were all dressed in thick black clothes, but the chill still permeated.

      Toby didn’t bother replying. Over the last few weeks his sister’s complaints had increased with each job they had signed up for. His best friend, Pete, had even started to agree with her, which wasn’t good news. Luckily Pete wasn’t within earshot. Toby glanced around, suddenly aware that his friend had been gone longer than he’d anticipated. He glanced at the lights on the horizon.

      ‘We’re running out of time,’ he warned. ‘We can’t wait for Pete. We have to stop this thing now.’

      ‘It’s a massive boat. How are we supposed to stop it?’ said Emily.

      ‘Why bother? This is something we should leave for the police,’ Lorna grumbled.

      ‘Police don’t patrol out here,’ Toby snapped back.

      ‘The Coast Guard, or Customs, or Border Patrol or whatever you call it. What’s the point in having great powers if we’re just stopping normal people? What about the supervillains out there? We’re supposed to be fighting them.’

      Toby rolled his eyes. ‘It was on the job board and it needed doing.’

      The list of jobs on the website seemed to be growing by the day, although not every job was a direct result of an errant supervillain. ‘Besides, I thought we decided after the trouble with Doc Tempest that we should take things a little easier?’

      ‘You decided, Toby.’ Lorna retorted.

      Emily tried to avoid getting involved with the argument. Which was just as well as he she detected movement on the deck below. Figures had left a cabin and were running to the bow of the ship. The moonlight glinted tellingly off the rifles they carried in both hands.

      ‘Shut up you two! Look, they’re coming out!’ she said - maybe a little too loud as one of the figures looked up and began yelling in Spanish. He pointed at the three figures with the barrel of his rifle.

      Toby realized with dread that as they were arguing they had moved so that the moon was behind them - highlighting their silhouettes so the men below could easily spot them.

      ‘Down!’ he yelled.

      They all plummeted just as the dull clatter of gunfire broke out across the deck. Bullets shrieked through the air - too close for comfort.

      Toby dived straight for the ocean’s surface, fairly confident that he hadn’t downloaded any power that would render him bulletproof. He was so low that spume from the boat’s wake soaked his chest. He glanced up to see that Lorna had thrown up a protective shield of energy that rippled as bullets harmlessly struck it. Emily cowered close behind her. Typical of Lorna to pick a defensive power, thought Toby. Not that selecting powers on the website was a straightforward process.

      Chameleon, the only heroic Prime that Toby had ever met, had told them there was an instruction document on the website. When he’d eventually found it, Toby had been baffled by the complex jargon used. He did learn that the stick figure icons, which represented the powers, where laid out with some degree of logic. Lorna always seemed smart enough to pick the most useful powers for their missions, whereas he just chose the most fun looking ones.

      His thoughts were interrupted as a deckhand leaned over the gunwale of the ship and spotted him. Toby could make out the square night-vision goggles the man wore. The muzzle flash of the weapon flickered and a stream of bullets zipped past him.

      Time to end this, he thought.

      Toby barrel rolled to one side to make himself less of a target. He extended his hands and fine black tendrils shot from his fingertips, each no wider than a strand of cotton, but bunched together they were as thick as rope. The sticky tendrils splattered against the man’s night-vision goggles and the gun. Toby yanked the strands back, tearing the equipment off him. He shook his hands and the strands broke away, falling into the sea. The startled man stared in Toby’s directions like he’d just seen a ghost, then spun around and ran across the deck shouting in panic.

      Above, Emily peeked around Lorna’s energy shield and flicked her hands. A pair of golden orbs, no bigger than ping-pong balls, sprang from her palms and raced towards the crew. She watched in fascination as the heat-seeking orbs were guided towards two men - striking them in the chest. The orbs exploded with a dull plop and the men were catapulted across the deck. They slammed into the bulkhead, weapons skittering away.

      A third man gaped as his colleagues were blown aside, and then looked up as if realising for the first time that the two girls were suspended in the air as if by magic. He hesitated in firing - giving Emily an opportunity to fire another set of golden orbs.

      The man dropped his weapon and fled. He glanced behind to see the orbs were weaving across the deck towards him. He skidded around a corner leading to the main cabins, and checked behind him. The orbs were relentlessly pursuing. He increased his pace and threw himself through an open cabin door, pushing his whole body against the steel door to close it.

      Both orbs hit the door with such thunderous force that the metal buckled and the door was blasted from its hinges. The warped steel propelled the man across the cabin and into the far wall, knocking him unconscious.

      Toby gained altitude to join Emily and Lorna.

      ‘I thought there would be more of them,’ said Toby. ‘And I thought pirates would be a lot tougher.’

      ‘Wrong type of pirates,’ said Lorna in her best ye olde pirate accent.

      ‘It’s turning!’ exclaimed Emily. As they watched, the boat increased speed and began to slide in the water. ‘Must be somebody on the bridge.’

      Toby felt slightly disappointed at what seemed like easy victory - he had been expecting the mission to be a lot more fun, but knew better than to say so aloud. ‘We had no need for Pete after all, the slacker. Let’s get onto the bridge and stop it.’

      Toby wondered if Pete was OK. The last time he’d seen him was when Pete had plummeted underwater several minutes ago, convinced he had downloaded aquatic powers. Toby wasn’t too concerned as Pete was a strong swimmer. Besides, his friend had been acting differently since they had been using the superpowers. Toby just hoped being a hero wasn’t going to his head, like it was with his sister.

      They edged forward towards the ship’s dark bridge at the front of the boat. As they drew nearer they could see the captain inside bathed in pale lights from the control panel. The captain didn’t look around, but instead stared at his instruments. The ship was old enough to be steered by a large wheel, instead of the small computer joysticks of modern vessels. The captain used all his weight to keep the wheel hard-to-port.

      Toby alighted on the raised deck of the tower and took a step forward when Lorna suddenly gave a loud yelp. She had been about to follow her brother when she was violently dragged up and backwards into the sky by some unstoppable invisible force. She suddenly stopped, hung stationary for a second before rapidly zigzagging through the air like a balloon - coming to another abrupt halt. She stopped screaming for a microsecond before plummeting into the water.

      Lorna’s screams alerted the captain. He spun around to see Toby - who had his back to the man, watching his sister’s plight. He didn’t see the captain pick up a small fire extinguisher and raise it to strike Toby’s head.

      Emily dragged her gaze from Lorna who was thrashing into the ocean, to Toby who was about to be brained by the captain.

      ‘Tobe!’ she screamed and extended her hands. The orbs appeared as before - then popped like harmless soap bubbles. For a brief second she panicked - the friends’ powers were only temporary and liable to run out at any moment, but she reasoned that her powers hadn’t expired, or else she wouldn’t still be flying.

      Toby heard her warning and turned just as the captain swung the fire extinguisher down. Toby ducked aside but the extinguisher still clipped his shoulder. The might of the attack forced him to the floor, his right arm numb from where he’d been struck. The captain loomed over him and hissed in an unfamiliar language. Toby could see the bloodthirsty rage in the man’s eyes—

      A sound like a million waterfalls rumbling interrupted the captain. After years on the sea, the captain knew trouble from the ocean when he heard it. He looked through the bridge’s window. Toby followed his gaze, his eyes widening.

      A wall of water rose in front of the ship, over a hundred feet tall and four times as wide. It was a tidal wave - except this one didn’t move, but stood from the sea like a liquid wall, seawater rising on one side and cascading down the other. The cap of the wave bubbled and frothed betraying the force of the water contained beneath - and Pete stood on top of it like a champion surfer. Dressed in his black wetsuit with his arms folded. He was laughing in delight.

      Once they had accepted the mission to stop a pirate vessel from smuggling its illegal cargo into the country, Pete has scoured the website for aquatic powers. It had delayed them by a good forty minutes as he struggled to make an educated guess as to which icons symbolized them.

      The moment they had found the freighter, Pete had plummeted into the ocean. He had been delighted to discover he could breathe just as well underwater as in the air. While the others tracked the ship above, it had taken him time to discover what other powers he had. After some experimentation, Pete succeeded in scaring a shoal of inquisitive fish when he created a dense ball of seawater that was almost as hard as rock.

      When the fight broke out above, he exerted himself in creating a wall of water so he could stop the ship. And he was surprised to see that it had worked a lot better than he’d imagined.

      Emily was the only one with a clear vantage point above the action. The tidal wave Pete had created was huge, and she was certain that it was well beyond the limits of the powers they were supposed to have.

      ‘How can he do that?’ she muttered to herself.

      She checked that Lorna was still treading water to the right of the ship - ‘starboard’ she corrected herself. Toby was still on his knees outside the bridge door.

      When she looked back at Pete she saw him draw his hands together as though he were closing curtains - and the tidal wave surged forwards.

      She yelled ‘Pete, No, don’t do it!’

      The weight of the tidal wave would surely crush Lorna in the water, and it didn’t seem that Pete had any idea she was in there.

      Pete was enjoying himself too much to notice Emily frantically waving her arms in warning, and the roar of the water was too loud for him to hear her.

      Without thinking, Emily dived towards the ocean.

      Pete was stunned at the wave’s magnitude, but he assumed that he was controlling his powers like a true master. The wave tore forward. As it reached the prow of the freighter he noticed movement from the corner of his eye - it was Emily flying down. Pete looked around with a frown; suddenly aware none of his friends were airborne.

      Toby clambered to his feet, holding a deck rail as the tidal wave struck the boat. The front of the vessel was pitched almost vertically up. Toby’s feet slipped from the deck and he fell. The angled floor now became a slide and he plummeted down towards a set of rusty steel railings that circled the bridge tower. He hit them hard, the impact winding him.

      His shoulder was aching so much that he could only use one hand to try and upright himself as the wave carried the ship backwards through the ocean at an acute angle. The water broke overhead and rained down on the deck like a heavy downpour that increased in intensity with every passing second.

      Salt water stung his eyes and his mouth tasted of nothing else. Toby pushed himself forward to fly - but found the superpower had vanished. He felt suddenly helpless, as the world around him became nothing but seawater and a frenzy of white bubbles.

      Emily had to use both hands to heave Lorna from the water. It was difficult to gain any altitude with the additional weight.

      ‘Higher!’ shouted Lorna as the wave enveloped the boat.

      ‘I can’t! You’re too heavy!’

      ‘What?’ Lorna bit back any argument over her weight. Now was not the time to fight. Emily opted to try and outrun the wave instead. Lorna felt the world had started to move in slow motion as the surge bore down on them. They watched in amazement as the water completely submerged the vessel - and then the entire wall of water fell back into the ocean as though somebody had pressed a stop button. The colossal sound of collapsing water dissipated into silence.

      Lorna suddenly jolted into the air, bouncing off Emily, as her own flying power kicked back into action. She hovered next to her friend and they watched the surface of the sea bubble where the ship used to be. Personal possessions floated to the surface along with eight struggling crew members who all paddled water that was fast becoming littered with tens of thousands of plastic counterfeit toys and clothes. They spread across the surface like driftwood as they escaped from the pirate ship’s hold.

      Pete swooped down next to the girls.

      ‘Wow! Wasn’t I incredible? Did you see what I did? Amazing!’

      Emily looked incredulous. ‘That was team effort.’ But Pete wasn’t listening. He’d become boastful of his own exploits on the last few missions they had completed. It was beginning to get annoying.

      Pete suddenly looked around with concern. ‘Where’s Toby?’

      Emily pointed. ‘He was on the boat, you idiot.’

      They stared at the surface for a stunned second - then Pete flew straight for the water—

      And bounced right off like he had flown into a sheet of rubber. He rolled across the undulating surface, not a centimetre of his body getting wet.

      Lorna and Emily watched with concern. The boat crew were swimming as normal, but Pete couldn’t break the surface. It was like kneeling on a bouncy castle as he pounded the mysteriously solid water.

      ‘I can’t break through!’ he yelled.

      Emily suddenly understood. ‘Our powers are malfunctioning!’

      A loud splash sent Pete reeling backwards as Toby surfaced through the plastic junk, sucking a deep breath.

      ‘Mate!’ Pete said as he stood on water - which suddenly collapsed under him, sending him splashing into the ocean as the laws of physics decided to wake up. He trod water next to Toby.

      ‘You OK?’

      Toby nodded. He glanced around and saw the captain had surfaced some way off and was frantically swimming towards his crew.

      ‘You planning on swimming in there all night?’ asked Lorna. She was grinning with relief.

      Pete and Toby flew from the water to join the girls. Toby looked around the ocean and got a sense of what had happened. The water was littered with cases and the ship’s crew, who were trying to distance themselves from the superheroes. Aside from other debris, there was no sign of the freighter. In the distance, a spotlight combed the water, and they heard the dull drone of an approaching Coast Guard vessel.

      ‘Sinking the boat is still classed as stopping it, right?’ Pete asked.

      ‘We stopped them from smuggling the pirated films,’ said Emily. ‘That’s mission accomplished!’

      ‘Still think it’s a waste of time though,’ said Lorna. The others looked at her. ‘Well it is! You nearly died, Tobe. For what?’

      ‘For doing what superheroes do.’

      ‘And we get a bunch of Heroism points,’ Pete added.

      Lorna shook her head. ‘That’s my point. We did what the authorities should be doing. OK, that may be heroic but it’s not the job of a superhero. We should be doing bigger things. Getting ourselves noticed.’

      Toby rolled his eyes. This was Lorna’s latest argument. She wanted to use the powers to get famous rather than to do a job. ‘We’ve talked about this. Getting noticed is the last thing we want to do. If people knew we had these powers or superheroes even existed...’ He drifted off.

      ‘Exactly. What would happen?’ said Lorna. ‘We might get a little fame and even get paid to do this stuff. I’d rather sit on a chat show and talk about what we’ve done than do a paper round.’

      ‘I agree.’ said Pete.

      Toby shot Pete a look. Agreeing with his sister was a huge betrayal. ‘We’ve been through this before,’ sighed Toby. ‘There are government departments and the Enforcers out there who are trying to stop the public from knowing!’

      ‘And what else are they hiding?’ asked Pete, who was always eager to hear a conspiracy theory.

      ‘Anyway, there’s more important things to think about,’ said Emily who was tiring of the constant bickering. ‘Like why did our powers glitch?’Pete shrugged. ‘I felt terrific. Better than ever. Except when I bounced off the water. That was strange.’

      ‘They were a little too good,’ Emily commented.

      ‘Jealous?’

      ‘No. I’m just saying. Don’t you think your powers seemed, I don’t know, increased while ours suffered?’

      Pete swapped a glance with Toby and nodded. ‘She’s jealous alright.’

      Emily looked away, refusing to argue. The Coast Guard vessel was drawing nearer. Its searchlight drifted across the clotted sea and fixed on one of the crew who was frantically signalling for help.

      ‘We better scoot,’ said Toby. ‘Our job here is done.’

      The superheroes lifted into the night sky and headed towards home. If the Coast Guard crew had had sharper hearing they may have heard the sound of arguing passing overhead as four figures shot across the full moon.

      

      Moonlight played across the swaying heather fields of the Cornish Lizard Peninsula. Powerful floodlights pierced the dark landscape and bathed the world’s largest and oldest satellite earth station: England’s massive Goonhilly Ground Station complex. Some sixty-one satellite dishes of all shapes and sizes poked towards the heavens. In the centre of the complex stood multiple buildings that housed everything from the tourist centre to the control rooms. It was a twenty-four hour operation, so even at this time of night there was a full contingent of staff on duty, but at least the external roads were quiet. A lone security jeep rolled by, the guard inside had little idea that there were intruders already within the complex.

      One of the large control rooms designated to look after the dish array was a hybrid of older décor and modern computers. The night staff lay unconscious on the floor, with one unlucky soul transformed to stone when he had tried to contact security. The telephone was still clenched in his petrified hand.

      Basilisk was slumped in a chair, leaning on the central Y-shaped desk as he stared at a computer screen. After a couple of weeks formulating their plan at Worm’s base, he was dismayed that he still hadn’t fully recovered from his ordeal on his volcanic island. His leg throbbed, forcing him to walk with a cane. His new dark-green body suit hid the scars well and the deep hood of his cloak obscured his badly burnt face - a face so badly damaged that even he no longer recognised. His regeneration powers should have kicked in by now, but nothing had happened. It was time for a fresh regeneration - a completely new set of DNA to rejuvenate him as it had done over the centuries. But right now, that would have to wait.

      Worm stood across from him, examining a large monitor displaying the site’s numerous satellite arrays. Worm was bowled over by the leap in progress that had occurred during his incarceration, and was taking every opportunity to marvel at it.

      ‘Incredible,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Truly amazing. Who would have thought mankind could do all of this and finally set foot in space without the aid of superpowers?’

      Basilisk shook his head. He had done his best to bring Worm up to date on over half a century’s achievements, but the technology was far beyond anything Worm had dreamed of. His constant exclamations of astonishment were wearing Basilisk down. However, Basilisk had lost everything when his island was destroyed and was forced to rely on Worm. The villain’s unique skills were now integral to Basilisk’s plan.

      Worm’s powers allowed him to travel through earth, ideally soils or sand, by deconstructing himself into billions of cell particles and seeping through the ground - in between the very particles that made the earth seem solid. By altering his technique he could just as easily walk through tiny cracks in the walls or seep under doors to enter rooms, but there was nothing technological about his powers. The draw back was that they weren’t very effective through dense material such as rock or metal.

      Once they had left the island, Basilisk and Worm had spent weeks gathering equipment, such as laptops and Basilisk’s new body armour, so they could implement the ambitious plan.

      Basilisk had worked with Worm to teach him how to adapt his powers to use on computers. It had been a slow processes, especially with Worm’s constant complaints and his threats to hand Basilisk over to the Council of Evil every time something went wrong. But eventually, under careful guidance from Basilisk, Worm was able to use his ability to send atomized fragments of his finger into a computer. His power was limited; he could only extend so far before the pain became unbearable. Scrambling his body through the dirt was easy, but the metal was denser and electronic systems had magnetic fields and electron flows yanking at his every atom - it was like swimming through a riptide that threatened to pull you apart. But his reach of a dozen centimetres was enough to enter the heart of a processor chip - which was nothing more than an elaborate series of incredibly small digital switches. Once inside, Worm could manipulate the computer system.

      Worm’s short reach made Basilisk’s plans a little more difficult. He had hoped they could conduct phase one from the comfort of Worm’s lair. Instead they had been forced to break into the Goonhilly complex to directly access the computer system and satellite dish they needed.

      Once Worm had got them inside, Basilisk was able to locate the dish that was channelling Internet traffic for the hero’s website. Whether the station staff knew it or not, the heroes website was transmitting its superpowers amongst ordinary Internet traffic, TV signals and radio communications. Basilisk had even managed to locate the satellite that the Hero website used, off which to bounce its communications. Needless to say there was no official log of such a satellite and Basilisk correctly assumed it had been launched in secret.

      Basilisk had tried to explain to Worm that superpowers were stored in massive vats, donated by heroes, and more recently some were artificially synthesized. Then through a complex process of quantum physics, they were digitized and transferred via the satellite, through the Internet, and into a person. The process relied on a constant stream of information being relayed directly to the superhero, without their knowledge, no matter where they were. The stream was an instruction to the hero’s body on how to use the power. If the body didn’t get the message, then the power would become unstable and have, hopefully, terrible consequences. The villain website operated on the same principle

      Under Basilisk’s direction, Worm infiltrated the Hero satellite stream and interrupted it. It was only momentary, but it proved to Basilisk that it could be done.

      ‘I do not see what help it is to us if we do not permanently break the signal from here,’ complained Worm as he pulled his hand from the computer terminal and sucked the sore tip of his finger.

      ‘Because they will simply switch to another Ground Station.’

      ‘Then what have we just achieved? Nothing!’

      Basilisk sighed. He felt as if he were a child explaining simple technology to a confused parent. ‘We’ve just proved my plan will work. We can interrupt the signal. Any Downloaders using their powers would have felt the effect immediately. Now we need to overload the Hero website, and temporarily stop it from functioning.’

      ‘Then we attack the Hero Foundation? Kill Courage?’ said Worm with glee. He was an old foot solider, not used to such tactical planning.

      Basilisk fought to control his temper. They’d been through this almost every day.

      ‘No. Our combined skills are not enough to bring the Foundation down.’

      ‘I think you underestimate me,’ said Worm with a hint of pride.

      Basilisk looked long and hard at him. ‘No. No I don’t.’ A long moment passed before Worm processed the insult. He opened his mouth to retaliate, but Basilisk continued. ‘Remember their cloud presence is just a weapon,’ he ignored Worm’s puzzled glance at the dark clouds above, ‘a line of defence to stop the Foundation from being attacked. There are still the Primes, and the Foundation headquarters itself has its own internal electrical systems that need to be disabled.’

      ‘I have enough weapons to launch and assault—’

      ‘You weapons are so old that they fall apart when you pull the trigger!’ snapped Basilisk. ‘Now we will temporarily overload the Foundation’s servers with a virus. That will buy us time, and created enough of a diversion to make the Primes go into hiding. Then we implement phase two by recruiting a couple of other villains I have in mind. They will help us take out the Hero Foundation’s satellite system.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      Basilisk took a deep breath. Had it have been any one else he would have been shouting at the top of his lungs. He had to at least pretend that he respected Worm.

      ‘Remember, we need to use their website to fight the Council. We don’t want to destroy it. We must to paralyse it long enough for us to bring down the Foundation’s satellite. As then, even if their technicians get the website back up and running, they’ll have no means to distribute the superpowers.’

      ‘Okay. I get it. I think.’

      ‘And when we get to the satellite I’ll be able to pinpoint the exact position of the Foundation’s headquarters.’

      ‘And then we attack?’

      ‘Yes. Phase three, we knock some heads together when they have no heroes who will be willing to lay their lives on the line to stop us.’

      ‘That I understand!’ Worm was practically dancing with glee. If he achieved what Basilisk was promising then he would have powers at his fingertips equal to the Council’s. And of the plan failed, he still had Basilisk - dead or alive - to hand over to the Council instead. ‘Then what are we waiting for? Let’s do it!’

      ‘We’ve been waiting for your peas-sized brain to work out what the plan is,’ Basilisk mumbled under his breath as he pulled out a slim USB memory stick from the depths of his cloak. He examined it as if it was a precious gem.

      ‘Time to exercise your particular talent.’

      The computer virus held on the USB was complex by any standards, and it had taken Basilisk the last few weeks to create it. He had swiped the basic structure from several nasty viruses that had recently stricken big businesses, combined with his working knowledge of the Foundation’s website. He had a good knowledge of the it because he’d been one of the people who had helped steal and convert it to the Council of Evil’s very own villainous website.

      When he inserted the virus into the Ground Station system it had been immediately isolated by the system’s antiviral software. He needed Worm to bypass that.

      Worm dipped his finger into the system. He closed his eyes, visualizing the cyber world that his atoms were navigating through. He could see Basilisk’s virus as a lump of electrons. He almost literally poked the malicious code past the security software and into the system proper. Only then could its devastating effects run free.

      The virus pinged from the Ground Station to the Hero Foundation’s private satellite, and then back down to the Foundation headquarters where it buried itself in the HERO servers before sending a stream of corrupted data outward.

      The virus was subtle, just enough to trip the Foundation’s computer systems over, in the same way a power surge blows a fuse. As Foundation technicians rushed to try to fix the damage, the power surge slowly rippled through the satellite system in a destructive wave that would take hours to radiate out.

      

      The next day brought stormy showers, which made Toby apprehensive. He was half-expecting Doc Tempest to smash through the windows and sweep him away. That thought, coupled with fighting Tempest in his ice base and seeing the super-fiend crushed under a block of ice, still haunted his dreams. And now he had the smothering memories of nearly drowning to contend with.

      All in all, Toby was beginning to worry that the superhero business was seriously stressing him out.

      But today was a lazy Sunday and he and Lorna had congratulated each other on successfully sneaking home exceptionally late during the night without their parents finding out. They hoped Pete and Emily had had such fortune.

      Walking down the stairs, Toby massaged his shoulder where the captain had struck him. Luckily he hadn’t broken or dislocated it, but the skin sported a nasty purple-brown bruise that was tender to the touch. He turned into the living room - but found himself in the kitchen instead. They had moved to a new house after their old one was declared unsafe and demolished after Doc Tempest’s attack. Toby liked the new house. It was a little bigger and still had that new smell, and right now it was filled with Christmas decorations that added to the excitement to the season.

      He found Lorna in the living room with his mother and father, and a look on her face that forewarned him what was happening. The television was on and his father was about to show them, yet again, his footage shot on his rubbish phone, of his last archaeology dig in Mexico.

      John Wilkinson was a tall, thin man who would get excited over seemingly mundane things. Toby usually found him entertaining, but after watching the same videos over and over, the novelty had well and truly worn off.

      Toby sat next to his mother, Sarah, and offered a warm ‘good morning’. Sarah returned his smile, and then exchanged pleasantly surprised looks with her husband. After the house had been struck by the tornado she remembered nothing other than waking up in a field not far from home. But since then Toby had been incredibly civil towards her. He used to refuse a hug or any sign of affection, but now he now did as she asked almost without question. He had once thought his father was a closet superhero rather than an archaeologist, but as it turned out there wasn’t much more to his dad than met the eye.

      ‘I just want to run through this again,’ said John Wilkinson keenly. ‘I’m going to show it at the museum this evening before the public opening of my exhibition on Tuesday, so I need to get it straight in my head.’

      He sat on his chair and looked around for the remote control, which he had a habit of always mislaying. Lorna glanced at Toby and shook her head. She buried herself in the broad pages of a glossy magazine, a world of celebrity gossip.

      ‘Here we go,’ exclaimed John as he found the remote, which was tucked under his leg. Toby had been watching, out of the corner of his eye, the TV programme that had been on. It was about the new Russian Space Shuttle ferrying tourists into space from Kazakhstan. Both he and Lorna were desperate to try it, but the twenty million dollar price tag was just a little too expensive.

      John hit the play button and the gleaming shuttle was replaced by shaky images of his archaeology dig. To Toby’s untrained eyes it showed a mound of rubble amongst thick jungle.

      ‘The jungle was so dense it took us two days to hack a narrow track through to the site,’ his father narrated. Then he suddenly looked up with a frown. ‘Do you think I should tell them about the trip home? Add a little more drama?’

      ‘No, John,’ Sarah said firmly.

      Again, Lorna peeked from behind her magazine and gave Toby a peculiar look.

      John had cut the dig short to fly home after he had heard a tornado had demolished his house and injured his wife. As the aeroplane was getting ready to land the captain reported problems with the landing gear. John had panicked and rung his wife on the in-flight phone, convinced they were going to crash. But something odd had happened minutes later as the aircraft circled the runway. John could have sworn he’d seen something flying alongside the aircraft. A minute later, the captain announced that the front wheel had now successfully extended and they could safely land.

      Toby forced himself to watch the videos and listen to his father’s increasingly excited narration as they uncovered the tomb of some long lost Mayan Emperor. His father paced the room as he described the tension of opening the tomb, then lowered his voice to a whisper when he revealed that they had only examined the outer chamber before he was called away. The inner chamber still laid untouched, waiting for them to explore.

      Toby stifled a yawn as the camera zoomed in on symbols and murals on the wall. He has seen the ritualistic swirling icon so many times it had started to seep into his dreams and his father’s handheld camera work was beginning to make him feel nauseous. His dad maybe a fantastic archaeologist, but he was a lousy cameraman as all of their family photos proved.

      The rest of the day passed in the inert stillness of an average Sunday. During the early evening Emily turned up and disappeared with Lorna to Lorna’s room. Sarah and John left for the museum as Pete arrived. And a night without the parents snooping around meant a night to explore the Hero website.

      Pete looked at Toby with a frown.

      ‘Mate, you look terrible.’

      ‘Thanks, Pete. I haven’t been sleeping very well.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Bad dreams. What about you? I mean, after everything we’ve been doing, doesn’t it get to you?’

      Pete shrugged and pushed past his friend. ‘Nah. If anything I sleep better. More exercise than I’m used to!’

      Pete made his way into the Wilkinson’s new office. It looked pretty much the same as the old one, it had not taken his father long to give it that lived-in effect. Their old computer hard drive had been copied to the brand new system that they had bought with the insurance money. Lorna and Toby still didn’t get their own computers, but their parents had thawed at the idea of buying them both mobiles. They were far from top of the line, but they didn’t care, it felt as if they had stepped into the future. Or at least caught up with most of their classmates.

      ‘The others here?’ asked Pete as he sat down in front of the computer and booted it up.

      Toby didn’t answer straight away. He had noticed Pete’s confidence had increased almost to the point of impoliteness since they had discovered the website.

      ‘Do you mind?’ said Toby pointing to the chair. Pete looked startled for a second before he stood up and pulled over a free chair, mumbling like old-Pete.

      ‘’Course, sorry. Just getting excited. So where are they?’

      ‘Right here,’ said Emily as she entered with Lorna. ‘Toby bossing you around again?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Pete with a laugh. Toby looked at him slantwise, was it his imagination or was there a peeved tone to the laugh? Lorna and Emily pulled up chairs and didn’t seem to have noticed.

      ‘How you feeling after your swim yesterday?’ Emily asked Toby with concern.

      ‘Shoulder’s killing me and my ears still feel like I’ve got half the sea in them, but that’ll go in time.’

      Emily squeezed his uninjured shoulder in a gesture of concern. Toby shifted uncomfortably, aware that Pete was giving him an odd look.

      They didn’t waste any time logging onto the Internet and within a few seconds they were on the website. Pete pressed a greasy finger on the screen.

      ‘Look! Our “Heroic score” has gone up!’

      Sure enough the points allotted by the website for each successful mission had increased, which was a good thing because if they failed the missions then they would have to pay to use the powers, until they’d built up enough credit through their successful deeds. At least the Heroic Points meant they could download powers for free.

      Toby had hoped to see a video message from Chameleon waiting for them on the site. He had spoken to him online a few times for advice. But he hadn’t yet told the others that.

      ‘Are we actually going to do another mission tonight?’ Emily asked in a weary voice.

      ‘What’s up? Bored already?’ goaded Pete.

      ‘No. Tired. And we have school tomorrow.’

      ‘Great,’ Pete said without enthusiasm. ‘Dunno why they just didn’t let us have the Monday off.’

      It was an odd week for them. Tuesday and Wednesday had been allocated as study days since the school was going to be closed so that the woodwork department, which had mysteriously burnt down a few weeks ago, could be demolished.

      ‘Let’s just look at the instruction manual then, ‘ Toby said.

      ‘Exciting,’ Pete mumbled unenthusiastically.

      Toby moved through several icons on the screen, none of which gave any obvious indication of what they represented. He stopped at one that depicted a spanner. The screen was replaced by reams of text that shimmered through numerous languages before settling on English. It did look like a technical manual, with icons and flow diagrams and simple illustrations.

      Pete looked at him with a curious frown. ‘You found that pretty quick.’

      When they had first met Chameleon, the shape-changing hero had expressed surprise that they hadn’t read the website’s instructions. Toby had searched through the site at the earliest opportunity and finally located it after several days of searching.

      Pete shifted nervously in his chair. ‘So you’ve been on the site without us?’

      ‘I wanted to read this.’

      ‘Been on it a lot?’ Pete tries to sound innocent but it was clear he was probing for information.

      Emily and Lorna exchanged a look. They knew what Pete was getting at; he’d been subtly hinting at it for weeks.

      ‘There’s a lot to read,’ said Toby enthusiastically, oblivious to the edge in Pete’s voice. He circled the mouse pointer around a section of the screen. ‘Like this section gives the basics of how the powers are transferred...’ He tailed off when he became aware of the atmosphere in the room. Pete was staring hard at him. ‘What?’

      ‘I’m just pointing out that you’ve been on our website quite a lot lately. Without us.’

      Toby groaned. ‘Come on, Pete. Don’t start.’

      ‘Well it’s not fair that you have access to it but we don’t. We found it together—’

      ‘On my computer!’

      ‘On dad’s computer,’ Lorna corrected him. Toby threw her an annoyed glance.

      Pete thumped the desk. ‘Your computer? Is that how it is now?’

      ‘I didn’t mean—’

      ‘We should all take turns at minding the website,’ Pete continued. ‘Or copy your hard drive so we all have it. It’s just not fair that we have to go through you all the time.’

      ‘What’s the point?’ said Toby. ‘We’re a team, we do things together.’

      ‘Exactly! That’s my poi—’

      A piercing feedback shriek from the computer’s speakers drowned him out. At that exact moment the ceiling lights flickered and the monitor screen strobed through a rainbow of colours before it suddenly exploded in a supernova blast of light.
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      Thick fingers of electricity sprang from the monitor and raked across the floor and ceiling. Books shot off shelves and stacks of papers and pots of pens flew off the desk. Pete and Lorna toppled backwards from their chairs - while Toby and Emily both pitched forwards and hid under the desk as the light-storm ravaged the office.

      With a loud crack the lightning fizzled out. Toby peered cautiously over the desk. The room was awash with scattered papers but luckily nothing seemed damaged, it was just as though a gust of wind had blown through the house.

      Or a tornado had hit it, thought Toby darkly.

      Pete checked his clothing; they had all been struck by the lightning but he could see no physical marks. He looked up to see the other staring at him with wide grins.

      ‘Your hair!’ giggled Emily. ‘It’s sticking up everywhere!’

      ‘My hair? You lot look a right state too!’

      Everybody’s hair was standing on end, thin whispers of smoke rising from each of them. Pete had mysteriously managed to pick up black smudges across his cheeks.

      ‘What just happened?’ asked Pete standing up.

      Emily brushed away the papers and books that had fallen on her. ‘It felt like I was being tickled.’

      They looked at the screen. The Hero website was still there but a warning box had popped across the screen:

      ERROR: THIS WEBSITE IS TEMPORARILY OFFLINE. PLEASE TRY AGAIN LATER.’

      Pete pointed an accusing finger at Toby. ‘You broke it!’

      ‘Don’t be stupid.’

      ‘What happened then?’

      Toby found the wireless mouse half way across the room and placed it back on the desk. He tried clicking on the icons but the computer just beeped stubbornly in response. Frustrated, he closed the browser. ‘Maybe it was a power surge? The site’s been running a bit funny lately. Remember what happened yesterday?’

      Pete huffed. ‘So we can’t do anything?’

      ‘We can always try again later,’ said Toby thoughtfully. ‘Bound to be working then. In the meantime we better clean up.’

      ‘Exciting,’ mumbled Pete.

      ‘I got a new game for my Xbox. Afterward you can let me thrash you at that.’

      The rest of the evening passed in relative peace. When they tried the website later it was still down. That had led Pete to speculate darkly over the fate of their heroic exploits.

      

      Basilisk’s mood was as dark as Pete’s. When he got impatient he liked to pace briskly to and fro, it made him seem imposing to his subordinates. Right now he wished he could pace through the forest clearing, but his injured leg wasn’t regenerating. He resented the fact he had to prop himself up using a black cane. Even though it was made from black carbon-fibre, he still felt it made him look vulnerable.

      He had been waiting for close to an hour in the pine forest clearing. The clouds threatened rain and he could see his own breath as he exhaled. He bitterly reflected that it was a far cry away from his tropical paradise that now lay in ruin after his scheme to topple the Council of Evil had failed. And he felt angry that he was under the thumb of the bounty hunter. Of course, Worm was not around at the moment so he could simply walk away - but the pint-sized villain would soon be on his tail. And he still needed Worm to carry out his plans. Basilisk was nothing if not resourceful. If things with Worm succeeded then it would save Basilisk an awful lot of effort in executing it all on his own. And afterwards he would deal with the diminutive Worm - he was a relic of the history books and didn’t belong in a modern world.

      A shriek in the forest snapped Basilisk from his ruminations. It was probably an owl. He looked across at the rogue he had recruited, who was leaning against a tree. Like him, she was a Prime - somebody who had the latent superpowers from birth waiting for the chance to burst to life, usually in times of stress, or the old favourite: an industrial accident.

      In her mid-twenties, she was tall and lithe with a tight white cowl over her head, her eyes visible through narrow slits. She pulled a stick of gum from the recesses of a cape that hung across her shoulders, no doubt keeping her warm, thought Basilisk as he shivered. When the woman moved, the cape seemed to possess a life of its own as it fluttered impossibly large behind her and moved unnaturally.

      She was somebody Basilisk had heard about for a couple of years and it had only taken him a day to track her down and recruit her to their project. She was inspired partly by the cash Basilisk had promised, but more by the prospects of escaping from under the Council of Evil’s yoke. Their constant meddling had made life a lot less fun for the younger villains.

      She and Basilisk had been in the woods for several hours, waiting for Worm to meet them. She hadn’t uttered a single word, and scowled at the nature around her. She was a city girl. As the first drops of rain began to fall she finally opened her mouth to complain about standing in the damp forest.

      The art of conversation is truly dead, thought Basilisk, and decided to respond with silence.

      After a minute Basilisk felt the faintest of vibrations through his feet. They grew stronger by the second. Loose stones and rotting branches suddenly started to dance from the clearing as the earth trembled. Then a bronze machine rose from the ground at an angle. About the size of a bus, its gnashing blades consumed dirt, branches, and foliage.

      Basilisk watched as a sleek vehicle pulled itself from the dirt on hundreds of articulated spikes mounted across the fuselage, designed to pull the machine through the earth. The front was nothing more than a gaping hole with circular teeth that chewed the soil, carried it through a tube that ran the length of the craft, and deposited at the rear. A simply system that allowed the machine to move underground without leaving a tunnel or trace it had passed by. Two large green-glass windows at the front made it resemble a bug, and the fins on the side were a stylistic remnant of the 1930s, when the machine was built.

      A portal hissed open and Worm stepped out with a grin. ‘My old ship! The Nematode. She still works, after all these years!’

      Basilisk poked and prodded it like a professional mechanic. ‘I’ve only seen photos of this thing. I could have done with this a few weeks ago.’

      The woman scrutinized the machine doubtfully. ‘It belongs in a museum... or a junk yard.’

      Worm returned the sceptical look. ‘Ah, I assume you must be the cat burglar?’

      ‘They call me Trojan,’ replied the woman in a gentle American accent and with a humourless smile. ‘And I prefer ‘escape artiste’. I heard about you too, Grandpa. Thought you were dead?’

      ‘A thief’s a thief,’ snapped Worm pompously. ‘And in my day, women had a more civil tone of voice when they spoke to their elders and betters.’

      ‘Time changes, gramps. This is my day now.’ She walked the length of the ship examining it with a critical eye.

      Worm refrained from snapping a retort. Instead he turned back to Basilisk. ‘And you believe this riff-raff can aid our ambitious plan?’

      ‘Indeed she can.’ said Basilisk. ‘Her skills are second to none. But we need one more.’

      ‘And you?’ asked Worm, casting a shrewd eye on Basilisk. ‘This plan of yours is all that’s preventing me from handing you into the Council and claiming the bounty. I fail to see your contribution.’

      Basilisk’s eyes flared neon blue, and even though Worm could not see under the dark hood, he knew the villain was grinning.

      ‘Me? I’m the mastermind. Without me there would be no plan. And at the very least, I’m the one who is protecting you from being torn apart by Trojan. She’s a lot stronger than she looks, and I don’t think you got off to very good start.’

      Worm flicked a worried glance at Trojan. She glowered back, her jaw working a piece of gum. Although she was thin, Worm couldn’t shake that fact that she could indeed kill him if provoked. How times have changed, thought Worm. There was a time when other villains feared him.

      Basilisk rapped a hand against the bronze hull. ‘Your ship is archaic. Perhaps we need something more... modern?’

      Worm looked surprised. ‘The Nematode is state-of-the-art... well, it used to be.’

      Basilisk waved to Trojan. ‘Let’s go. This bucket of bolts will get us to our next step at least.’

      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Worm who was starting to feel Basilisk had a little too much authority for a prisoner on reprieve.

      ‘To hell,’ said Basilisk with a chuckle.

      

      School had improved noticeably over the last couple of weeks, Pete thought. Even when he hadn’t downloaded superpowers, he was feeling much more confident. That could also be attributed to the fact the Jake Hunter and his gang of thugs hadn’t been in school for a while.

      But today saw the return of Big Tony and Knuckles who were walking to school deep in conversation, although Pete couldn’t imagine any discussion between the two of them lasting for long, or not laced with profanities instead of the more usual adjectives.

      Pete trailed behind them, knowing that overtaking them would risk him becoming a target. After a few minutes it was obvious something was amiss as the two bullies were keeping unusually low profiles as though not wanting to attract attention.

      When a kid in a year below Pete, who was another firm bullying favourite, stepped from a side street and straight into the thugs’ path they didn’t bat an eyelid. The kid ran away as swiftly as possible, unscathed.

      It was then that Pete registered the other two members of their uni-digit IQ posse were missing: Scuffer and the leader of the herd, Jake Hunter. Pete smiled, that could only be a good thing.

      Pete had an increasingly irritating day. Aside from the mounting homework for them to do over the two inset days, he couldn’t find Toby, Emily or Lorna at break. A paranoid thought suggested that they were all enjoying the Hero website together. He ignored it. He trusted Emily and Lorna more than Toby. He was certain they wouldn’t cheat behind his back. Then again he did feel a tremor of jealousy that Emily and Toby seemed a little closer than usual. Or was that another note of paranoia?

      Feeling confused and alone, he headed for the sanctuary of the toilets. He was there when the bell struck and he had to sprint to his English class. The schoolyard was empty by the time Pete ran across it - and into the path of Knuckles and Big Tony quickly exiting from the science block.

      Knuckles stared at him with a scowl. ‘Watch what ya doin’, Professor. You wanna broken arm?’

      Pete’s mouth was dry. He’d faced armed thieves, smugglers and a weather-controlling supervillain, but without the comfort of his superpowers he suddenly felt vulnerable.

      Big Tony pulled on his companion’s sleeve. ‘Knock it off, Knucks. We’ve got a... er, class... remember?’ He jerked a thumb across the yard.

      To Pete’s amazement Knuckles backed off and they hurried across the playground without another glance. From bitter experience Pete knew he should at least have had a numbing punch in the arm.

      Mr Rush gave Pete a stern glance when he ran into the classroom.

      ‘Ah, Peter Kendall. Good of you to take time from your busy schedule to join us.’

      Snickers of laughter rippled across the room.

      ‘Sorry, sir. I was—’

      ‘Out saving the world, I shouldn’t wonder. Now sit down, we have a lot to get through today. I’ve teamed you up in pairs. You’re with Miss Forshaw.’

      Pete glanced at Toby who had been paired with a Chinese girl. Pete reluctantly moved to his seat next to a girl who was almost twice his size and scared him almost as much as Knuckles did.

      The lesson crawled along as Mr Rush extolled the virtues of the book they were forced to read. Pete had been told it was a classic, but for the life of him he couldn’t see why. Nothing happened and all the characters spoke in a peculiar manner. Nevertheless he dutifully made notes as the teacher tried to explain why the story was so important.

      A slight noise made Pete glance up and he saw Toby had knocked his pen off the desk. Either that or the pen had tried to commit suicide out of boredom. Toby reached down - and his arm extended by half its length so that he could comfortably pick the pen up. It looked as though it was made from rubber.

      Pete watched, stunned. Toby stared at his arm, which had now shrunk back to normal. He quickly looked around the room to check nobody had seen that display of inhuman power. Nobody paid him any attention. When he noticed Pete staring dumbly at him it seemed, to Pete at least, he tried to act surprised and mouthed the word, ‘wow!’

      Pete felt crushed; his suspicions had been confirmed: Toby had been downloading superpowers without the rest of them knowing. Toby and Lorna fought for days when she had suggested that they should let the world know about their abilities and cash in on the fame. Pete had sided with her, fame certainly meant money. And right now his family was penniless. But Toby had taken the moral high ground, telling them all to act responsibly.

      The traitor!

      Pete didn’t listen to the lesson. His mind was elsewhere as he stared at the words in the book. He thought about how he was going to pull Toby up. He felt sick from the betrayal.

      Pete shot up a hand. ‘Sir, I feel ill!’

      He didn’t wait for permission, but ran from the classroom holding his stomach.

      

      The corridors were mercifully empty as Pete ran down them. The queasy feeling in his stomach had ebbed the moment he left the class. He left the block and walked out into the teachers’ car park, where he leaned against the wall to catch his breath.

      Why would Toby lie?

      A sudden thump startled him as the door he’d come through was kicked open and hit the wall with force. Knuckles and Big Tony sprinted out wearing frightened expressions. They froze when they caught sight of Pete and looked wildly around before accepting that he wasn’t a threat. Then their panic changed to a predatory gaze.

      A quick glance around the empty car park confirmed that Pete was trapped and alone. Big Tony nervously glanced back the way they had come.

      ‘Coast’s clear,’ he said.

      Knuckles composed himself. Deliberately stretched his neck from one side to the other with a horrible crack, and then cracked the knuckles on both his fists.

      ‘All right, Prof?’ he said, advancing a step. ‘Shouldn’t you be in class, like a good brainbox?’

      Pete’s eyes darted side-to-side as he looked for an exit. He felt the words tumbling out before he could stop them. ‘Shouldn’t you both be back in remedial class?’

      ‘What?’ screamed Knuckles, his skin flushing like a beetroot. ‘You little git! I’m going to smash your face in for that!’

      Pete saw the fist clenching as it raised towards him. He closed his eyes in anticipation and waited for it to connect. It seemed like an age had passed and yet he still felt nothing. He opened his eyes wondering if something had spooked Knuckles away - but no, in reality only a second had passed and his saw a close-up of Knuckle’s fist connecting with his nose.

      The pain was unbearable. Multi-coloured lights flashed before Pete’s eyes. He fell to the ground with the peculiar salty smell of his own blood oozing from his nose. His cheap glasses spun off and landed a metre away.

      Knuckles laughed loud as he stared down at Pete who had one hand across his nose, the other patting the ground to retrieve his glasses.

      Big Tony gave his friend a high-five. ‘Nice one.’

      Knuckles felt elated. Professor had gone down without a fight, which is exactly how he wanted it. The quicker they fell the harder he looked. But his smile slowly drifted, his mouth sagging open—

      Pete’s nose shifted under its own volition and they all heard a loud snap as cartilage realigned itself. The swelling around his face deflated like a burst balloon, and the bleeding stopped in an instant.

      Pete shoved his glasses back on and felt his strength return in a huge wave that coursed through his body. He sprang to his feet, suddenly full of pep and feeling very angry.

      ‘That’s the last time you hit me!’ he roared.

      Without thinking, he had balled his tiny fist and threw a punch at Knuckles’ stomach. In an ordinary fight he would have missed the bully, or if he’d been fortunate enough to hit, it would have felt like a slap.

      But this wasn’t an ordinary fight.

      Pete saw his hand expand to double its normal size, and it shimmered with a faint blue aura. When it connected with Knuckles, the bully felt as if a bomb had detonated in his stomach.

      The breath was expelled from him and he heard a couple of ribs crack. The punch was so strong that Knuckles was lifted clean off his feet and propelled ten metres across the car park. He bounced off a Mini, crumpling the bonnet; ricocheted off a Ford, denting the roof and shattering the windows; before finally slamming to halt against the side of a BMW, smashing the entire door panel in as though it had been struck by another car. A cacophony of car alarms sounded, and the BMW’s airbag abruptly deployed.

      Knuckles let out a long groan, indicating he was still alive. Pete swivelled around to face Big Tony who was as white as a sheet.

      ‘You’re one of them! You’re a freak! Get away from me!’

      Big Tony tripped over his own feet as he fled, distancing himself from Pete and not at all bothered about the condition of his friend. Pete stared at his hand that was still double the size; veins throbbed under the bluish skin. He shook it, the action returning his limb to normal.

      ‘I’ve got powers?’ he mumbled under his breath. ‘How’s that possible?’

      A voice bellowed from a window above Pete - the unmistakable tones of the school Headmaster, Mr Harris.

      ‘What the hell is going on out there?’

      Pete pressed himself flat against the wall. If he were caught in this mess he’d didn’t think he could explain his way out of it. A quick glance at Knuckles showed that he wasn’t going anywhere soon. Pete ducked back into the school and ran for the toilets, fervently hoping he wouldn’t bump into anybody on his way.

      

      It was not just the boys who were experiencing erratic surges of superpowers. Emily had been slogging through a cross-country run during physical exercise when her legs became a blur and she rocketed towards the finishing line in the blink of an eye. Luckily it all happened so quickly that nobody had actually seen her move, the other pupils had been staring exhaustedly at their own feet.

      The experience rattled her and, with shaking legs, she moved as slowly as possible back to the changing room, although it seemed the power had vanished just as suddenly as it had appeared.

      Lorna, who was in most of the same lessons as Emily, had avoided running around in the cold by volunteering to help put together a Christmas art installation in the hall. The art teacher, Mrs Skinner, had left her and another girl, Mary Sommers, to put up the display boards. Lorna glowered at Mary who not only seemed to outperform her in every subject, but also received more attention from the boys than she did. And of course, it was always the same boys that she fancied. Mary was explaining how much better her display layout would be, and dragged the boards into position.

      Lorna was so furious she burst into flames.

      Orange waves of fire consumed her body, just like the inferno that she had seen cover Pete the day they stumbled across the website. It felt like dipping in a pleasantly warm bath - but the fierce flames scorched the fabric display boards next to her, leaving them black and charred.

      The flames extinguished with a dull whump seconds later, leaving Lorna and her clothes in one piece - just as Mary poked her head from around the board she had repositioned. She immediately noticed the burn marks.

      ‘What happened to them?’ she asked with a frown.

      Lorna was speechless. She spun on her heels and ran from the hall, leaving Mary Sommers shouting for her to come back and help. Lorna sprinted through a second set of doors before she stopped at the staircase and quickly examined her hands. They seemed OK. Then she was distracted by a banging noise.

      ‘What the heck was that?’ she asked aloud.

      She was answered by a clang, like a table toppling over. It came from the floor below, from a sub-level room, which the pupils were banned from entering but occasionally did on a dare. It was dark down there and rumours of a ghostly presence were whispered. Lorna knew the caretaker stored excess chairs and tables down there. Perhaps it was him? She peered over the rail.

      The lights were off, so it wouldn’t be the caretaker, surely? There were the faint sounds of movement. There was definitely somebody down there.

      ‘Hello?’

      Curious, she descended, her footsteps echoing. Then she saw movement in the shadows, and heard a familiar voice.

      ‘Hello, Lorna.’

      

      At lunch-break Pete and Toby kept as far from the other pupils as possible. Toby didn’t know what was eating Pete, and wandered over to find out.

      ‘You saw what happened to me in class?’

      ‘Yeah. I thought you’d been downloading powers on the sly without us.’

      Toby shook his head. ‘I haven’t. It just happened, I didn’t even think about it!’

      ‘You swear you haven’t?’ Pete had no doubt what had happened today was nothing to do with Toby, but he was still suspicious that his friend had used the website in the past without telling him and now was as good a time as any to catch him out.

      ‘Why would I do that? I’ve only been on the site to read the instruction document, which goes on forever. And I’ve talked to Chameleon a few times, but I haven’t done anything else. I swear it!’

      ‘Just seems suss, you spontaneously developing superpowers,’ sniffed Pete, playing the innocent card as much as possible.

      Toby looked at him levelly. ‘What can I say? I was as surprised as you. We’ve been mates for years, I thought you trusted me?’

      Pete held his gaze for a few seconds before he crumbled and a smile twitched his mouth. ‘Sure. Same thing happened to me.’

      ‘What? You just had a go at me, and you knew all along?’ Toby snapped.

      Pete ignored the tone; he was too keen to explain how he had dealt with Knuckles. In the middle of his flamboyant description of fleeing the scene of the crime and avoiding capture by Mr Harris, Toby noticed Emily approaching.

      ‘Here’s Em,’ said Toby giving her a wave.

      ‘She’s got her own private superpower: the ability to find us anywhere,’ snipped Pete.

      ‘She seems to always be able to find you,’ quipped Toby, repressing a smile. Pete frowned at him and was about to reply, but Toby cut him off.

      ‘Hi, Em.’ The look on her face told him everything he needed to know. ‘Let me guess: something weird just happened?’

      Emily looked at him in surprised before nodding. ‘You too?’

      ‘Both of us. And here comes Lorna.’

      ‘Lorn, what kept you?’ Emily asked.

      Lorna looked flush in the cheeks, and stammered her words. ‘Nothing. I was just in the basement, and I... er...’

      ‘Basement?’ said Emily, curiously studying her friend.

      ‘Did you have misfiring powers too?’ asked Toby.

      Lorna composed herself. ‘I take it that means we all have?’

      ‘The website went bananas last night, and now this? Something’s gone seriously wrong. I wonder if we’ll get them again, or if it was a one off?’

      ‘Gone wrong?’ said Emily who was still looking oddly at Lorna. ‘I don’t want powers that discharge at random. It’s too dangerous. We’re all lucky nobody saw what happened. We might not be so fortunate next time.’

      ‘Could be a virus,’ commented Pete. ‘And if your virus checker’s not up to date then something could’ve clashed and - bang! - superpowers downloading all over the place.’

      ‘We’ve got a virus checker. Up to date too.’

      ‘Yeah, but do they have one?’ Pete’s expression suddenly turned thoughtful. ‘If we’ve got powers and the site’s no longer working, then do you think they’re permanent?’

      ‘No chance. We’re not Primes. They’ll wear off... at some point.’

      ‘Maybe we are Primes?’ said Pete thoughtfully. ‘Primes are born with powers, but they don’t know they have them do they? No until something triggers them.’

      Lorna’s eyes went wide. ‘You may be right.’

      Toby shook his head. ‘No he’s not.’

      ‘Typical you’d say that,’ Pete shot back. Toby was surprised at the harsh tone in his voice. ‘Always trying to stop us doing what we want. But what’s stopping us going public with our powers now? Make some money from all of this. If we’ve got them and nobody can access the site, then we’ve got nothing to hide.’

      Lorna brightened. ‘We could get on television chat shows! Have our own reality show! The Sups!’

      Toby held up his hands in an attempt to calm them down. ‘No way. We talked about this.’

      ‘No, you talked. We listened,’ said Lorna with an edge to her voice. ‘We’re the ones going out and taking the risks all the time. And what do we get for it? The stupid website telling us to keep quiet all the time.’

      Pete nodded in agreement. ‘And now it looks like we have powers without having to download them. I think that makes us special.’

      Lorna nodded in agreement. ‘Totally!’

      Their voices were rising, and Toby had to quickly look around to make sure they had not been overheard. He noticed Emily was keeping quiet, reluctant to argue against Pete and Lorna no doubt. ‘But our powers do good. They fight evil. I know it sounds naff, but we make the world a better place. We are trusted to keep this quiet. And if it’s going wrong then we have a responsibility to find out why and try and help!’

      ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ said a new voice that made then all turn in alarm. A tall man was standing close by with his hands clasped together. He studied them with a slight smile. He wore thin letterbox glasses with thick black frames that complemented his impeccably sharp black suit and pristine white shirt and narrow black tie.

      ‘Who are you?’ said Toby in a firm, but low voice.

      ‘Oh you can speak up,’ said the man, gesturing around the yard. ‘They can’t hear you.’

      Toby looked around. Everything seemed normal, and he could hear the constant background screams of the yard. A football rolled over, and a first year kid scrambled to retrieve it as it bounced from Pete’s leg.

      ‘Watch it!’ snarled Pete.

      The boy was standing right next to them and scooped up the ball with a puzzled frown. His eyes moved across the group but didn’t focus on anything. With a shrug the boy returned to his pals.

      ‘You’ve made us invisible!’ Pete accused.

      ‘Not invisible,’ said the man as though he was discussing the weather. ‘Just temporarily imperceptible. They can see us perfectly, but their brain chooses not to register that fact. Out of the corner of their eyes they can see us just fine, but when they turn to look their brains just filter us out. It’s all very... quantum.’

      ‘You never answered my question,’ said Toby. ‘Who are you?’

      The man smiled, although there was no humour involved in the process. His grey eyes studied Toby shrewdly. ‘You must be Toby Wilkinson. Yes, yes... the makings of a leader. If only you could keep your team in line.’

      ‘We’re not his team,’ muttered Pete but the man didn’t acknowledge him, instead he kept his gaze on Toby.

      ‘I am the person to call when you have something that needs concealing or a problem that needs resolving.’

      Something clicked at the back of Pete’s mind. Stacks of useless knowledge from films, comic books and science fiction stories brimmed his head.

      ‘Men in Black!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re one of them!’

      Emily laughed derisively. ‘Now you’re getting mixed up with movies!’

      ‘No, said Pete firmly. ‘In real life they’re supposed to intimidate people who think they’ve seen flying saucers or things they’re not supposed to.’

      ‘He is right,’ said the man solemnly, wiping the grin off Emily’s face. ‘I am one of many fixers, and that name has been applied to us. It is a sad sign of the times that when you dress smart, you get singled out from the crowd. Think of me as a lawyer.’

      Emily’s parents were lawyers, so she felt on familiar ground. ‘Then who are you working for?’

      ‘The same side as you. Please come with me and I shall explain.’ He gestured to a black SUV that was parked next to the school gates. The car park was milling with teachers and police who were inspecting the damage caused by Pete’s assault on Knuckles, but none of them paid the slightest heed to the car that was parked in a no parking zone.

      ‘I assure you, you’re quite safe if you’re thinking about not accepting a lift from a stranger.’

      Lorna offered a terse smile. ‘I didn’t think that we were the ones at risk. You’re the one climbing into a car with four very lethal superheroes.’

      The man glanced at the wreckage in the car park, then back to Lorna. His face was deadly serious. ‘So I see. Then I hope I can trust you.’

      

      The back of the SUV was comfortable and easily accommodated the five of them. The seats were oriented to face one another, and only as the man slid the door closed behind them did Toby become aware that there was a driver behind the tinted partition. The vehicle swayed gently betraying they were in motion.

      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Toby sharply.

      ‘There is not a moment to lose, so I thought it better to talk on the move.’

      Toby looked at his friends. Emily was unreadable, but she never took her eyes from the man, and her fingers flexed as though she was ready to incinerate him at a moment’s notice. Lorna shrugged and sat back in the seat. Pete folded his arms. ‘You’re the team leader apparently, mate.’

      The man handed them a large tablet computer.

      ‘I assume you would want to hear this from somebody you trust.’

      Chameleon appeared on the screen in his natural guise of a handsome twenty year old. He was paler than usual, emphasised by his jet-black hair that came to a widow’s peak. A scar ran across his face that wasn’t there last time Pete had seen him.

      ‘Greetings heroes,’ Chameleon’s voice was strained and wary. ‘This is a pre-recorded message. Please forgive this unorthodox approach but we are facing desperate times and the Foundation has tasked me with the capture of a deadly supervillain: The Hunter. You can trust Mr Grimm here. He will explain the situation and I hope we can count on your support. Good luck.’

      The video stopped.

      ‘Thank goodness! That just about explains everything,’ said Pete sarcastically.

      Mr Grimm was undeterred by Pete. ‘I have been hired by the Hyper Energy Research Organisation to track you down.’

      ‘Er, who and how?’ said Pete.

      ‘The Hero Foundation. You know, the people who gave you all those nice superpowers that you have been playing around with?’

      ‘Hero? I thought that’s what we were, not who we were working for!’ exclaimed Pete.

      ‘Being a hero is a state of mind, not simply a power you download. Even a criminal has that ability.’

      Pete sat back in his chair and couldn’t shake the feeling that Mr Grimm was a personality combination of every teacher’s he disliked.

      Mr Grimm gazed at Toby as he spoke. ‘The Hero website has been sabotaged. Initially the main global stream was disrupted, hence your powers behaving erratically when you were out on a mission. Then a computer virus was introduced into the system. Inserted directly into the Ground Station pipeline so it bypassed the firewalls and malware and virus scanners. It was a real piece of craftsmanship. Metamorphic coding, the likes of which we have not seen before. It created strange loops and even held genetic modification algorithms that—’ He hesitated, suddenly aware of the blank faces looking at him.

      ‘So... it was bad?’ said Toby, summarising the words he did understand.

      ‘Crippling,’ said Mr Grimm regaining his composure. ‘It took almost twenty-four hours to spread, but when it did it created a biofeedback. Er, the pretty fireworks that shot from your computer’s screen.’ It was obvious Mr Grimm was not used to speaking to children and this made Lorna increasingly dislike the man’s emotionless countenance.

      ‘So it was some kind of feedback that hit us?’ she said. ‘And you mentioned genetic modification, by which you are referring to the way the website alters our bodies and gives us superpowers?’

      Mr Grimm’s eyebrow trembled a fraction, the only sign that he was impressed.

      ‘Indeed. It so happened that you four were the only people logged onto the site at the time. Other Downloaders around the globe had already deployed their Hyper Energy... uh, superpowers beforehand, which have now since expired. Others tried after the site went down and were unsuccessful.’

      Pete frowned. The leather seat creaked as he leaned forward. ‘So logically... we’re the only heroes with superpowers?’

      Mr Grimm fixed his steely gaze on Pete.

      ‘Indeed. That is why everything is now hanging on your decisions. You are the last heroes.’
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      Stunned silence greeted Mr Grimm’s comment. Toby was the first to speak up.

      ‘That’s impossible. What about Chameleon, or even you? You’re both Primes, right? We can’t be the only people with powers!’

      Mr Grimm steepled his fingers under his chin. ‘Remember what I said. Being a hero is a state of mind. There are fewer Primes than ever before. There was once a theory that Prime’s were the next step in human evolution. Something new. But alas, history bred more Primes than there are now. Multiple theories have been offered: climate change, artificial preservatives in foods, chemicals used to purify drinking water. You name it and somebody has had a theory about it. But the fact is we do not know why. Those Primes that are born and discover their gifts are increasingly becoming, how can I say, influenced by acquisitive motivations.’

      Emily thought about that for a moment. ‘You mean they become villains?’

      ‘Yes. I suppose ‘criminals’ is a more precise term. Even those who are not seeking global dominion, the good guys, are ushered into the shadows as their numbers dwindle. Destined to keep a low profile for fear of becoming extinct. The days have gone when a Prime will fight for what he believes in - they are not heroes, they are just people gifted with powers. That’s why we have the online presence, to forge real heroes when those who have the powers are too afraid to wield them. Without the website, the Hero Foundation is just another organization that will crumble to ashes, and humanity will be faced with an army of supervillains that they have no hope of defeating.’

      Everybody swapped glances. This was certainly not how they had imagined superhero life. A dying breed? Extinction? Mr Grimm had not answered anything, but had simply provoked more questions. Toby voiced this.

      ‘Good,’ replied the man in black. ‘Questions are healthy. The pursuit of knowledge is a heroic cause, is it not?’

      Pete clicked his fingers and felt smug that he had assembled the jigsaw pieces before the others. However, the picture was not looking very appealing.

      ‘That’s why they created the website - to share out powers to people who had none? Just so the heroic Primes wouldn’t be forced into the open. They wouldn’t be targets for the bad guys.’

      ‘An excellent deduction. The scientific accumulation of Prime powers was a project started under the banner of the Hyper Energy Research Organisation, headed by the world’s top minds. They succeeded in distilling and even replicating their superpowers through genetic research. It was a small step from that to being able to incubate the raw power and then apply it to an ordinary human. The digital interface is simply a method of quantum tunnelling the genetic information into your body. It’s all very complicated. But the website keeps sending instructional streams out to your body. When the stream stops, the powers fade. Somehow the stream packed your bodies with more powers than we would safely administer. That’s why they’re unstable, and wearing off at erratic rates.’

      Toby’s brow was creased in concentration. ‘I kind of get it.’

      Mr Grimm flashed a rare smile. ‘Like I said, it’s all very quantum.’

      Something was bothering Emily. ‘But why have we got powers now? We didn’t download anything.’

      ‘An unexpected side effect from the virus attack. As you were the only ones online, you took the full hit of the feedback. Dozens, possibly hundreds, of powers struck you simultaneously. We have no idea of what they are, how long they will last or how you can control them. But the hypothesis is that you have absorbed enough energy to last the week. That should be enough time.’

      ‘For what exactly?’ asked Toby warily.

      ‘To help defend the Hero Foundation.’

      ‘So just a small task then?’ said Pete sarcastically.

      ‘You can start by tracking down the culprits who sabotaged our servers and stop them before they launch a full-scale attack on the Foundation. Even now we have technicians working to bring the site back online, but that could take a while, the viral damage was extensive. As long as the website is offline, the Hero Foundation, and the world, is vulnerable.’

      ‘So have I got this right,’ Pete asked. ‘We go out and risk our necks to save a bunch of superheroes, like you, who are cowering away in case the big bad villains hurt you?’

      Mr Grimm’s eyes narrowed a fraction. ‘I would have put it more eloquently. But you are correct. We are too valuable to risk.’

      ‘And we’re expendable?’ barked Lorna.

      ‘You have proven yourself as heroes already. You have risked your lives on several tasks - from fighting Doctor Tempest through to stopping more mundane petty crimes. But each act, from stopping a bully to destroying those pirates, has huge implications on the world.’

      Lorna was not convinced. ‘That was different! Those stupid little jobs Toby selected didn’t change anything. So what if a boat full of pirate merchandise gets through? Some big companies lose money. Hardly a crime.’

      Mr Grimm thought for a moment. ‘Have you heard of the butterfly effect? It’s a quantum thing.’

      Lorna sat back in confusion. ‘Now you’re changing the subject.’

      ‘In London a butterfly flaps its wings which in turn displaces air particles. Those particles hit other particles, bouncing like a pinball. One air particle hits two air particles. Now those two particles hit another two particles. Now we have four, which hit another four to make eight. Then sixteen... then thirty-two. The number of air particles displaced grows exponentially. In other words by the time air particles have bounced off one another half way around the globe the number of displaced particles has grown to thousands of billions. Enough, for example, to cause a cyclone that could devastate China.’

      ‘That’s one hell of a lethal butterfly!’ murmured Pete. ‘They should find it and kill it quick.’

      Emily’s brow was creased in concentration. ‘So one tiny action can have bigger consequences?’

      ‘The pirated goods would have been sold, the money passed to the organised gangs who then buy weapons with which they cause acts of terrorism which results in the loss of lives. By stopping that freighter you have potentially saved the lives of hundreds of people.’

      ‘OK, I understand now,’ said Lorna. ‘But that still does not make us expendable.’

      ‘You stopped that boat because you thought you were doing some good. Now you are being asked to help stop a catastrophe. There are more criminal Primes than law abiding ones. Our online system was created to address that. We can’t create more Primes, but we can create new heroes. Without it Primes are forced to hide or risk extinction. There are exceptions, a handful of Primes who are risking themselves. I am one, Chameleon is another.’

      ‘So why don’t you stop the bad guys then,’ said Pete. He was feeling angry about being thought of as expendable. That comment summed up his life.

      ‘A fair point. We are busy protecting the public, trying to stop the other villains out there who are using the situation to their advantage. That would cause total anarchy and alert the public to our existence.’

      ‘Is that so bad?’ asked Lorna. ‘The second bit, I mean.’

      ‘Supers have remained out of the public eye for centuries. No good could come of the world knowing out secret now. People like routine and to believe their leaders are in control. They would find the truth too... disturbing.’

      Silence filled the car as the friends thought about the situation they were in.

      Toby nodded. His decision was made. ‘OK. We’ll do it.’

      Lorna looked at him in astonishment. ‘We will?’

      ‘Come on, Lorn. This is a real chance to help.’

      ‘He’s right,’ said Emily. Toby was surprised with his ally. He looked at Pete who shrugged back.

      ‘Still think we should be getting paid danger money to do this. But OK. Let’s save the day. Again.’

      Lorna exhaled loudly. ‘OK, while you real superheroes cower away in your hideouts, what are we supposed to do?’

      Mr Grimm gave her a polite nod. ‘So you are all in. Perfect. It appears that there are two villains behind this plot. They intend to recruit others to their cause of bringing down the Hero Foundation. They have recruited one already, Trojan. We suspect they will try and free an inmate in Diablo Island Penitentiary who would be perfect for their cause.’

      ‘A prison?’ asked Pete.

      ‘A very secure prison for supervillains, and the occasional hero who crosses to the wrong side of the law.

      ‘So who is it they want?’

      ‘A very lethal customer with a unique talent. If we can stop our suspects before they try to release the prisoner, then this whole affair will be swiftly quashed.’ Mr Grimm met their gazes in turn. ‘Everything depends upon your success.’

      Pete shattered the solemnity of the moment.

      ‘So, no pressure then?’

      ‘How do we get to this Diablo Island?’ said Emily.

      ‘You fly of course,’ Mr Grimm replied.

      ‘Cool, so we definitely have flying powers?’ said Pete with a grin.

      ‘No. I meant: you fly.’

      Pete was suddenly aware the SUV had stopped. Mr Grimm opened the siding door. They were in the middle of the countryside, parked on a dirt track. Sitting in a field was a black Bell Agusta tiltrotor aircraft - the massive helicopter style wings were already whirling, once in flight the rotors would swivel forwards like a traditional aircraft. It was the ultimate in luxury transportation.

      ‘Oh,’ said Pete feeling somewhat disappointed. ‘You meant fly like normal people.’

      

      Massive storm surge waves pounded the shore, soaking the bronze Nematode that had surfaced atop a cliff. An abandoned church stood close by, the rusting bell adding a mournful note to the strong winds.

      Inside the craft Worm, Basilisk and Trojan peered through the curved canopy at Diablo Island offshore, almost lost in the curtain of rain. They were off the coast of Iceland, in a spot chosen because its constant foul weather made any air assault on the island difficult. The island itself was comprised almost entirely of ferrous rock that made Worm’s superpowered transportation skills redundant and would probably damage the Nematode if it tried to dig through.

      The walls of the prison were built snugly to the cliff edge and sloped outward in a V-shape so that if any daring rescuer managed to scale the cliff, they would then be faced with a hundred foot tall, smooth titanium coated wall that overhung the jagged rocks below. The wall was topped by an assortment of advanced sensors and surveillance cameras, and the interior was bathed in bright floodlights that ensured it was as bright as midday throughout the long artic nights. In short, it was one of the most impregnable places on earth.

      However, it looked as if somebody had managed to break out.

      The Nematode’s observation windows magnified their target like a set of giant binoculars. ‘Lens magnifiers! My own design.’ Worm beamed proudly, but his companions didn’t seem at all impressed.

      ‘It may have been state-of-the-art a million years ago, gramps,’ said Trojan with a sly smile. ‘These days we’d use a camera.’

      Basilisk stared hard at the island. ‘There is no bank vault more tightly guarded.’

      A large hole had been melted through one of the walls and construction teams were in the process of patching it up, watched over by an entire platoon of tough looking armed guards - Enforcers: a secret army created and funded by the United Nations and dedicated to keeping supervillains in check.

      ‘Looks like we may be too late,’ quipped Worm. ‘Your boy may have already fled.’

      ‘Escape is supposed to be impossible,’ said Basilisk, never taking his eyes from the island.

      ‘Escape was supposed to be impossible,’ said Trojan. ‘It was some new guy they had in there. You guys are not very clued up on current events? That’s so uncool, how you supposed to know what’s going on in the world around you?’

      ‘Worm’s television is a couple of decades out of date,’ muttered Basilisk.

      ‘The Hunter they’re calling him. There’s a big search on apparently.’

      Unease crept over Basilisk - and for somebody whose gaze can turn a man to stone, that was a rare occurrence.

      ‘The Hunter? Who is he?’

      Trojan shrugged and turned away from the magnified screen. It was starting to give her a headache. ‘Dunno. Some newbie hotshot. ‘Course they’re all saying how impossible it is. But I don’t believe anything’s impossible. I’ve yet to come across somewhere really impregnable.’

      If the Hunter was who he thought, then Basilisk would have to watch his back from now on.

      Worm looked away and rubbed his eyes. ‘So how do we get in now that the guard has doubled?’

      Basilisk composed himself and extended a hand towards Trojan. ‘There are very few places in the universe that Trojan can’t walk right into. And she’s taking us along too.’

      

      The aircraft rocked as it hit a pocket of turbulence. Emily gripped the overhead luggage compartment for support. She was returning from the toilet where she had changed from her school clothes into the plain black canvas trousers and a black thermal jacket they had all been given.

      ‘More appropriate hero attire,’ Mr Grimm had said.

      Their benefactor had shown them a presentation highlighting what was known about Basilisk, Worm and Trojan. They had watched a video about Diablo Island. It reminded Toby of some kind of elaborate advert with rousing music and a narrator who spoke every line with a sense of awe. But in a nutshell they had learnt all about The Enforcers and the island prison that had been built to contain supervillains.

      Toby realized they hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface of the amazing new world they were immersed in. Pete was oddly quiet, but at least Lorna had brightened up when they were offered some fruit to eat during the flight. She had polished off almost the entire bowl.

      Even though the main site was offline, Mr Grimm had been able to access the website’s news feed on his mobile.

      ‘Is that an app?’ Pete asked curiously.

      ‘Our own messaging app,’ Grimm said without taking his eyes off the screen. ‘Social media without all the stupid comments. Best way to keep on top of the latest developments.’

      ‘So what’s going on?’

      ‘It’s all about a new villain. The Hunter. He’s escape from Diablo.’

      The four heroes swapped concerned looks.

      ‘You mean the supposedly impossible to break out of prison you just made us watch videos about?’

      Grimm’s face became, if possible, more pensive. And didn’t say any more as he put his phone away.

      They were all given a small touch screen watch. Mr Grimm explained that it would attempt to control the energy storm that was rampaging through their bodies at the moment. He warned them that it was experimental technology and not one hundred percent reliable, but it should allow them to channel the powers they had inadvertently downloaded. Although without the control stream from the Hero website, there would be no telling just how long the powers would last or exactly how controllable they would be.

      Mr Grimm indicated a small button recessed at the side of the watch. It was a teleport power that was stored in the device. He tapped a transparent cylinder on the underside of the casing. A brownish liquid sloshed around.

      ‘That’s a raw superpower?’ asked Pete, amazed.

      ‘Yes, an artificially created power,’ said Mr Grimm.

      ‘Looks like sewage.’

      ‘The teleport just strong enough to get you back home. The destination has already been pre-programmed so you don’t have to visualize where you want to go.’

      Toby strapped the watch on. The strap immediately constricted around his wrist and he winced as he felt several pinpricks. Mr Grimm confirmed they were biosensors injecting themselves into his skin.

      A soft chime came from the craft’s PA system and the unseen pilot alerted them that the penitentiary was just ahead and they had been cleared for landing. Lorna and Pete cupped their hands around the portholes. Through the sleet lashed glass, they could just see lights as they circled the island.

      ‘Just for once I’d like to go somewhere that’s hot,’ grumbled Lorna.

      The tiltrotor aircraft rotated around, the twin engines gracefully angling into a vertical position so that it could descend onto the raised helicopter pad.

      Inside the sound dampened aircraft, nobody could hear the sudden warbling alarm echo across the island. Nor did they see the energy bolt rip out from ground level and destroy the starboard wing in a massive orange ball.

      Toby ducked in shock as the wing next to him exploded in a massive fireball. Shrapnel smashed against the fuselage, shattering windows and tearing huge holes in the body - millimetres from Toby’s head. The entire aircraft lurched ninety-degrees to the side and dropped like a stone.

      

      Cellblock H261 was an ultrahigh security wing designed for solitary confinement and built in the centre of the island. Branching corridors radiated out in a star-like pattern from the central security hub, which was only approachable by an underground guard hut that boasted over twenty separate security checks.

      Trojan bypassed it all as she stepped out of the wall and into the middle of the long sterile white corridor. Her huge cloak billowed impossibly large, revealing Basilisk and Worm walking out of the material as though they had simply strolled through a tunnel. Which, in a manner of speaking, they had.

      Trojan had tried to explain that her super-gift was nothing as primitive as teleportation but involved quantum tunnelling; just as Worm burrowed through the ground from one point to another, she could burrow a short distance through space. Worm nodded in understanding, although her babbling was as clear to him as Basilisk trying to explain the Internet. How much simpler life was in the nineteen forties, he mused. People only had war to contend with then.

      Basilisk’s cane clicked on the smooth metal floor as he led them down a corridor that had nothing other than a pair of security cameras in it. The architects hadn’t thought anybody could get this far without triggering an alarm. At the end of the corridor was a lone door - Cell G. Basilisk knew that beyond the door there was a nullification field that would render their powers useless if they entered the cell, so even Trojan couldn’t simply walk in and whisk their prize away as she would be trapped too. They had to get through that door and retain their powers. He turned to Worm.

      ‘OK, your turn.’

      ‘Me? How can I get through that?’

      Basilisk pointed to an electronic keypad at the side of the door. ‘Simple. Just worm your way into that.’

      Worm pressed his hands against the panel and allowed his fingertips to atomize and burrow into the pad’s components. He closed his eyes, wincing at the pinprick sensation stabbing his fingers as he sensed every twist of wire or logical gate in the electronic processors. It was almost as though he was picking an old-fashioned combination lock blindfolded - except the combinations were digital. He didn’t even have to try and calculate the complex codes, which could have taken months. He simply willed his probing atoms to pass through like water along an aqueduct. The lock bleeped, and after several seconds a loud clunk from within the fortified door signalled that the heavy mechanical bars had retracted to unlock the door.

      With a hiss, the vacuum-sealed door swung back on hydraulic rams. The chamber was circular, lit only by a single recessed light. A solid steel block with a thin mattress formed a bed. No need for blankets, as the room was climate controlled. A young man sat on the edge of the bed staring at the new arrivals.

      ‘Greetings,’ said Basilisk.

      ‘This is him?’ asked Worm doubtfully.

      Basilisk’s voice oozed admiration. ‘You are looking at one of the most destructive forces on the planet. This is Viral.’

      Viral was no more than twenty-five, dressed in dirty black jeans and a crumpled black shirt. His long hair was ruffled, and his stubbly face was gaunt and pale with black-rimmed eyes. He looked like an ill Goth, which was an amazing achievement by anyone’s standards. He regarded his saviours with a jaundice eye.

      ‘Who’re you?’

      ‘We’re your ticket out of here. But you must do as I ask.’

      Viral considered for a moment as he gazed around his bare cell. ‘OK, not like I’ve got much going on here.’ He stood up and couldn’t help but smile when his three rescuers quickly stepped backwards. He gave Trojan an appraising look up and down as he shielded his eyes from the extra illumination in the corridor.

      ‘Hi,’ he grinned with yellow teeth. ‘What’s the plan?’

      Trojan shrugged. ‘I can get us out of here, but it’s going to take a couple of minutes for me to recharge.’

      ‘Recharge?’ said Basilisk impatiently. ‘You’re a Prime!’

      ‘Tunnelling through walls or across open space is easy enough, but the more difficult the obstructions the more it takes it out of me. Takes a little while for me to get my energy reserves back. All teleportation powers are like that.’

      ‘We don’t have a couple of minutes,’ intoned Worm as the door at the far end of the corridor clunked open and a dozen armed Enforcers pushed through, alerted when they had finally looked at their security monitors. Seeing their prisoner escaping they raised their heavy assault rifles.

      ‘Open fire!’

      Trojan gripped the hem of her cape and threw it in a wide arc - it expanded in size to almost the width of the corridor and then suddenly held rigidly in place. The bullets struck the solid cloak and ricocheted off into the walls and ceiling. Sparks erupted at the feet of the Enforcers as some bullets bounced right back at them.

      ‘Cease fire! Cease fire!’ one of them yelled.

      Trojan looked at her companions. ‘That’s bought us several seconds. Now what?’

      Basilisk pushed past Trojan, her cloak dropping to the floor like a heavy sheet, and retracting back to its normal size as though made from elastic. The Enforcers were now faced with Basilisk who was peeling his hood back.

      ‘Open fire! Open fire!’ yelled the same man who had just told them to stop. The Enforcers were confused by the conflicting orders - and that hesitation cost them dearly.

      Basilisk’s eyes gleamed. To the Enforcers, it was like looking into the sun as they felt pain wrack their bodies. The initial sudden jolt was replaced by a cool sensation like drifting in a frigid ocean. They were unaware that their bodies were being turned to stone from the outside in.

      Only four of the Enforcers had the presence of mind to look away - but eight of their companions turned pale grey as their skin petrified. Within seconds they were nothing more than highly detailed stone statutes.

      The remaining Enforcers backed through the door, and whoever was watching the security camera monitors had the presence of mind to hit the alarm.

      Worm looked around as a siren warbled through the complex. ‘Not bad. Just another hundred or so more guards and we’re scot-free.’

      ‘This escape plan sucks,’ sniffed Viral.

      Basilisk ignored the jibe and advanced towards the hub. They would have to bide their time until Trojan could re-energize her powers. As he entered the hub he brushed past the petrified guards, who crumbled to dust. In the meantime he might as well have a little fun.

      The hub was a massive hemispherical chamber with other high-security doors leading to a gallery of evil. In the middle of the room was an elevator column. The reinforced lift doors swished closed, shielding the four fleeing guards. That was the only route out.

      The other villains entered the room and Basilisk took several steps before he noticed that the security cameras in the room had swivelled round to face him. Seconds later heavy-duty auto-guns lowered from the ceiling, their multiple barrels rotated towards them. Trojan threw up her cloak to protect the others, but Basilisk was beyond her reach and was forced to leap aside as the powerful sentry weapons tore up the floor around him.

      They swivelled around to track his progress, spent shell casings clattering on the floor. Several shots blew Basilisk’s carbon-fibre cane apart and clipped his stone arms. Basilisk howled out in pain, but he didn’t bleed. The bullets had merely cut grooves across his stone forearm. The hem of his cape suffered tennis ball sized holes. He responded by unleashing an energy blast from his fingers. An auto-gun exploded and fell, still suspended from the ceiling by thick cables and sparking electronics. The remaining two guns swivelled on him. He skilfully took them both out before they could take aim.

      Trojan lowered her cloaking shield and Worm brushed dust from his robes.

      ‘Impressive,’ said Worm.

      Followed by Viral, they walked past Basilisk who had his hand extended, expecting to be pulled to his feet. No assistance was forthcoming, so he painfully hauled himself upright and limped towards the elevator.

      ‘Below this, is another high-security chamber that will be heavily guarded. That will lead us outside into the compound.’ Basilisk spun to face Trojan. ‘By which time I expect you’ll be ready to take us out of here.’

      Worm looked him up and down. ‘There will be many more guards waiting for us. You can’t face many more. Look at the state you're in. And my talents do not lie in direct combat.’

      Basilisk met his gaze. That was something he had been wondering too. He had hoped Trojan would simply be able to transport them out, but as usual there were unforeseen problems. They could sit and wait but that would mean giving the Enforcers more time to regroup and form a containment plan.

      Viral spoke up, his soft voice sounded like sand whispering across a dune. ‘Leave them to me. I owe my captors much for locking me away for so long.’

      

      The lower section of the hub was essentially the bottom part of the whole sphere. The walls curved inwards to a wide floor space. The only exit was a sloping corridor that led to the inner-prison quadrangle, and yet more automated security.

      The lift came down in the centre of the room, nothing more than a tube that lowered from the ceiling. Here there were no elevator doors to open; instead the tube simply rose up again to reveal the lift’s occupants like a kind of magic trick. This meant that, unlike the room above, there was no central elevator column behind which an escaping felon could hide. The designers had called it “open-plan security”.

      Twenty Enforcers were crammed into the chamber in two tiers; the front row knelt to allow the row behind to fire. They all braced their weapons against their shoulders, took aim down the barrels of their state-of-the-art Heckler & Koch automatic weaponry, and rested their fingers on the triggers as the elevator-tube descended from the ceiling.

      Agonising seconds passed before the tube rose once more to reveal the elevator’s lone occupant. Viral. He stood motionless in the middle of the chamber with his hands on his head. The sign of surrender made the Enforcers hesitate.

      The prisoner stood passively. The Enforcer Commander felt he should say something.

      ‘Er... don’t move. Your little escape plan’s over, pal.’

      What happened next was very quick. Viral nodded in understanding.

      And then he sneezed.

      For a few precious seconds the Commander thought the prisoner was accepting his fate. Then one of the guards suddenly realized just who the prisoner was, but it was too late to even cover his mouth.

      The sneeze shot out at a typical 95 miles per hour and housed millions of airborne viruses that spread across the group of Enforcers in a little over three seconds. Viral had the power to create and spread a disease of his choosing, causing almost limitless effects.

      Within five seconds every Enforcer in the room was lying on the ground clutching their stomachs as a sharp pain struck them. Their eyes bulged, weeping blood, as their limbs stiffened in rapid rigour mortis. Within ten seconds every solider was dead. Viral looked around his handiwork with a thin smile. It had been years since he’d last exercised his power and it felt great.

      The elevator lowered again and Basilisk, Worm and Trojan appeared. They looked at the dead guards with a mix of admiration and apprehension.

      ‘Amazing,’ said Trojan. ‘They weren’t wrong about you were they? We’re not gonna, like, catch something are we?’

      Viral wiped his nose with his forearm and winked at her. ‘My infection died the moment the guards did. You’ll be fine.’

      Basilisk had trouble stepping over the Enforcers and winced every time he came into contact with one of the corpses. Worm retrieved one of the fallen guns, which looked comically huge against his diminutive size. He followed them out, using his sleeve to cover his mouth in case he inhaled the contaminant.

      Basilisk dealt with the auto-guns in the corridor, but each energy blast was costing him in strength.

      Outside the alarms were louder than ever and Basilisk could see Enforcers running for cover. The sloping passage opened up in the middle courtyard. It was thirty metres to the wall or any type of shelter. Again the open-plan security concept was working against him. They needed some form of protection.

      Basilisk glanced up and saw a twin-engine aircraft come into land. Its tiltrotors moved from horizontal to vertical position as it hovered over a helipad on the roof of one of the many facility buildings. That would provide just the protection they needed.

      Gathering all of his strength, Basilisk shot a mighty energy bolt from his hands, and then sagged to his knees from the exhaustion. The bolt struck one of the engines, tearing off the wing. As he had anticipated, the aircraft rolled onto its side - and dropped onto the building below. Propelled by the remaining rotor the craft flipped off the building and came crashing into the courtyard as the second wing exploded - sending fragments of rotor in every direction.

      Worm fired his stolen gun in random directions as they ran for the shelter offered by the downed aircraft. The recoil from the weapon almost knocked the little man off his feet. Once again, no help was offered to Basilisk who had very little strength left in him. It took willpower to force him back on his feet and follow the others to the safety of the crashed aircraft.

      

      Toby vowed never to travel in an aircraft again. They just kept crashing. Dim red emergency lights were on, but smoke was filling the fuselage and he had to keep his head low so he could breathe. Any item that was not bolted down was now scattered across the floor... Toby corrected himself, scattered across the ceiling. The aircraft was upside down. He could feel the intense heat from the burning wings outside and it was only a matter of time before the interior caught fire.

      ‘Lorna! Em? Pete?’ he shouted. His eyes were beginning to smart now.

      ‘We’re here!’ Emily shouted across. The girls had bravely dragged the unconscious pilot and co-pilot from the cockpit but there was no sign of Mr Grimm. Emily had a cut across her cheek, but as Toby watched it healed itself up and vanished - a healing factor from her random powers. Lorna was next to her, with the neck of her jacket pulled up over her mouth to filter the smoke.

      ‘Where’s Pete?’ he asked.

      A colossal tearing noise snatched their attention as a massive hole was torn in the side of the fuselage. Standing in the gaping hole was a huge muscular figure that vaguely resembled Pete, with swollen biceps that made it look as though he had been pumping iron since birth. Toby himself had gone through a similar transformation when he faced Doc Tempest, but Pete’s power was even more impressive as both arms were also aflame. And judging by Pete’s lack of reaction, Toby correctly guessed the flames were another malfunctioning superpower that had crossed with the enhanced strength.

      The courtyard was pandemonium. Pete hurled aside a chunk of fuselage that he had torn away to allow his friend to escape. The fuselage struck Worm and Viral, the force of the blow throwing them halfway across the yard. Basilisk watched in amazement as Pete strode from the wreckage.

      ‘Supers!’ he yelled in warning. He had assumed that the Primes would be running for cover, and with the website down, there would be no fake-heroes like this lot. They were yet another complication to his plan. Basilisk was starting to feel frustrated.

      Enforcers gathered along the rim of the courtyard. They had no idea if the crashed plane was carrying heroes or more super-criminals for incarceration. They opted to play safe and opened fire on everybody.

      Toby, Emily and Lorna ran from the blazing plane dragging the pilots. They looked around in alarm as bullets chewed up the ground near their feet.

      Lorna yelled at the top of her voice. ‘Stop shooting at us! We’re on your side, you idiots!’

      Emily instinctively raised a shield and an energy bubble encased them both - but failed to stretch to Toby.

      Toby leapt into the air without thinking and was relieved to discover he could fly. He lifted above the battle to get some idea of what was happening. He noticed Worm and Basilisk, the two main villains they had been briefed about. Basilisk seemed to have an injured leg, and was propped against the remains of the aircraft. Toby thought Worm’s photographs did do justice to just how ugly he was. His bright red cape made an easy target and the brooch that clasped it together reflected the courtyards searchlights. Its swirling design glinted in Toby’s eyes—

      Toby felt himself transfixed by the whirling motion. He could feel himself relax despite the chaos around him. In fact he couldn’t think of any reason to do anything other than gaze at the shiny—

      Pete broke Toby’s line of sight, breaking the spell. He shook his head to remove the hypnotic effect, and remembered Mr Grimm’s briefing had warned them about Worm’s more archaic villain props such as the hypno-disc.

      Toby spotted the other two villains. One he recognised from the briefing as Trojan and deduced that the scrawny Goth was Viral, the prisoner Grimm suspected they’d rescue.

      Time to end this prison break, he thought.

      Despite the villains, the circle of Enforcers was the immediate threat to his friends. Toby noticed a portion of the aircraft’s wing was angled against the courtyard wall, it would offer protection from the gunfire. He gestured to it as he yelled: ‘Lorna! Run for the wing! Get the pilots out of the line of fire!’

      ‘Are you deaf? Stop shooting!’ screamed Emily irritably as the bullets continued striking down. The Enforcers didn’t listen, and she would have been surprised if such a simple plea would have convinced a seasoned solider.

      The intense flames that spread over Pete’s body melted the bullets shot at him. He was only struck by molten metal, which felt, through his muscular body, like being hit by a paintball.

      Basilisk didn’t have the strength for a three-way battle, and targeted the retreating girls.

      Viral had picked himself up and fired a black mist at Pete. Pete retaliated with a whip-like strand of fire that incinerated the lethal virus swarm.

      Toby was impressed with Pete’s ability to adapt to the suddenly change in situation. He tried to soar over Pete’s assailant, but discovered he was fixed to the spot. Confused, he tried to gain altitude then lower himself, which he did without a problem - he just couldn’t move around. With despair he recognised the power as something Pete had mistakenly downloaded when they took out some local gangsters a week ago - levitation.

      Up and down was all he had.

      Worm pulled himself from under the chunk of fuselage. He locked eyes with Toby - and for a brief second there was a vague glimmer of recognition, a connection in the past? Impossible of course. The sound of bullets pulled Worm back to the present. His powers were useless here, the solid rock under his feet meant he couldn’t bury himself. Instead he decided the floating boy was an easy target as he hung above the battlefield, so turned his gun on him. The report from the gun made him close his eyes.

      At the same time, a pair of Enforcers decided to take out the same target.

      Toby cut the levitation power and dropped a few metres to the ground - just as multiple streams of bullets combed through the air where he had been moments before. He rolled to his feet and extended his hands in the hope he had some type of projectile power.

      Luck was with him.

      Worm opened his eyes to see he had hit his target. The boy was now pointing at him - and a bolt of lightning flickered from his fingers and split Worm’s gun in two.

      Emily and Lorna tucked the pilots safely under the wing, but now Emily’s shield started to waiver - at first it began to ripple like jelly from the bullet impacts before it suddenly turned into water. The water-shield hung in the air for a split-second, before splashing uselessly to the ground.

      ‘Our powers are changing!’ yelled Lorna as she dragged her friend to safety behind a burning fragment of aircraft wing.

      Toby unleashed another lightning bolt. Electricity arced towards Worm - but then the lightning transformed into smoke.

      Trojan had been keeping low behind her shield as the battle raged. Now she was feeling strong once again. ‘Let’s go!’ she yelled as she whirled her cape around, expanding it.

      Worm turned on his heels and sprinted away, galvanized when he saw Pete turn towards him - the flames now covered his body from head to foot.

      Toby tore his gaze away from Pete, who was looking very impressive, and found Viral blocking his path. The villain gave a humourless grin and grabbed both of Toby’s forearms before he could summon another power.

      ‘They’re sending kids in now to stop Viral? What an insult!’

      Toby struggled, but the weedy man was surprisingly strong. In fact Toby was beginning to think his powers had abandoned him.

      ‘Do you know what I can do?’ growled Viral. ‘What exquisite agony I can cause?’

      Toby met Viral’s gaze and tried to hide his disgust at the yellow, bloodshot eyes. With a hiss, Viral’s hands turned black and Toby’s sleeves began to rot away as the material decayed. Toby felt a stab of pain as Viral’s fingers dissolved the material and brushed his wrists. He felt a burning sensation that made his knees tremble.

      Summoning all his strength Toby tore his arms away - and this time the superpowers surged back with such force that Viral howled as his arms were almost torn from their sockets. Toby turned and ran, not wishing to spend another second fighting the freak. Viral snatched out and hooked Toby’s jacket, trying to pull him back, but the material decayed under his touch and fell off Toby - who fled.

      The Enforcers stopped shooting, as they finally sorted the bad guys from the good guys.

      ‘Boy, come on! Time to go!’ shouted Worm.

      Worm’s pleas stopped Viral from pursuing Toby. More Enforcer bullets whizzed around him, making him retreat to the safe folds of Trojan’s cape.

      Basilisk hauled himself up and limped towards Trojan, but his leg gave way and he stumbled. He reached out - and suddenly felt a searing pain around his midriff as Pete wrapped both flaming hands around him and plucked him up like a toy. Basilisk’s arms and legs flailed uselessly.

      Basilisk watched with fury as Trojan wrapped her cape around Viral and Worm. She looked at him one last time with a hint of regret. Then her cape whirled to cover herself. Basilisk watched as it shrank into a point in space and vanished.

      Basilisk howled in frustration. They had succeed in freeing the one key component to their plan - but had abandoned their mastermind.
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      Pete rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He was feeling exceptionally irritated at the latest turn of events and was releasing his anger at whoever dared speak to him.

      When the villains vanished from Diablo Island, the Enforcers had ceased fire and started to yell to Pete and the others to surrender. Flames were still pumping fire from Pete’s body as he stood a good two metres tall, holding Basilisk in a tight bear hug that miraculously didn’t burn him to a crisp. Try as he might, Pete couldn’t deactivate his powers and the more stressed he felt, the more spikes of fire leapt from his body in a threatening manner.

      Toby looked nervously at Emily and Lorna. They all shared the same thought - it wasn’t going to be long until the Enforcers fired again. Toby scanned the guards who circled them on the courtyard walls. Every rifle was slowly being raised again. He took a split second to reach a decision.

      ‘Let’s get out of here!’ he yelled as he yanked back his sleeve and thumbed the teleport button on the wrist pad Mr Grimm had given them.

      The world flashed brilliantly and then they were standing in a field with the sun sinking on the horizon. Toby could see the lights of their hometown below, and when he turned to the others he blinked at the double unexpected surprise.

      Firstly, Basilisk lay unconscious on the ground, his cape still smouldering. Toby had automatically assumed the watch would teleport just them, he hadn’t expected the supervillain to accompany them, even if Pete had hold of him. The second surprise was to see Pete had still not returned to normal. It was a bizarre sight to watch a flaming giant fall to his knees, trying not to throw up from the dizzying effect of the teleportation. Even transformed, it was an experience Pete just couldn’t get used to.

      Emily and Lorna could only watch as the flames flickered from Pete and lit the grass around him. Toby joined them in stamping out the fires that were popping up all around Pete, and they shouted at him to calm down and try to kill his power.

      It had taken a few minutes for Pete to relax. He tried to douse the flames by rolling in a water filled tractor rut, but the liquid vaporised in a cloud of steam. It wasn’t until he sat down and took a deep breath that the flames fizzled out and he shrank back to normal size.

      But that still left the unconscious supervillain. Pete and Toby used their belts to bind his hands together and hoped he wouldn’t wake up any time soon. Pete was about to pull the fiend’s hood off - but Toby stopped him, reminding them all of Basilisk’s petrification powers. Instead Pete tied his jacket over Basilisk’s head as extra security.

      It took all four of them to carry Basilisk, and the going was slow as they crossed the fields. Emily had tried to invoke some kind of super-strength but it appeared that their powers were lying dormant for the time being.

      The next problem was what to do with Basilisk. Pete and Toby both agreed that they could put him in Toby’s garage, at least for a couple of hours and gag him so that he wouldn’t alert Toby’s parents - but Lorna was adamantly against the idea. Toby was surprised at his sister’s reaction and assumed the thought of having a supervillain in the house terrified her.

      Emily’s garage was in constant use. That left Pete, who pointed out that his family didn’t have a garage, let alone a car. Toby knew that they had a large shed, which Pete’s parent’s never used. Pete had flat out refused - but eventually he gave in to his friends’ constant pressure. He felt it was borderline bullying.

      An hour later Pete found himself in his dark shed, with nothing but a torch. Basilisk was still unconscious, now with a sack over his head, and a gag around that. He was bound with a thick electrical extension cable they had used instead of rope. Pete was angry that his friends had then, predictably, all made excuses to return home, leaving him alone to guard the prisoner.

      He sat, stewing in his own misery and rage. From here he could hear shouting coming from the open kitchen window of his house. Yet again his parents were fighting. It had become a regular thing, and he was finding it harder and harder to avoid. Even though they stopped shouting if he was in the room, he could feel the bitter tension between them. He decided that being cooped up in a shed with a captive supervillain was better than facing the wrath of his parents.

      Toby had been going to lend Pete his mobile phone, but discovered that he had lost it in the tussle with Viral. That made him feel sick. It had been a hard-won present, and now it had simply vanished and he couldn’t afford a replacement. Lorna volunteered hers in case Pete needed any help. Now he stared at the screen wondering if he should ring Toby to chat about anything to relieve the boredom, but decided against it. If anything finding the super-charged website had weakened their bond of friendship.

      Access to the site, when it was working, had become a constant sore point. Pete was also starting to resent Toby’s automatic assumption that he was team leader. When Pete had suggested creating a team name and a set of superhero costumes, Toby had been the first to shoot the idea down. The more he thought about it, the more obvious it became that stumbling across the Hero Foundation was not a gift - it was a curse; ruining friendships and placing them constantly in danger.

      But it was also an escape route out of his problems at home and in school. Pete speculated how much more fun it would have been if he’d found the website alone. It would have been his secret and he could have used those powers to help himself out of the miserable life he currently had.

      He thought of calling Emily, but lately he had found himself becoming nervous when talking to her. He hoped he wasn’t developing a crush - that would be awful. But then again she seemed to be interested in Toby.

      Typical, his mate was taking everything from him.

      That left nobody else he could call. The hollow feeling that had been growing inside his stomach grew that little bit bigger.

      Basilisk stirred and immediately struggled against his bonds, his angry cursing muffled by the gag.

      ‘Take it easy,’ said Pete, trying to keep the tremor of fear from his voice. ‘You’re being held captive by... by...’

      He was stuck for a superhero name. Because none of them possessed specific powers, it was difficult to brand themselves and “Super Pete” was hardly threatening.

      ‘We’re working for the Hero Foundation so don’t try anything. Unless you want me to smother you in flames again.’

      Basilisk calmed down and mumbled something incoherent. Pete hesitated. He had promised the others he wouldn’t remove the gag, but right now he had nobody to talk to so he might as well interrogate the prisoner.

      ‘I’m going to remove your gag. Scream out and you’ll get a, uh, lightning bolt to the head. Understand?’

      ‘Urgh-uh,’ Basilisk replied.

      Pete took that for a yes and tentatively walked around Basilisk and untied the gag. The villain took a deep breath.

      ‘You’re a Downloader?’

      ‘Yes. And a lot of very angry people want to talk to you about putting the virus into our system.’ He moved a large grubby cracked bathroom mirror from a stool and sat down.

      ‘The virus was a mere taste of things to come,’ said Basilisk levelly. ‘Nothing compared to the imminent downfall of your precious little Foundation. Then you will once again be nothing more than an ordinary child.’

      The words stung Pete, especially the word ordinary.

      Basilisk continued. ‘In fact I’m surprised you’re still able to download powers.’

      ‘We were the only ones who could. But they’re a little glitchy.’ The words were out of his mouth before he realized he’d given almost everything away.

      ‘Most interesting. Just you four left, eh?’

      ‘There are others,’ retorted Pete sharply.

      Basilisk knew he had the upper hand despite the circumstances. He poured scorn. ‘You mean the Primes? The real heroes, not toy-heroes like you and your friends. Well I didn’t see the Primes flying about Diablo Island. And I don’t hear them rushing to side you now.’

      Pete nervously checked the knots that held Basilisk in place and hoped they were strong enough. No matter how much super-strength Basilisk possessed he did not have the leverage to snap the wire, at least that’s what Lorna had explained. Pete was beginning to have doubts about that and he fingered the mobile in his pocket.

      ‘Most Primes are nothing but cowards, well the so-called heroic ones. Not like me and my oppressed brethren. We put our necks on the line whereas the people you work for hide behind children like you.’

      Pete hated to admit it, but he agreed with the villain’s viewpoint. Their mission to Diablo Island had just conformed that.

      ‘So destroying the competition is what you had in mind?’ said Pete.

      ‘An interesting way of putting it. Maybe you’re not as simple minded as your friends...’ Basilisk paused for a long moment, his head moving around as though he could clearly see around the shed, ‘who are not here. I take it then that you must be their leader. The brave one to interrogate the arch-villain before handing him in?’ He paused for effect. ‘I assume that to be the truth as no hero would leave their friend alone with a notorious criminal such as I. Would they?’

      Pete remained silent for fear of openly agreeing with him. He thought about his friends sitting in their comfortable homes, and bet that they didn’t have their parents arguing in the background.

      He had never felt so lonely.

      

      Toby thumped the mouse hard, the website was still offline. He had tried to Google “VIRAL” as a supervillain, but the regular Internet turned up nothing useful. He needed the rogues’ gallery on the Hero’s website to find more information about who they had faced. Plus, he needed to tell somebody in authority that they had captured Basilisk, but the site’s email was down and there had been no sign of Mr Grimm. Toby was beginning to think he must have died in the crash.

      Toby stifled a yawn and felt incredibly tired - it had been a long day after all. He knew he should call Pete to make sure things were OK with Basilisk. Then again, Pete hadn’t contacted him, so he took that as a sign all was well.

      His thoughts were interrupted as his email pinged for attention. Toby saw the message was from UNKNOWN. He hesitated, it looked like the usual spam - unwanted emails sent to thousands of inboxes, either coaxing people’s bank details from them or containing malware. Usually he deleted such messages as soon as they arrived. His finger hovered over the delete key, but again he hesitated. It could be somebody trying to get in touch with him.

      He clicked on the message.

      A message flashed across the screen: “INCOMING VIDEO STREAM”. Toby blinked in surprised. He glanced at the webcam sitting on top of the monitor as a green LED illuminated indicating it had been turned on. He quickly tried to flatten his hair, which was wild after his shower. A video window opened onscreen and Chameleon’s serious face appeared. Toby’s elation at seeing the superhero was quickly flattened when he realized he was dressed in very un-heroic pyjamas.

      ‘Toby, good to see you in one piece,’ said Chameleon with a curt nod. ‘I must be brief, there is much happening. First of all, congratulations. Not many face Viral and live to tell the tale.’

      Toby unconsciously rubbed his wrist, just under the wristband they all still wore. The encounter with Viral had left two black marks where the villain’s fingers had touched. They didn’t feel like bruises and no amount of scrubbing would get rid of them. ‘So you know about what happened? That we have Basilisk?’

      ‘Yes. That is why I had to contact you. Basilisk is a lethal customer, do you have him in a secure facility?’

      Toby hesitated. He wasn’t so sure a garden shed counted as secure. ‘He’s with Pete. Locked up tight.’

      ‘Good. It is imperative you let nobody see him, and don’t talk to him, he can be silver tongued when it suits him. Mr Grimm will be on his way with a retrieval force, but it won’t be until daylight.’

      ‘Grimm’s alive? I thought he’d abandoned us. And why until tomorrow?’

      ‘Mr Grimm is not a fighter, so he had no part to play. That was your duty.’ He was a typical Prime then, a coward at heart, not a hero. ‘And because things are so chaotic we cannot rally enough forces to retrieve him any sooner. The disaster on Diablo Island has meant more Enforcers are needed to try and secure the rest of the prison. We have a riot situation there now. The Hero Foundation is stretched thin. And while you may have captured Basilisk, Worm and Trojan escaped with Viral.’

      Toby thought he detected a note of blame in Chameleon’s voice. ‘We were unprepared for Diablo Island, and your guards there didn’t exactly help the situation by shooting at us. So what’s so special about this team anyway?’

      ‘Trojan is able to infiltrate very secure areas with ease. Worm can now enter computer systems and override them. And Viral’s skills are not just confined to the physical world, he has the ability to create digital viruses that cannot be stopped. The three of them together are a recipe for disaster. With the website offline then it is probably they will try to locate our headquarters, infiltrate our physical defences and topple the Foundation... leaving them access to our stored superpowers.’

      The reality hit Toby. ‘That’s terrible!’

      ‘It gets worse. They could hack the website, transforming it into a private one under their control.’

      Toby didn’t know what to say. It was because of his team’s failure that these villains were still loose.

      Chameleon continued. ‘That is why, once we have Basilisk safely in custody, your team will have to locate Worm and the others.’

      ‘They could be anywhere in the world!’

      ‘Your primary mission is to defend the Foundation. The Enforcers, and a few Primes not in hiding, are trying to protect the public from increasingly hostile villainous activity. The rest of it is up to you. Find Worm and the others and stop their plan. Worm will have a hideout somewhere. You just have to locate it.’

      ‘Do you have any leads?’

      ‘I’m afraid not. Commander Courage, the man who runs the Foundation, was the one who fought Worm in the past and imprisoned him - but something truly awful happened to him shortly afterwards and he fell into a coma, suffering severe amnesia for a number of years when he finally woke, with no recollection of what had happened or where he’d imprisoned Worm.’

      ‘How is that possible?’

      ‘There are many terrible things in this world we still don’t fully understand. And Courage was a victim of that.’ Chameleon stared straight into the camera. ‘I know this is a great burden, but whether you feel ready or not, you’re our only hope out there.’

      

      Toby awoke the next morning still feeling exhausted. His conversation with Chameleon had not lifted his spirits.

      Toby’s mother was shouting him to get dressed and his eyes shot to the clock: 9 a.m. He bolted from bed - at an incredible speed. In a split second he was standing at his bedroom door fully dressed as his blankets were still falling from the bed - that assured him he still had superpowers. Then he realized that he wasn’t late for school, it was the scheduled day off.

      He should have phoned Pete last night but instead had gone straight to bed and fallen asleep the moment his head hit the pillow.

      Toby shouted to his mother, assuring her that he was awake and getting dressed, then he used the landline and dialled Lorna’s mobile number. Several second’s passed before Pete picked it up, and spoke with a groggy voice.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Pete, it’s Tobe. How’re you? Everything OK?’

      ‘Uh... I... I was asleep.’

      ‘Is Basilisk safe?’

      Toby heard a loud yawn before Pete answered with a flat, unenthusiastic voice. Not the usual Pete. ‘There’s still a lethal criminal mastermind in my shed if that’s what you mean.’

      ‘Look mate, I’m sorry I didn’t call last night. I fell asleep. But I talked to Chameleon. They’re coming to pick Basilisk up today. I’ll come around.’

      ‘Today? Uh...’

      Toby frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’

      There was an unusually long silence broken by a loud snuffling like Pete had just blown his nose. ‘My... uh... my parents. They said they’re splitting up. I don’t know what to do.’

      Toby froze. Pete’s parents constantly argued - it was the usual background noise to life in the Kendall household. But this was like a bombshell, and he knew Pete would not find it easy. Coupled with the fact that a supervillain was held prisoner in his garden and a platoon of Enforcers were coming to retrieve him - well, that would not make the situation any less stressful.

      ‘I’m coming around. See you in half an hour.’

      He ran downstairs at a more normal speed and started putting on his trainers. He looked up to see his mother and father staring at him. They seemed overly dressed in smart suits.

      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Sarah asked firmly.

      ‘Pete’s. He needs me to—’

      ‘No you’re not. Today is the first day of your father’s exhibition, remember?’

      Toby rolled his eyes. ‘Aw, no!’

      John Wilkinson wagged his finger. ‘We never ask you for much. You can at least come along for my first day and show some support.’

      Sarah nodded. ‘And since you’re conveniently off school, you’re going to be there.’

      Toby had completely forgotten the public opening. ‘Oh, mum! It’s a holiday!’

      ‘It’s not a holiday, it’s an inset day. In this life you don’t get something for nothing,’ warned his dad. ‘You’ve got tomorrow all to yourself.’

      ‘I really can’t. I have to see Pete.’

      ‘You can see him in the afternoon,’ snapped Sarah with a firm voice that indicated the discussion was over. ‘But right now you can support your father! Lorna has already flitted out this morning leaving a note saying she’s on a date. A date! I’ll be having words with her tonight. She is going to be grounded for being so inconsiderate!’

      Toby wished that he could snap back with the fact he had saved her from the deadly clutches of Doc Tempest in Antarctica, and how he had saved his father’s life by ensuring his plane could land. Of course they wouldn’t believe him. He sighed deeply - just when his friend really needed him, he couldn’t be there. He knew Pete would be cross with him - no scratch that, furious - but couldn’t face an argument over the phone. He decided to text him instead - but it wasn’t until he was on his way with his parents in the car that he remembered he’d lost his own mobile.

      

      Worm looked across the jungle canopy and listened to the chorus of insects that called it home. He heard footsteps on the stone floor and saw, from the corner of his eye, that Trojan had joined him. The humidity had caused her to pull her cowl off and her fine bobbed blonde hair fell to her shoulders as she examined Toby’s mobile phone.

      ‘This fell out of the kid-hero’s jacket pocket.’

      Worm glanced at it and frowned. ‘What on earth is it?’

      Trojan sighed. Worm was still learning about the twenty-first century. ‘It’s a cell phone... a telephone.’ She corrected herself.

      ‘A telephone? But what about the wires? The exchange?’

      ‘It’s wireless,’ she sighed. ‘It uses... it’s magic, OK?’

      Worm snatched it from her. ‘How intriguing.’ He twisted it in his hands, almost snapping the clamshell screen off. ‘But what of it? I have wireless communication equipment here at my base.’

      ‘What? A pigeon? The stuff you have here is ancient! And none of us know Morse code. We can’t do anything with your stuff. Look, with this phone we can trace the kid down. Find out where they’ve taken Basilisk.’

      Worm handed back the mobile, then turned his gaze back across the jungle in thoughtful silence.

      Trojan folded her arms and stared at the back of his head. ‘I mean that’s the plan. Right? He is the leader of this operation. Not you.’

      Worm whirled around, his blunt face was red with anger. Trojan momentarily thought that his face almost did resemble a worm, albeit a worm with beady eyes and a thin mouth. ‘He is my prisoner! I should never have listened to his nonsense! And now I’m left babysitting you and Viral!’

      Trojan gave him a crooked smile. She controlled her anger amazingly well for a villain. Then again she preferred cunning theft rather than blatant action.

      ‘Chill out before you give yourself a heart attack, Gramps.’

      ‘I’d “chilled out”,’ he even used his fingers to make sarcastic air-quotes, which is something he had thought was very clever, ‘long enough in this damn suspended animation chamber.’

      He kicked a central steel cylinder that dominated the ancient stone room. It was surrounded by control desks sporting huge dials and valves. State-of-the-art equipment for the 1940s, but now it looked like something out of an old black ‘n’ white horror film.

      Trojan shrugged. ‘You don’t appreciate just how ingenious Stone Head’s plan is.’

      ‘You know the full plan?’

      ‘Not every detail. But with the three of us together and his knowledge of the enemy, it’s a no brainer. The Hero Foundation and the Council of Evil are the biggest threats we face in our profession. Paperwork is what’s killing us now, not secret weapons or special powers. By assembling Viral and me, and even a geriatric like you, he has put into motion events that can really change the shape of history.’

      Spittle shot from Worm’s mouth. ‘Geriatric! How dare you!’ He stepped threateningly towards Trojan, but she just laughed at him. Being taller, she stopped his advance by pushing against his head.

      ‘When Stone Head’s plan brings down the cowering heroes we can form our own rival Council, helped by freeing those unfortunates held in Diablo Island. The real greats of our time like Lord Eon!’ She blinked at Worm’s lack of reaction. ‘Of course, he was after your time. The only Prime who can manipulate time! I always thought he was cool! Think what we could do if we freed him. Under our guidance of course.’

      Worm calmed down; it was not wise to show any weakness in front of this calculating woman. Anger was a weakness; that was what had got him captured so many years ago.

      ‘So, Old Timer, if you’re tired of babysitting, and Stone Head neglected to reveal the intricate details of his plan to you... I don’t think we have much of a choice than go and save him. Do we?’

      Worm nodded. ‘How do you propose we locate him with a mere telephone?’

      ‘You’d make a lousy detective. The boy has a few friends on the address book stored in his phone. We can track their phone signal down and that will lead us to the boy and Basilisk. We should start with the last number dialled. Some girl called Lorna’

      ‘You can track a mobile phone signal?’ asked Worm incredulously. He was bewildered by how much information was available through technology.

      Trojan raised a perfect eyebrow. ‘You ever heard of GPS? No, of course you haven’t. Trust me, it will lead us right to our target.’

      

      It was stiflingly warm inside the museum and it was packed, adding to the claustrophobic atmosphere. Normally Toby enjoyed a stroll around the museum examining nasty looking Viking or Indian weaponry, marvelling at the cool hieroglyphic texts of the ancient Egyptians, or staring at the dinosaur skeletons and imagining the beasts stomping around the countryside.

      Unfortunately, today he was confined to the special exhibit hall that was showcasing his father’s latest discovery. It was all very impressive the first time around - but the hundredth round of exactly the same story was tiring Toby. Plus a museum wasn’t the place to be when you knew the fate of the free world hung on your shoulders. But how do you explain that to your parents?

      He gazed at the photographs of the huge stepped pyramid that his father had discovered, hidden by foliage deep in the Mexican jungle. Its stepped sides reached over the tree line, but were covered in so much vegetation that they blended into the jungle like a hill. It was just part of a lost city his father’s expedition had uncovered, so new that it still hadn’t been given a name. The surprising thing was that such a structure still remained hidden in today’s day and age. But then again, Toby knew that marvels could still be found in the world.

      Toby stood at his father’s side. He was giving an enthusiastic summary of the exhibition to a small knot of fascinated visitors. His zeal hadn’t waned in the last three hours. Toby had even caught his mum hiding a yawn on more than one occasion.

      ‘We only made it into the outer chamber. The secrets of the inner chamber still remain for our next expedition. You can see from the aerial photographs that it resembles the site at Chichén Itzá, except here we have two symmetrical pyramids that...’

      Toby zoned out. He had always liked the bloody stories of the ancient Mayans, especially their version of basketball called Pok-ta-pok which was played with a small rubber ball that the players had to keep off the ground using any parts of their body, except their hands. They had to get it through tiny sideways stone hoops on the wall. And sometimes the losers were killed. Gruesome, but cool.

      Toby sighed and glanced at his watch. Only two more hours to go. He hoped that Pete was OK and the Enforcer had already taken Basilisk from him. He felt sorry for Pete and wished that he’d paid more attention to the fact his friend had not been himself the last few weeks. Then there was the problem of tracking Worm down. Chameleon had given him no help at all on that. He glanced at his watch again to double-check the time... then his eye was drawn to something on an exhibition photograph.

      Something familiar.

      Frowning, Toby squeezed between an overweight couple to get a better view. It was an enlarged still of the Pyramid’s door. Toby had seen it dozens of times on his dad’s jerky video diary. But here it was much clearer, a familiar swirling logo that had been incorrectly identified as a snake.

      It was the same logo on Worm’s brooch, the one that had momentarily hypnotized Toby in Diablo Island. Mr Grimm had warned them about Worm’s old school techniques, but Toby and Lorna had not paid any attention to the actual design.

      A horrible realization dawned on Toby. It was his own father who had discovered Worm’s resting place; his own father who had unwittingly unleashed the supervillain, leading to events that would ultimately topple the Hero Foundation and destroy the world.

      Toby felt sick.

      Now more than ever he needed to talk to Pete. He just hoped there was not going to be any more bad news.

      

      Pete sat in his dark bedroom and stared at the posters on his wall, some of them were fading with age. He had cried most of the night, but then had abruptly stopped and the sadness he was feeling was replaced by numbness. He slipped Lorna’s mobile into his pocket since it was clear that Toby was not going to show up or even bother calling. After a two hour wait, he finally realized his friends were about as reliable as his parents.

      The only good news of the day was that his parents had left the house that morning. His mother was going to see friends and his dad was going to the pub, so it was quiet for a change and he wouldn’t have to explain the arrival of the Enforcers to them. Whenever they bothered turning up.

      Pete went into the kitchen and poured a glass of water. He slipped a straw in and went out to the shed hoping that his prisoner hadn’t died of thirst.

      Basilisk’s head shot up when Pete entered. Pete slipped the straw under the rim of the sack and Basilisk emptied the glass in one go.

      ‘I heard shouting last night. I was worried you had been hurt,’ said Basilisk in a concerned tone.

      ‘It’s none of your business,’ snarled Pete. ‘And why would you be worried about me?’

      ‘Because if you died, then maybe I would die alone in this cell?’ Pete glanced around the flimsy wooden shed. ‘Your friends never came to taunt me. So I presume without you, I would be alone in this place.’

      ‘Huh,’ said Pete. One person had bothered to call last night, Emily. But when Pete had seen her name on the screen he’s hesitated too long before answering and she hung up. Lonely as he was, he’d felt too miserable to speak to anyone.

      ‘So how did you become leader of such an irreverent group of heroes then?’

      ‘I’m not their leader,’ Pete snapped back, again silently cursing himself that he’d said too much.

      ‘Surely somebody as talented and brave as you would be a leader and inspiration. Not a follower?’

      At some level, Pete knew that Basilisk was just trying to butter him up. But right now the one thing he needed was positive encouragement.

      ‘I agree with you. But I wouldn’t let it worry you too much because the Enforcers are on their way as we speak. You’re going to have a nice long time to think about it in Diablo Island. And when the website is back online I will be the one making a difference and calling the shots.’

      Basilisk’s voice echoed his concern. ‘Enforcers? Coming here?’

      ‘When they bother turning up,’ said Pete looking out of the dirty window.

      ‘You know there’s another way to get powers other than that juvenile website of yours?’

      ‘Yeah, I know you have your own Villain website. I heard about that. But it’s not as good as our site, rip-offs never are. You just end up with a poor quality copy,’ Pete mocked.

      Basilisk shrugged. ‘At least we have a better designed app. And ours is still online.’

      The ground suddenly started to shake. Jars of screws and nails capered across the shelves and smashed on the floor. Pete gripped the doorframe for support, convinced it was an earthquake.

      ‘A pity you think so. I was hoping to find a more amicable solution rather than just killing you.’

      Pete whirled around to see a fine laser extend from Basilisk’s finger and vaporize the electrical cable that was binding him. He stood up, kicking the chair away and tearing the sack from his head. His face was still obscured by his hood.

      ‘You could escape? Then why did you wait?’

      ‘I was waiting for my friends to turn up,’ mocked Basilisk. ‘You see, I actually have some. And here they are.’

      The muddy grass that Pete called a lawn suddenly erupted in a shower of dirt as the Nematode leapt from the ground and smashed through the neighbour’s fence as the machine thudded to the ground like a leaping whale.

      The vibrations from the Nematode were so intense that the flimsy shed shook itself apart. Pete shielded his head as the rotted roof crashed around him.

      ‘No!’ he bellowed and extended his hands to hurl a fireball or energy blast at Basilisk. Nothing happened. Pete panicked and willed himself aflame - still nothing.

      The hatch of the Nematode flipped down, revealing a built-in airstair, like a private jet’s. Trojan jumped out, Viral following down the steps at a more leisurely pace.

      ‘Seems you are all washed up little man,’ laughed Basilisk. ‘Now let me look at you!’

      Basilisk’s eyes flared blue. To Pete the light seemed to fill his vision. He felt his chest constrict and he raised his hand protectively - the tips of his fingers turned cool. He suddenly recalled Mr Grimm’s briefing on the villain’s powers - the petrification gaze. Pete worked on impulse and remembered a computer game he’d played. It was based an ancient Greek legend of Perseus battling Medusa, whose gaze would turn anybody to stone. He grabbed the broken bathroom mirror that was poking from the shed rubble and turned it on Basilisk.

      Basilisk suddenly howled as he stared at his own reflection. He tore his gaze away as the tip of his own hood started to petrify. Pete dropped the mirror and scrambled backwards into the garden, slipping on the mud and dropping to all fours.

      He felt a hand grip his shoulder and yank him around. Mud splashed across his glasses and it was a moment before he could see the pale face of Viral staring at him.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere, squirt.’

      Pete gritted his teeth and lashed out hoping to push the slimeball away. The wristband, Grimm had given them, hit Viral. The impact must have triggered something because ad a blast of energy erupted from his fingers and hurled Viral several metres until he slammed into the Nematode with a dull clang. Pete stood up, waves of energy crackling across his clenched fists.

      Basilisk limped up the machine’s airstairs and spared a quick glance at Pete. ‘Kill him!’

      The commotion had alerted Pete’s neighbours, who came out to complain about the huge bronze machine that had appeared in their gardens.

      ‘What’s going on ‘ere?’ said a pot-bellied man wearing a thick jumper and unfashionably bright trousers.

      ‘Mr Richards! Run!’ screamed Pete.

      The man opened his mouth to reply but Trojan turned on him and waved her arms as though throwing a Frisbee - discus shaped plasma shot at the man. The disc hit him and blew him backwards through the conservatory window.

      Pete fired an energy bolt at Trojan. It went wide and took out his kitchen window. Trojan whipped around and tossed another discus in retaliation. It hit Pete square in the chest - catapulting him through several neighbouring fences in quick succession before he splashed into the pond of a house six doors down.

      ‘Let me finish the runt off!’ snarled Viral and stalked towards Pete.

      More neighbours were peering from their homes as Viral walked across perfectly manicured lawns, the grass turned black and decayed under his feet. One man emerged from his house wielding a baseball bat and clobbered Viral over the back of the head. The Goth went down.

      ‘Teach you to trespass!’ roared the man.

      Viral rubbed his head, and gave the man a wicked grin.

      The baseball bat turned black in the man’s hands as the wood quickly rotted away. He dropped the blackened stump, and when he looked back up, Viral was standing right in front of him. He snapped a hand around the man’s throat. Immediately his flesh began to turn black and the man gagged for air.

      A fireball whacked into Viral, breaking his deadly grip, leaving the man curled up on the floor. Viral was blown back through a standing portion of fence and rolled the flames out on the damp grass.

      ‘I guess you’re not fire proof, disease-boy,’ growled Pete. His own hands well aflame. The neighbours, who were brave enough still to be watching, gasped in astonishment as their quiet young neighbour charged forwards with a battle cry.

      Basilisk watched the events from the Nematode’s doorway. ‘What are you waiting for? It’s only one super-brat! Eliminate him!’

      A deep thumping noise caught his attention and he looked up to see three massive cigar-shaped, twin rotor Chinook helicopters roar low over the houses. They were black, with the Enforcer’s insignia on the rear and weapon pods strapped to the sides of the machine.

      ‘You’re all under arrest!’

      Basilisk leaned into the Nematode and shouted to Worm who was still seated at the control. ‘Do you have anything in this piece of junk to bring those helicopters down?’

      Worm was staring at the flying machine in fascination. ‘I have a sonic cannon. It was able enough against Spitfires during the war. I remember—’

      Basilisk cut him off. ‘Use it!’

      Viral stood up and wiped the blood from his nose. He stared at it in surprise. ‘I’m bleeding!’

      Pete was in no mood to listen. He slung another fireball at the villain. Viral ducked and the blast ripped into a patio of the house behind him, the intense heat melted the double-glazing and set fire to several well-tended plants and Christmas decorations inside.

      Viral didn’t hang around. He sprinted towards the Nematode. Pete raced in pursuit, only stopping when he noticed the sonic cannon rise from the top of the Nematode. The weapon looked like a stretched bullhorn. It pivoted on a clockwork assembly, towards one of the Chinooks. Then a bass-heavy roar blasted from the device. Pete felt his ribs vibrate and his teeth jar as the sound wave rolled out and hit the aircraft.

      The helicopter tried to bank away, but the sound blast sheered the front rotor away, and shattered the cockpit windows. The craft lurched down, spiralling out of control.

      Pete watched in horror as the Chinook roared overhead and ploughed into the roof of a house two down from where he lived. The helicopter tore straight through the roof in a shower of slates and crashed into the street on the other side of the building.

      The remaining two helicopters responded by firing missiles from their weapons pods. Pete watched as one missile struck the side of the Nematode. The machine lurched, throwing Basilisk clear. The second missile blew Pete’s patio to smithereens. The final two were wide of their mark and hit the upper floor of his house. Pete watched in consternation as a huge hole was punched through the masonry, decimating his bathroom.

      Trojan threw up her cape to shield herself from falling bricks. With her other hand she hurled a plasma disc at the Enforcers. The disc scrapped the undercarriage of the chopper as it thundered overhead, but otherwise left it unharmed.

      The Nematode moved forwards on its bristling spikes and righted itself. Viral and Trojan ran for the stairwell.

      Pete snarled under his breath. ‘You’re not getting away with this!’

      He sprinted forwards. The sonic cannon spun around to track another Chinook.

      Inside the Nematode, Worm was having the time of his life. It had been over sixty years since he’d had a chance to play with his gadgets, and he was chuckling merrily.

      By the time Pete had reached the steps of Worm’s machine, the sonic cannon had fired again. Being this close to the cannon made his head feel like it was going to be ripped in two.

      The targeted helicopter orbited the battle zone, but Worm had had experience fighting the faster Spitfires during the War. The blast hit the Chinook along the central fuselage and tore the helicopter in two - both halves sporting their own rotors.

      Pete couldn’t pull his gaze away as he saw Enforcers flung from the two halves of the chopper. The fuselages rotated wildly around, counter to the rotors. The lead half of the chopper zipped over the Nematode - forcing Pete to throw himself flat on the ground as the rotors swished narrowly overhead and sliced a groove across the machine’s bronze bodywork before it smashed into Pete’s living room with the force of a wrecking ball. The second portion of the Chinook followed and took out the roof of the neighbour’s house as it fell into the street beyond.

      Pete lifted himself up, covered in mud and fuelled by anger. He jumped up the Nematode’s boarding steps and almost ran into Trojan as she poked her head out. She looked at him in surprise as he brought his arms around to fire at her point-blank.

      But he never made it. A solid stone fist clunked him on the back of the head, knocking him unconscious.

      The remaining Enforcer Chinook circled around, trying to get a decent shot, but the smoke pouring from the row of damaged houses was obscuring the scene below. Switching to thermal cameras they watched as Basilisk dragged Pete’s body into the Nematode. Seconds later the antique craft rumbled forwards, digging through more gardens as it chewed into the ground.

      The Chinook fired a salvo at the machine, but the rockets only managed to blow apart a few gnomes. The supervillains had gone - leaving a swath of destruction and taking Pete with them.
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      The cola can was crushed to a ball of tin the size of a marble under Toby’s extra-strong grip. He threw the metal into the corner of the SUV and glared at Mr Grimm who was sitting opposite in his pristine black suit. The only mark he seemed to have after the plane crash on Diablo Island was what looked like a bite mark on his forehead.

      Toby regretted leaving Pete alone with Basilisk and now they didn’t even know if their friend was still alive. Toby was feeling guilty. He had taken the role of leader, but had done little to be proud of. He’d had enough and shouted at Grimm that their friend was missing. But Grimm had only been concerned with the mass hypnotism they’d have to perform so the residents of Pete’s road would forget about what they saw. The damage would have to be covered with a story of an exploding gas pipe or an air crash. Toby, Lorna and Emily listened in mute silence as Grimm lamented that the Prime they needed to really make people forget was a guy called Psych. He didn’t hypnotise, he re-wired people brains. It was a shame he was in hiding

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ said Mr Grimm after Toby had calmed down and explained how he’d matched the symbol on his father’s discovery with the one on Worm’s brooch. It was a tenuous link to locate Worm’s lair, but Mr Grimm had agreed it was the right place to start looking.

      ‘It’s the only lead we have,’ said Toby. ‘And we all owe it to Pete to save him.’

      Toby glanced at Lorna and Emily who sat in guilty silence. Lorna had been grounded after she had returned from her mystery date. When Toby had explained what he had found at Pete’s house, or rather the remains of it, she instantly agreed to help. She had to sneak out and there would be hell to pay when she got home, but she wasn’t going to worry about right now.

      ‘Since your flying powers are haphazard at best, the Foundation has an aircraft waiting for you,’ said Mr Grimm. ‘It will take you through Mexican airspace, under radar so you don’t get shot down. After that, I’m afraid you are on your own.’

      Toby stared at him. ‘Not that you’ve been much of a help to begin with.’

      Mr Grimm stared unblinkingly at him. ‘We are over-stretched as I have explained to you at every possible occasion.’

      ‘While you lot have been hiding and throwing us to the supervillains out there, we’ve been risking our lives to prevent this gang from destroying the Hero Foundation.’ Mr Grimm straightened his already perpendicular tie and Toby assumed he’d hit a nerve.

      ‘Like true heroes. Selfless sacrifice.’ Toby was sure he saw the flicker of a smile when Grimm said that. He didn’t entirely trust the man. ‘Remember, a hero is not made by powers or abilities. It is by action and attitude. And I did not abandon you. I teleported out as soon as the plane went down, as I thought you would too.’

      ‘I thought being a hero is a state of mind? Well, thanks to you, Pete may be dead and Basilisk is back on the loose.’

      Mr Grimm refused to meet Toby’s accusing gaze and instead he studied a computer monitor. A blip flashed over the northeast arm of Mexico. ‘We have a position for him. We’re still picking up a faint signal from Lorna’s mobile.’

      ‘I hope he doesn’t make any calls,’ said Lorna. It was the first thing she had said since they had been picked up my Mr Grimm. ‘Mum would kill me if I got another huge phone bill.’

      Mr Grimm shook his head. ‘It’s switched off.’

      Emily looked up. ‘Off? How can you trace a phone if it’s off?’

      ‘You can remotely activate a phone, its microphone or even camera without the end user ever knowing. Although, there seems to be some sort of interference stopping us from doing that. The FBI call it a Roving Bug, the only way to stop it is by removing the battery.’ He typed a few commands on the keyboard. ‘He has been stationary since we began tracing. Perhaps he is in a prison?’

      ‘Or dead,’ said Emily in a low voice. She was the only one who had tried to call Pete. She should have known something was wrong when he didn’t answer. Tears rolled from her eyes and she fought not to cry out loud.

      ‘A possibility,’ said Grimm in his irritatingly calm voice. ‘But you must remember, above everything else that this is a chance to stop Basilisk’s plan. His actions have upset the balance between good and evil around the globe. And a stable balance is something the world needs to function. As we speak world governments are fighting villains who are capitalising on the situation. Everywhere crime is on the increase and unless we stop Basilisk and his gang, then things will only get worse. We need to create more heroes to bring back the status quo.’

      They understood the gravity of his words, but sitting in the back of the vehicle, the rest of the world seemed to be functioning as usual.

      ‘Don’t you mean we need more heroes to win?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Win? That would be terrible!’

      The three friends exchanged glances.

      ‘But I thought that was the point,’ said Emily.

      ‘A world run by superheroes would bring about more trouble than you could imagine. If everybody thought they were right, then soon divisions would appear, and divisions cause conflict. Conflict causes war.’

      Toby was thinking hard. ‘But it would be two hero sides fighting... would that be so bad?’

      ‘It would be two forces fighting. Both would think the other a villain. No, a balance is always needed. What good is light without shade to hide in?’

      Toby’s mind reeled at the heavy concept. He was on the right side... wasn’t he?

      Mr Grimm continued. ‘If you are going to stop Basilisk and company then you need to change your tactics.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Toby, fearing a lecture was forthcoming.

      ‘I’ve seen your record. Since you were recruited you have survived by brute force and pure luck. It’s time for a stealth approach.’

      Grimm reached behind his seat and pulled out a large black case. He pressed his thumb against a pad and the biometric sensor beeped and unlocked the case. Inside were four black jumpsuits made from a leathery material.

      ‘It’s time you started thinking about the bigger picture. You have been behaving like a loose group of individuals, downloading powers without thinking things through. You need to act like a team, using complementary powers and working together. This will be your uniform.’

      Toby groaned, and Lorna couldn’t help flashing a smile. Toby and Pete had long been arguing over them wearing uniforms. Toby was dead against it, but Pete had Lorna’s vote while Emily sat on the fence over the matter.

      ‘Do we have to? They look so stupid!’ Toby moaned.

      ‘This is the very latest in nano-fabric weave. The material will automatically take on the same temperature as your surroundings, thus making you invisible to thermal vision or cameras. It will also keep you warm or cool you down and keep you dry. They have a graphene weave which offers resistance to claws, knives, bullets and mid-range energy weapons. It’s fire proof and doesn’t need washing or ironing.’

      ‘Great,’ muttered Toby as he examined the one-piece jet-black suit.

      ‘It also comes with matching boots. Non-slip soles. They will automatically fit to your feet, so there is no need for laces.’

      ‘No cape?’ asked Lorna. She would love to have a cape, dramatically swirling it around. And it would annoy the heck out of Toby.

      ‘No. Capes are not needed with this clothing-system. They’re all identical, so you will actually look like a hero team.’ He fixed his gaze on Toby. ‘And every team needs a strong leader.’

      Toby didn’t enjoy the scrutiny. He caught Lorna shaking her head, and Emily smiling admiringly.

      Mr Grimm broke the uncomfortable silence. ‘Of course the website is still offline so you will have to rely on the irregular powers within you.’

      He opened a case revealing three small vials of orange liquid. He rolled Lorna’s sleeve back to reveal the wristband they all still wore to help control their powers. Grimm ejected the empty vial that contained the teleport power and inserted the new, and slightly larger, cartridge. He repeated the process for Emily and Toby as he spoke.

      ‘Your powers are slowly wearing off and still fluctuating wildly so I have reprogrammed the wristbands to try and suppress the fluctuations inside you. Instead, I have distilled some raw stealth and defensive powers that we had in storage. It will ensure you can still function as a superteam.’

      Lorna rolled through the touch screen, a small selection of unfamiliar stick figure icons were available which she could scroll through left or right.

      ‘So without this wristband repressing them, our powers will still randomly fire-off,’ said Emily. ‘But you’re also saying that they could completely vanish at a moment’s notice?’

      ‘Correct.’

      Toby groaned. ‘So this is a suicide mission?’

      ‘One would hope not.’

      ‘Then why give us stealth powers? How about something more useful in an attack?’

      ‘We are literally injecting you with superpowers at this stage. It is not something we would do if we were not desperate. And it is not as though I usually have such superpowers lying in the cupboard! The Foundation headquarters has been relocated to a classified place, so we can’t walk around there and ask to borrow some. By chance these had been donated by a Prime before our website crashed.’

      ‘And before he went scurrying into hiding,’ Toby mumbled.

      ‘No matter what you think, Mr Wilkinson, you are all regarded as essential assets by the Foundation. You are our only hope.’

      

      A rat the size of Pete’s foot sniffed around a skeleton shackled to the far wall. Pete couldn’t tear his eyes from the rodent, he was terrified of rats. The skeleton had been there for some time, and Pete could not help but notice that its bones had been gnawed. He wondered if the rats had eaten the prisoner alive.

      He’d woken up in the small cell; the last thing he remembered was being in his own garden. He had no idea where he was now. The air was cloying. The walls were crafted from large thick blocks that tightly fitted together and the iron door looked as if it had been added as an afterthought. His smart watch had been torn from his arm, leaving an angry red blotch. His hands were bound with unusual cuffs that had a small numeric pad between them. He recognised Emily’s description of them as power-dampening handcuffs that Doc Tempest had forced her to wear when she was held captive.

      The door opened and Trojan stood with her hands on her hips, casting a sceptical look over Pete.

      ‘Come on kiddo. Somebody wants to speak to you.’

      Makes a change, thought Pete bitterly, but he didn’t say a word as he stepped from the cell into a narrow, steeply sloping corridor. It was no cooler out here.

      Trojan shoved him in the back. ‘Walk! And no funny business.’

      Pete couldn’t think of any funny quips to throw at her. His thoughts were dark. Abandoned by his friends and facing the prospects of his parents splitting up made him feel like there was nothing worth returning to. Maybe he should defect to the bad guys for a while? At least he’d be on the winning side. Right now he just didn’t care what they were going to do with him.

      The stone passage sloped up and Pete got the sense he was walking in a square spiral. It ended at another iron door that was thick with rust. Trojan had to use her shoulder to open this one and gestured for Pete to walk through first. The new room was a stark contrast to what Pete had seen before. It was large, well lit and panelled with brown Bakelite. One wall was open and offered a stunning view across a rich jungle canopy. Vividly coloured parrots flew past in a large flock.

      But Pete’s attention was drawn back into the room. Basilisk and Worm stood around a central control column that lifted up on pneumatic arms, revealing a reclining chair bolted to the floor and surrounded by cables with dry ice drifting from them. Once the column came down it would clearly seal the chair, and its occupant, inside.

      ‘That will be all, Trojan,’ said Worm. The squat man didn’t notice the obscene gesture she made behind his back as she left the room, pulling the door closed behind her.

      ‘What is this place?’ Pete asked. His dark mood had banished any feelings of fear.

      Worm gestured to the chair. ‘A cryogenic storage chamber. Sit.’

      Pete ignored him and walked over to the panoramic balcony. Glancing down he could see that he was at the top of a steep stepped pyramid, exactly like the one that he had seen on photographs in Toby’s house.

      ‘We’re in South America?’

      ‘Central. Mexico to be precise,’ said Basilisk. ‘I’d advise you not to jump. If the fall does not kill you then the jungle provides many dangers of its own.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll just fly out of here?’

      ‘Perhaps you could. But with those power-dampening handcuffs on, I very much doubt it.’ Pete scowled at him. ‘Now sit down.’

      Pete still didn’t move and he could see that Worm was growing impatient. ‘What are you going to do with me? I’m not threat. If you think the Enforcers are going to swing through the door or that my friends will be bothered to come and find me, then you’re sadly mistaken.’

      ‘I know. It seems nobody wants you. Except us.’

      Basilisk dragged Peter effortlessly across the room. Pete shouted and pushed back but without powers it was like fighting an elephant. Basilisk shoved him into the chair and held him in place with one massive palm pushed against Pete’s chest, crushing the breath from him. Worm darted forward and pulled restraints across Pete’s arms and legs, fastening him in place.

      ‘As I said,’ grunted Worm, ‘this is a storage facility. It’s where I was entombed for decades. Held in a state of suspended animation. The dimwit Commander Courage thought it would keep me out of the way while the war finished. Then he was then going to release me and put me on trial. But the good Commander forgot all about me. I would have remained here forever if I hadn’t been inadvertently freed by a group of scavenging archaeologists. They accidentally cut the power to my cryogenic chamber when they breached the outer chamber, setting me free.’

      ‘What are you going to do to me?’ said Pete, now suddenly fearful as Basilisk hovered over him with a nasty looking implement - all chrome nozzles and serrated edges.

      ‘Take a sample of your DNA,’ said Basilisk. He placed a nozzle against Pete’s arm and squeezed the trigger. Pete yelped. It felt as if he had been bitten. When Basilisk removed the nozzle there was a small circular indentation in Pete’s arm, which was bright red and throbbing.

      Basilisk placed the sample in a freezer, then checked some of the old dials on the machine. He tapped one to make the needle move. ‘We’re putting you to sleep. When we bring down the Hero Foundation you will be their only Downloader specimen left. We intend to reprogram their website for our own needs so need to preserve you to see if there will be any unwelcome side effects.’

      ‘You’re using me as a guinea pig?’ Pete futilely struggled against the straps. ‘Let me out of here!’

      Worm gave him a humourless thin smile. ‘This will hurt - a lot. For several minutes, as the temperature lowers, it feels like icy knife skewering your flesh. But then your brain functions will begin to slow and you’ll lose consciousness.’

      Basilisk slid a curved chrome door half closed. ‘Just think, you’re more use as a frozen icicle than anything else. Sweet dreams.’

      The column lowered with an ominous thud that reverberated around the chamber, plunging Pete into blackness. A cool breeze replaced the warm air and he heard a sound like gas releasing as the temperature plummeted.

      Then he felt as if he’d just fallen into Arctic waters as the cold stabbed his body with such ferocity that he had to scream.

      

      Toby, Lorna and Emily felt as if they had just arrived in a nightmare. Branches and vines smacked their faces and the dark jungle was alive with hoots, howls and the sound of a billions insects, snakes and scorpions advancing towards them.

      ‘I hate the jungle!’ moaned Lorna.

      ‘You said you wanted to go somewhere warmer,’ Emily muttered.

      Hours earlier, Mr Grimm had taken them to an army base. A small squadron of Enforcers surrounded a sleek black aircraft that reminded Toby of a stretched B2 stealth bomber. Lorna noticed that the Enforcers were keeping away any inquisitive military personnel. Grimm had informed them that the plane was the next generation of stealth bombers codenamed Aurora. It’s bleeding-edge scramjet technology enabled it to fly faster than any other military fighter ever had.

      ‘Why can’t we teleport there?’ asked Toby as they were strapped, chest down, onto specially constructed seats that resembled beds mounted in a circular carousel arrangement, like a fairground ride, inside the belly of the aircraft - the bomb bay.

      Emily looked terrified as Mr Grimm explained they would be dropped like bombs over the target area. Their wristbands had been programmed with a limited gliding superpower that would allow them to safely descend.

      ‘We have few samples of teleport charges left outside the Foundation headquarters. This vial is one of a few remaining, and you will need it to return home. And that is one power for the four of you - so make sure you are together.’ He inserted it into Toby’s wristband as he continued. ‘ This aircraft will take you in stealthily, invisible to radar, and more importantly, to anything Basilisk and co. have set up. Remember this is a two-fold mission. Stopping Basilisk and his team is your primary goal. No matter how you feel, the rescue mission is of secondary importance. Good luck.’

      As they were sealed snugly into the bomb bay, which was illuminated with a dim red light, they all decided that Pete had to be their main concern. Everything else could wait.

      They felt very little movement as they took off - until the craft accelerated skyward with such a speed they thought the G-forces would tear skin from bone. They heard the engines shriek like banshees and the relentless G-force continued for a full fifteen minutes before they achieved cruising speed.

      Toby had taken the opportunity to interrogate Lorna about missing their dad’s exhibition. She mumbled something about forgetting and having previous plans while Emily teased her about having a date. No names were mentioned, but Toby got the impression that it was somebody from school who he wasn’t supposed to know about. Not that he cared.

      For two hours they said nothing more, and Toby was surprised to hear Lorna gently snoring. The pilot’s voice eventually roused everybody.

      ‘Approaching target area. Cargo deployment in thirty seconds.’

      Toby assumed that meant them, and wondered if the pilot had been privy to the fact his cargo was a bunch of teenage superheroes. Probably not.

      The pilot began to countdown from fifteen. Toby felt a knot of anticipation in his stomach, and heard exclamations from both girls, as the bomb bay doors swung open beneath them with a blast of warm air, revealing a moonlit jungle canopy.

      Toby barely had time to marvel at the vista before the pilot’s count reached ‘zero’ and he felt the bunk he was lying on tip aside, dropping him from the aircraft. The carousel spun around deploying Emily then Lorna with mechanical precision.

      They screamed as they fell, arms and legs flailing as they tried to fly and only remembering at the last moment they had the power to glide. Pushing fear from their minds and focusing on the powers they had, they discovered they could spiral through the air and control the speed of their descent by stretching their arms like wings. It wasn’t as much fun as flying, but it was infinitely better than falling.

      After ten seconds they had gained mastery enough to look around. The Aurora plane had vanished into the night. The square tops of some ancient Mayan pyramids stood some way off, outlined by the moon. Even in silhouette, Toby recognised the formation as those his father had discovered.

      Seconds later they punched through the tree canopy. Branches whipped their faces as they dropped, landing on the jungle floor amid bushes. Lorna was first to stand, screaming, as she frantically swiped at her body, knocking off several large insects that were crawling across her.

      Toby recalled numerous conversations with his dad about the hazards of field trips in the jungle, although at the time Toby thought they had been nothing more than embellishments of his father’s stories to make archaeology sound more adventurous. Leeches drawing blood as you walked across damp ground, hungry jaguars prowling, carnivorous fish, crocodiles, poisonous spiders, scorpions, millipedes, frogs, and deadly plants. Mosquitoes with malaria, insects that buried their young under your skin and ants with bites so venomous that it felt as if you’d been shot.

      Toby decided the best course of action was to keep his mouth shut and not mention anything to alarm the others.

      They lost no time in trekking towards the pyramids. After one minute they were soaked with sweat and mosquitoes buzzed around them, irritatingly close to their ears.

      ‘Are you sure that we’re heading in the right direction?’ asked Emily with concern. It seemed like they had been walking so long that they should have reached their destination by now.

      ‘Totally,’ said Toby. They followed an animal trail as it offered the least resistance and were soon rewarded with large moss carpeted boulders that showed signs of being carved by man.

      ‘There!’ whispered Lorna. She pointed through a narrow break in the trees where the side of a pyramid could just be seen against the sky that was getting marginally lighter as dawn approached.

      They edged forward for a better look, stumbling over yet more carved stones. There were two large symmetrical stepped pyramids stretching out of the jungle.

      ‘Which one is it?’ asked Emily.

      Toby and Lorna had been forced to watch their father’s expedition recordings so much that they felt as if they had been here before.

      ‘The expedition cleared a trail around the base of the pyramids. But they only had time to explore one tomb before my father was called back.’

      Staring into the darkness they could just see the trail and noticed that most of the clearing had been done around the farthest structure. Lorna pointed.

      ‘I’ve seen that entrance on dad’s videos.’

      Carefully they stepped out on the trail and walked around the base of the nearest pyramid. The stonework was ancient, covered in moss and weather beaten. Faded carvings covered every centimetre. They hurried past and hoped that there were no surveillance cameras watching them. They reached the entrance to the second pyramid and it was as though they had stepped magically into their father’s video.

      Moonlight reflected from the tarnished seal on the open door. It was metal, something that his father had pointed out was incongruous, as the Mayan’s who had no knowledge of metallurgy, so it must have been added later. It showed a crude serpent, or as Toby had correctly identified, an S-shaped worm placed there by Commander Courage to mark the temporary incarceration of Worm. Toby briefly wondered what terrible accident befell the Commander to almost kill him and make him forget such a place. It wasn’t good to dwell on such dark mysteries.

      They peered into the inky blackness. Nothing was visible.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Emily. She looked at her wristband. ‘Grimm talked about defensive powers, right? Let’s see what we have for night-vision.’ She scrolled through the list of irritatingly vague icons on the touch screen and settled on one that showed waves coming from the stick figure’s head. ‘If these are stealth powers then I doubt it’s going to be some kind of laser blast.’

      She tapped the screen and felt a tingle through her arm as the raw power was transferred the sensors in her arm.

      Lorna took a step back from Emily as her friend’s eyes glowed a pale green. It was an unnerving effect.

      ‘I can see!’ exclaimed Emily. ‘Come on, try it. Let’s go.’

      Toby and Lorna chose the same option. The world around them lit up in a pale green light and they could suddenly see into the darkest corner of the chamber ahead. They entered the inner sanctum, and Toby was more than aware that he was tracing his father’s steps. The walls were etched with hieroglyphs. Any items that had been decorating the tomb had been taken away and were currently on display in the museum.

      ‘There’s nobody here,’ whispered Emily. ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’

      ‘Dad could only access the outer chamber. He said there was a solid stone door preventing them from getting further inside.’ Toby led the way, memorized from the display plans in the museum. Now he was glad he’d attended the exhibition. They turned a corner and were confronted by the door to the inner chamber.

      Or what was left of it. The corridor was strewn with rubble. The door had been blown apart - from the inside. No doubt when Worm had escaped. Beyond a faint electrical light flickered on the wall and the floor sloped upwards.

      ‘I’d say this is definitely it,’ Toby whispered. His night-vision faded as his vision adjusted to the electrical light. ‘Let’s be smart about this. No unnecessary risks. We get Pete then get out together. Only then should we decide if we can take Basilisk’s team out.’

      Lorna was impressed with the ease Toby was taking charge, although she wouldn’t admit it. They entered the corridor and cautiously walked up. He judged that they must have been walking along the perimeter of the pyramid as the passage turned a left-hand corner ahead. Toby peeped around.

      The route continued sloping upwards and had a single door against the wall, midway, before it turned yet another left-hand corner, spiralling up the structure. They cautiously passed the door and saw a dingy cell beyond the narrow bars.

      ‘Empty,’ said Toby who had hoped they could have sprung Pete from the cell quickly and easily.

      They reached the next corner. As Toby was about to step out he felt Emily pull him back and push him against the wall, clamping a hand across his mouth.

      ‘Listen,’ she whispered.

      It was strange to have Emily so close. Toby shook the thoughts away. This wasn’t the time to think about girls - especially Emily. He strained to listen. Arguing voices drifted from another room halfway along the passage.

      ‘You killed him!’ said a female voice.

      ‘I thought you were going to shoot him!’ barked an angry male voice.

      Lorna scrolled through the options on her watch looking for a blank icon square. She hoped that she that in the range of digested powers that she had invisibility; that was the ultimate stealth power. No luck.

      ‘Wait here,’ said Toby. ‘I’ll scout ahead.’

      Before they could argue, Toby gingerly tiptoed towards the door and pressed himself flat against the wall. He was annoyed at himself as he couldn’t get the ‘Mission: Impossible’ theme tune from his head, and regretted having watched the movies with Pete a couple of days earlier. He risked a peek around the corner, expecting to witness a debase scene of torture.

      Instead he saw the backs of Viral and Trojan. They had their feet up and were playing games on their phones. Toby swallowed his relieved laugh - it was nice to know that villains were people too. He crept past the opening and checked that they hadn’t heard him, and then he waved for the other to follow him.

      ‘Look out!’ screamed Trojan.

      Lorna froze in the open doorway, convinced she was caught. A quick check revealed that Trojan was referring to the game.

      The trio advanced up the sloping corridor, and judging by the fact each turn was shorter than the last, Toby knew they must be close to the apex.

      So far, so good, he thought. He’d expected things to be much more difficult than they had been. An iron door blocked the passage ahead, and behind, they could hear the low thrum of machinery and muffled voices. Although the words were indistinguishable, both Basilisk and Worm were easily identifiable. Shadows moved under a thin slit under the door.

      Toby studied the heavy door. Without any energy weapons or super-strength there was no way they could charge their way through and he realized that they were effectively trapped at the top of the ancient Mayan pyramid with two dangerous supervillains ahead and another two behind.

      Toby flicked through the superpowers on his smart watch and hoped there was something they could use to save Pete.
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      Basilisk stared at Worm and, not for the first time, pondered how he was going to get rid of the irritating little man once they’d triumphed with the plan. Aside from his brief capture, which, in fact had turned out to be a blessing now they had a Downloader in captivity, the plan had been flawless. The Hero servers were still down, the Primes who ran it were in hiding, and the Hero Foundation was an open target - or would be once he had located it of course.

      But time was beginning to turn against them.

      The virus he had inserted into the system at Goonhilly had been state-of-the-art and caused more damage than he’d thought possible. Basilisk knew it was a matter of time before the Foundation’s non-super technicians restored the Hero website, and felt stressed because it was taking them longer than he’d anticipated to access the Foundation satellites. If they didn’t do that soon then he’d be back to square one. When he had voiced his concerns to Worm, the little man instantly began to fret.

      ‘Perhaps it is time for the Council to step in to help us topple the Foundation?’ he whined.

      ‘No doubt they would destroy the Foundation,’ Basilisk growled, ‘and their website with it. Then what good would it do to hand the power to them?’

      ‘Asking for help is better than failure! Why should we struggle in the final steps when the Council would be all too willing to—’

      Basilisk raised his voice. ‘This is bigger than your petty drive for avenging yourself on Commander Courage! Think of the bigger picture from once! We will have our own superpower website. Besides, the Council have no love for me after I tried to bring them down. They would kill me in the process.’ He caught Worm’s calculating expression. ‘And you for harbouring me for so long. I’m beginning to think that you’re getting cold feet.’

      Worm shook his head. ‘Not at all.’ Although in truth the desire for revenge on the Hero Foundation creator was something that burnt through him. ‘But instead of action we hide away in this prison,’ spat Worm who didn’t have the vocabulary to describe how much he hated the pyramid, jungle and entire country.

      Neither man noticed a subtle movement under the door. It looked as though somebody had pushed a sheet of paper underneath - a paper printed with a picture of Toby.

      But in fact it was Toby himself.

      He was wafer thin, and pulled himself through the narrow gap under the doorway. It was an unusual experience to be so thin, and he found it difficult to grip the stone floor to drag himself into the room.

      Basilisk continued. ‘As I have explained, we leave the boy here and proceed to phase two. Thanks to our infiltration of the satellite station in Britain, I know which satellite the Foundation is using to transmit the powers. We need to get to that satellite so Viral can act.’

      ‘About time! All he’s done is make the place smell with his rank odour. After all the effort we went through to release him you’d think he’d at least have a shower. So what can he do that’ so important?’

      ‘Once you open up the system for him, Viral can insert malware directly into the satellite to pin point the location the Foundation is transmitting from. Then he can knock their security systems offline so we can perform our final assault.’

      ‘At last, a bit of action.’

      ‘Once he has inserted his virus it won’t matter if they bring the hero’s website back online as we’ll control the satellite!’

      ‘Why does everything you do seem complicated?’

      ‘Because nothing in life is easy! Not if it’s worth doing. My plan is foolproof and will see us victorious!’ With you in a box, added Basilisk silently.

      Toby was now through the door and dragged himself behind the central steel column. He stood upright, careful to keep his paper-thin edge towards the villains. For a frightening moment, he thought he caught Worm glancing over, but the villain didn’t seem to notice him.

      ‘And what about the other two? I don’t like them.’

      Basilisk was secretly plotting to use Viral and Trojan to assault Villain website as well, but that was a future plan that didn’t concern Worm. ‘After this is over you can deal with them.’ Basilisk resisted laughing out loud - Trojan and Viral would tear Worm apart.

      Toby looked at the machine’s controls in front of him. He had been expecting to find Pete tied up, and was shocked to see his friend’s face on a monitor. Heart sensors steadily beeped indicating he was alive and Toby somehow knew he must be contained in the column in front of him.

      ‘Very well. I allow you to continue,’ said Worm

      ‘Most generous,’ purred Basilisk who wanted nothing more than to pulverize the little fiend into dust.

      ‘I will charge up the Nematode so we can proceed with the second phase.’

      Toby watched as Worm strode towards the panoramic opening in the top of the pyramid - something that wasn’t visible from the outside, camouflaged by a holographic screen. Worm suddenly dissolved into fine sand-like grains that cascaded down the side of the pyramid, reforming into the villain once they reached the jungle floor.

      Toby grinned, if they waited for the bad guys to go they would have no problem freeing Pete. Basilisk spun around and headed for the door.

      That was when Toby saw the flaw in his plan. He had no time to shout out before Basilisk yanked open the door.

      Lorna and Emily froze when they saw the villain. Basilisk stopped in his tracks too, stunned to see them.

      Then chaos erupted all at once.

      ‘Intruders!’ roared Basilisk.

      Toby took a step forward intending to distract Basilisk, but then noticed a large red button amid the old dials on the control panel. It was such an obvious button to press, and Toby rationalised that it would probably have been a stylish design sixty-odd years ago when the machine had been constructed. With the villain momentarily distracted this was his chance to release Pete.

      He hit the button.

      An alarm squawked out, drowning Basilisk. Yellow warning lights rotated on the cryo-chamber and an icy high-pressure mist shot out of the machine.

      Basilisk’s eyes blazed malevolently. Both Emily and Lorna screamed in agony as they felt their skin tightening across their bodies. The sensation vanished the moment Basilisk broke eye contact to twist around to see the dry ice flood the room behind him.

      ‘Who’s there?’ he yelled in obvious confusion.

      Emily and Lorna turned to retreat but froze when they saw Trojan and Viral running up the corridor behind them. The villains slowed a pace when they saw the intruders were trapped.

      Viral grinned evilly. ‘Lost, little girls?’

      Lorna grabbed Emily and shouted something. Toby saw all of this through the dry ice filling the room. He watched as Emily and Lorna stabbed their wristbands and then vanished in a cloud of smoke that mixed with the vapours in the room.

      Basilisk turned and ran towards the console, still oblivious to Toby’s presence. Toby circled around him and slammed the door closed, pulling a heavy crossbar to prevent Viral and Trojan from entering the room.

      Basilisk spun around and finally noticed Toby who stood like a two-dimensional cartoon character. Behind, the cryo-chamber rose to reveal an unconscious Pete strapped to the chair, covered in a sheen of ice.

      ‘You don’t give up, do you?’ snarled Basilisk when he recognised him.

      Toby was well aware that he was on his own. Emily and Lorna must have teleported away - half of him resented the fact they’d left him in the lurch while the other half appreciated that they had been trapped and that was their only escape route.

      ‘I just came for my friend, Basilisk,’ said Toby, raising his wafer thin hands for a fight even though he looked ridiculous. A passing thought made him wonder if a single punch from the supervillain would tear a hole through him. That would surely kill him.

      ‘Then come and get him, boy.’

      Toby took a step forward and wondered how he could avoid the villain’s gaze. Trojan suddenly appeared in the room with a flourish of her cape; Viral walked out from the folds of the material as it swished around the girl. Trojan wasn’t wearing her mask, and Toby hated himself as he found her quite attractive, until she gave him a cruel smile. He was outnumbered.

      And was probably going to die.

      

      Emily and Lorna reappeared with a sucking noise. They felt dizzy from their quick escape. They were standing on the broad flat top of the pyramid opposite the one they had just fled. Dawn illuminated the jungle. Lorna was momentarily struck by how beautiful the landscape looked.

      Moments before, she and Emily had been examining the options on the wristband and thought they’d identified one that could be useful - when Basilisk had opened the door. When the other villains appeared behind them they had little choice but to select the new power, and to hope.

      Their bodies atomised in a cloud with a sensation that felt like being tickled all over. Although they no longer had any limbs larger than a particle of smoke, they could still see around them. Trapped, they zoomed past Basilisk and circled the chamber like wraiths before spotting the opening outside. They shot through and banked across to the pyramid opposite just as the power wore off.

      Emily pointed back at the pyramid. A solid looking wall was blocking the opening they had escaped from. She stared for a couple of seconds, and then noticed the image glitch like it was a looped video image.

      ‘It’s a fake wall! A hologram or something.’

      ‘We’ve got to go back and get Toby.’

      ‘We can’t fight with just defensive powers.’

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘Give me a second, Lorn. I have an idea.’

      

      Toby grunted in pain. His power abruptly wore off and his entire body re-inflated like an expanding balloon. It felt as if he was being punched all over.

      Trojan watched in surprise. ‘Neat trick.’

      ‘Thanks.’ He gave her what he thought was a charming smile, before remembering the peril he was in.

      ‘Can we just kill him already?’ snarled Viral.

      Basilisk nodded. ‘Yes, he’s of no use to us.’

      Toby took a step back and felt the iron door blocking his path. Viral opened his mouth to say something cocky—

      Then he was blasted off his feet by a fireball that slammed him against the ancient Mayan wall. Trojan and Basilisk spun around to see Emily and Lorna swoop through the archway. Emily landed next to Pete and immediately began unfastening his restraints. Lorna unleashed another fireball between Trojan and Basilisk - forcing them to leap aside.

      ‘Tobe! We are leaving!’ she screamed.

      Toby didn’t have time to ponder where they had found these powers; instead he darted forward and helped Emily free Pete.

      The three downed villains were all trying to rise at the same time. An energy blast erupted from Basilisk’s hands - Lorna darted aside as the beam punched a jagged hole in the ancient brickwork.

      Lorna retaliated with a fireball that hit Basilisk firmly in his chest and rolled him into Viral. She spun around with another fireball aimed at Trojan - but it exploded harmlessly against Trojan’s cape as she threw it up.

      Pete was a dead weight and still unconscious when Emily and Toby pulled him from the chair. His skin was cold to the touch, but they had no time to check him over.

      Lorna dropped to the floor. ‘Dammit! My flying’s out!’

      Toby and Emily dragged Pete across to the opening and Lorna smashed the cuffs from his hands before sending another fireball into the room - this time targeting the cryogenic column. It exploded into chunks forcing everybody to duck.

      ‘We’re trapped again,’ Emily commented with forced calm.

      Toby looked down the steep stepped side of the pyramid. It was a long way down, and a difficult climb. Without a flying power they were stuck.

      ‘What was your plan for getting out?’

      ‘I figured we’d still be able to fly,’ said Lorna.

      An energy blast from Basilisk clipped the wall next to them, stone shards cutting Toby’s face. Trojan and Viral joined him, wiping debris off their costumes.

      ‘Why don’t you jump and make it easier on yourselves,’ snarled Trojan. ‘Because when I’ve finished with you there’s not going to be much of you left.’

      Toby advanced as Basilisk raised his arms to fire again. He hit an icon on the wristband that he’d been dying to try out. There was a bright flash - and then there were suddenly ten Toby’s facing the villains. Each duplicate looked at the other and smiled.

      Basilisk fired at the target that had been the real Toby. The duplicate vanished with a popping noise.

      ‘What is this?’ snarled Basilisk, clearly at a loss as the army of Toby advanced.

      The real Toby had been teleported several metres to the side as the duplicates appeared - it was like the old trick of trying to find a ball under the cup. He still had no attack powers, but hoped Basilisk didn’t know that. And when he spoke, his eight other images spoke too.

      ‘Time for you to run. I have nine times the power right here!’

      Viral kicked out at one image - it popped away like a soap bubble.

      ‘Unlucky,’ grinned Toby.

      ‘If you could attack us,’ said Basilisk slowly. ‘Then you would have done so already. You can’t do it, can you?’

      Damn. The expression on the seven Toby’s betrayed what he was feeling. Then he heard Emily shout out.

      ‘Toby! Let’s go!’ She and Lorna had picked Pete up between them.

      The seven Toby’s turned and sprinted for Emily. Toby could feel Basilisk unleash a blast of energy behind him and the stone slabs on the floor were torn away like a rug. He flailed forwards and landed at Emily’s feet, flat on his face.

      She thumbed her wristband and a spherical shield enveloped the four of them. Basilisk fired again. The blast ricocheted from the shield.

      ‘You won’t leave here alive!’ bellowed Basilisk in fury and his eyes seemed to explode in a fluorescent blue flash.

      Toby screamed as he felt his skin begin to harden, the moisture was being sucked from it. Despite the pain, he had a sudden idea. Like a hamster, he pushed the curved inside of the ball - and the four of them rolled off the edge of the pyramid!

      One holiday, Toby had tried an extreme sport known as zorbing, which involved being strapped inside a giant inflated ball and kicked down a hill. It was an exhilarating experience. And one they were copying now.

      The energy ball bounced recklessly down the stepped pyramid slope, gaining momentum. Everybody inside was jostled around - heads butted and bodies painfully clashed.

      Basilisk dived straight down in pursuit. Unable to fly, both Trojan and Viral stopped at the edge and watched as the energy ball bounced from the bottom step and vaulted into the jungle.

      With little else to do, Toby screamed as they pinballed through the jungle, bouncing from tree to tree in sudden direction changes. At one point they burst into a clearing where Worm was inspecting the fuselage of the Nematode. The diminutive villain barely had time to hit the deck as the energy ball slammed into the side of his machine and rebounded into the thick jungle. Seconds later Basilisk flew through the clearing at breakneck speed, following the sphere in a wide arc.

      Just as Toby thought he was going to be sick, the ball made a final bounce - and didn’t seem to hit the ground again. He became aware they were falling from a great height—

      They had dropped from a cliff edge and plummeted to one of the few rivers on the Yucatan peninsula. Mr Grimm’s briefing rattled through his mind at light speed. Worm had been imprisoned in Yucatan because the whole peninsula was built on limestone. It may have been a soft rock but it was enough to foil his powers. The limestone meant that there were few lakes or rivers on the main peninsula because the rocks acted like a sponge, forming giant cenotes - or sinkholes - that held the water. What few rivers there were, led out to the ocean and were infested with crocodiles.

      Toby remembered all of that as they fell towards the river - just as Emily’s power died and the shield vanished.

      They landed with an enormous splash, and Toby felt himself dragged towards the bottom of the river. He frantically kicked towards the surface and emerged, spluttering, next to Emily. Lorna was not too far away.

      ‘Where’s Pete?’ he shouted, spitting out a mouthful of water.

      Pete suddenly popped to the surface, gulping air and swearing so much that Toby couldn’t help smiling, at least it showed he was alive.

      A gentle current tugged at them.

      ‘Make for the shore!’ Emily shouted.

      Before she could move, Basilisk shot through the trees and hovered over the wide river, spotting the figures immediately. He was so angry that he didn’t even pause to deliver a mocking epitaph and fired his energy bolt straight at them.

      Emily and Toby submerged and saw the blast smash into the water above them creating a torrent of bubbles. The residual force from the energy rippled across the water and struck Lorna. She immediately fell limp.

      Toby kicked towards her and broke the surface just as Basilisk fired again. The bolt landed wide, allowing Toby to support Lorna’s head out of the water. She looked pale, but was coming around. Toby scrambled for her wristband to activate the shield he had used. The pad was missing.

      ‘Where is it?’

      Lorna was too weak to answer. Toby glanced up to see that Basilisk swooping low - and Emily was right in his path.

      Pete had seen this too. The suspended animation had left him feeling groggy and his joints felt like they were still frozen solid, even bathed in the warm river. He snarled in anger and thrust his hand at Basilisk, not really knowing if anything would happen - but remembering back to one of the first times he had ever used his powers.

      A cone of ice shot out from his hand - and smashed into Basilisk with such force he was propelled backwards. Pete released his rage in one long scream - something he had wanted to do since he discovered his parents were splitting up, his home had been destroyed and he’d been kidnapped - and the scream didn’t stop until Basilisk was trapped in a huge ball of ice that plummeted into the water.

      The effort made Pete so weak that he no longer had the strength to keep himself afloat. Seconds later he felt arms around him and he was dragged to the riverbank. Only when he felt the pebbly riverbed beneath him did he risk looking around to see who his saviour was. Emily beamed back at him.

      ‘Good to see you again,’ she said. Then they both glanced up to see the bizarre sight of a mini iceberg drifting past in the tropical jungle river, slowly melting with Basilisk at the core.

      The heroes regrouped on the bank, fighting for breath and grinning from ear to ear. Even in the early morning the humid atmosphere was oppressive, but the refreshing dip had cooled them down.

      Toby helped Lorna sit upright, her arms and legs were numb from where the blast had ricocheted into her. But she assured Toby that the feeling was coming back.

      ‘What just happened?’ asked Pete, rubbing his joints to improve the circulation.

      Toby filled him in on events. Then Lorna and Emily told them how Emily had remembered that the wristbands were controlling the powers stored inside them by suppressing them. By tearing off Lorna’s wristband she had allowed the wild powers inside her to manifest - a risk since they had no idea if he could use her own powers, and losing the wristband would leave her defenceless.

      For his part, Pete had told them about the night with Basilisk, his parents and the attack on his house. The others listened in guilty silence and gushed apologies once he had finished. Pete didn’t respond, how could he since he blamed them too? He wondered if it was an after effect of being frozen alive, but something had snapped inside him. He now knew the only person he could rely on was himself. He wasn’t part of the team anymore. He’d be better off alone and would demand his own access to Hero website.

      But he kept these thoughts quiet. He’d talk to the others once this whole mess had been resolved.

      Toby knew they still had to face Worm and the others, but there was some good news. ‘At least we got rid of that stone-faced super goon, right?’

      ‘Wrong!’

      They spun around to see Basilisk rising from the water, sodden and dishevelled. Lumps of ice clung to his cape and he tore his hood down, revealing a rapidly decaying face that might have been recognizable if his regeneration powers had been working. He raised a hand and shot an energy bolt at Pete—

      Pete found himself pitched sideways as Emily crashed into him - taking the brunt of the blast.

      ‘Em!’ screamed Lorna - but froze as Basilisk raised his hand towards her.

      ‘Stop!’ he commanded. ‘Or you’ll die like your friend!’

      Pete gritted his teeth and shot out his hand—

      Nothing happened. He stared at his fingers dumbstruck. He tried again and this time Basilisk burst into laughter.

      ‘Your powers are nothing more than random residuals of the mighty Hero website! Without the website they are withering, and yours have faded to nothing.’

      Pete stood to face Basilisk as he approached. He tried another power - nothing.

      ‘Come on boy. Take your best shot.’

      Basilisk opened his arms to provide the largest possible target. ‘Strike me down!’

      Instead Pete delivered a kick to Basilisk’s groin that would have toppled an elephant. Basilisk didn’t flinch.

      ‘You’re useless. All of you. The Foundation’s little foot soldiers have achieved nothing. How the mighty have fallen.’

      He roughly pushed Pete to the ground.

      ‘In fact I have no need to kill you. Why bother? I will let the jungle take you.’

      Toby had been fingering his wristband. He knew the powers on it were defensive or stealth ones - but after a glance at Emily’s prone body, there was no way he could let Basilisk walk away. He stabbed one button and felt the power transfer.

      ‘We’re going to bring you down, Basilisk,’ he shouted.

      Basilisk gave him a questioning look and opened his mouth to speak just as Toby extended his arms and wondered exactly what he’d selected—

      His arms continued to extend like elastic and his fists struck Basilisk across the jaw. The villain stumbled backwards, not from the blow, but out of surprise. Toby’s arm snapped back to normal and he tried a kick.

      Basilisk’s eyes glowed blue as Toby’s leg shot out several metres and booted Basilisk forcefully into the river. Pete and Lorna joined in the attack by hurling rocks at Basilisk. A few drew blood as they struck his head and the water around him turned red.

      ‘Enough!’ screamed Basilisk. ‘Time for you to join your friend!’

      He stood, using one stone-like arm to shield his bleeding forehead and raised the other to fire—

      There was a sudden explosion of water around Basilisk. Toby thought one of the others had unleashed a power against him. But then he saw a darker shape in the water - a huge crocodile sprang from the river, jaws open as it sensed the blood. The splashing water obscured the gore - but they all saw the jaws clamp across Basilisk’s chest and he was dragged back down in a fountain of red water.

      Lorna screamed in horror. Pete took the chance to run across to Emily’s body and knelt with her.

      ‘Lorn, we’re getting out of here!’ shouted Toby as he grabbed her arm, tearing her way from the river.

      Basilisk was putting up a fight. He raised a stone arm and deflected the crocodile’s powerful bite. With his other hand he unleashed an energy bolt that heaved the beast from the river and threw it back into the water with a mighty splash. Basilisk roared with primeval victory.

      But he didn’t see the three other prehistoric hunters charge in behind him. One clamped around his arm like a rabid dog, while the other bit his body.

      Lorna and Toby joined their friends.

      ‘Hold on to me!’ he instructed and selected the teleport option from the wristband.

      The last thing he saw was Basilisk being dragged into the churning water by ravenous crocodiles - an energy blast rip one of the animals apart in a shower of blood.

      Then the heroes teleported out of Mexico.
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      The hard bucket seat was probably the most uncomfortable thing Toby had ever sat on, but he still found himself nodding off to sleep. His head slipped from his arm that propped him up, jolting him back awake. He looked around the drab waiting room and saw that Lorna had finally cried herself to sleep. Pete lay across several seats with his back to them all, but Toby was sure he’d heard sobbing from him.

      The auto-teleport device was pre-programmed to bring them to a small, empty office in the middle of an industrial estate. A plump woman watched them appear in mid-air, and she smiled pleasantly as though this kind of thing happened all the time. Which, for her, it probably did.

      It turned out to be a Hero Foundation safe house, disguised as a plumbing supply distribution office. She immediately checked Emily for a pulse, and assured everybody that she was still alive. Barely. Then the woman called for an ambulance. Toby was surprised when a few minutes later an air ambulance appeared and ferried them to a private Foundation hospital, one of many located in almost every country around the world.

      Emily had been taken straight off on a trolley while Mr Grimm greeted the others and took them to a private office where he debriefed them. They all found it difficult to answer Mr Grimm’s barrage of questions. The man didn’t express even a modicum of emotion when they described Emily being struck down. If anything he was annoyed that they had left without stopping Basilisk.

      Fighting fatigue, Toby snapped back. It was clear they didn’t have the experience or even the range of powers to fight four seasoned supervillains, one of whom was so dangerous that he’d been in Diablo island’s maximum security wing. It was time the Primes came out of hiding to help.

      That won’t happen. Even Chameleon has vanished,’ Mr Grimm replied.

      Toby gasped in surprise. ‘What happened?’

      Mr Grimm shrugged. ‘He risked his life and it seems he paid the price. As I feared, the balance has been broken. Anarchy is slowly breaking out on a global scale.’

      Silence filled the room. Toby felt sick. Chameleon had been his mentor and the only Prime, aside from Mr Grimm, who had spared any time to talk with them. He glanced at Lorna and Pete, they looked crestfallen. Mr Grimm turned on a television set in the corner of the room. It played a muted news channel, but the images said it all. Reporters stood in front of burning buildings and streets, trashed from a terrible fight. Mr Grimm took a sip of water, then steepled his fingers as he continued.

      ‘In the last twenty-four hours virtually every city around the world has experienced a super-crime attack. They’re mostly high profile robberies and kidnappings. Every attack has the Council of Evil’s signature. Global military forces are on high alert and, of course, the public are being kept in the dark as much as possible. It’s all being blamed on gang warfare and terrorists.’ A frown creased his smooth brow. ‘Which was difficult when the Statue of Liberty was destroyed and the President of the United States kidnapped by the Hunter.’

      Toby rubbed his eyes as he saw the image on TV: the iconic Lady Liberty was lying in fragments. What could they possibly do to strike back without stable superpowers?

      ‘A small detachment of Enforcers has been deployed to try and round up Basilisk’s gang. Hopefully you have weakened them enough. But if they fail then it falls back to you to stop them.’

      Toby shook his head. ‘So you keep saying. But there’s nothing we can do!’

      ‘You’re a team. We each have our part to play. That was the understanding when you signed up to use our website. That formed a contract of trust, honesty and loyalty.’

      ‘Ha! Right!’ snapped Pete. ‘I’m afraid you have the wrong group for that. They’re qualities we don’t have.’ Pete shot Mr Grimm a dirty look that he usually reserved for the backs of bullies and once again Toby wondered how much his parents’ split was affecting his friend. ‘We’re a terrible team. We’re just a bunch of kids who don’t know what we’re doing! I even wonder if you lot know what you’re doing - you put Toby in charge! What about me? I read all the comic books, I know we’re supposed to coordinate our attacks and work together. Instead we’re just running around improvising every time there’s a problem! You keep yapping on about a balance when the truth is more like every man for himself. Otherwise you’d be risking your own life instead of ours.’

      Grimm’s mobile rang, breaking the atmosphere. He quickly answered and He didn’t say a word before hanging up.

      ‘Emily is conscious. The doctors here are skilled in assisting hyper-energy related wounds and have begun a regeneration process for her. She’ll be as good as new in a few hours. You should take this time to rest.’

      ‘Can we go home?’ asked Toby eagerly. Out the corner of his eye he saw Pete go rigid.

      ‘No.’ He saw their expressions, and held up a slim hand in reassurance. ‘Your families are perfectly safe. But you still have a mission to finish if the Enforcers fail.’

      An orderly led them to the waiting room where they were given some food in sterile plastic trays. Lorna didn’t like it, it tasted as it the flavour had been sucked from every molecule. She had retrieved her mobile phone from Pete, and despite the freezing and dunking it had received, it had dried out and worked perfectly, even if the screen was now cracked. She was delighted to see that she had several answer phone messages.

      Lorna left the room to make a call and answered Toby’s questioning glance with: ‘Don’t worry; I’m not calling mum and dad.’

      ‘So who are you calling?’

      ‘A friend,’ she mumbled and quickly exited.

      ‘Boyfriend,’ stated Pete bluntly.

      Toby didn’t feel like talking to Pete after his outburst. He stared at the ceiling and prayed that the Enforcers could capture or kill Worm and the others. If not, he and his friends were supposed to save the world from complete anarchy.

      Toby couldn’t shake the feeling that the world was doomed.

      

      Trojan and Viral swapped uneasy glances as they were rocked in their red-velvet seats aboard the Nematode. Worm was at the controls and they could see nothing but black earth pass the bug-eyed windows and the occasional clang of rocks striking the bronze hull. They glanced back at Basilisk who was strapped flat on the floor, like a piece of cargo.

      ‘They’re not following,’ declared Worm with some relief.

      Less than an hour earlier Trojan and Viral had escaped from the burning control room by climbing down the side of the pyramid. They had rejoined Worm in the clearing and watched as an angry orange fireball ripped the top of the pyramid off.

      ‘There goes our HQ,’ said Trojan wistfully. ‘I kind of liked it.’

      ‘Good riddance to my prison,’ snapped Worm, who hated the place and had only used the facility after Basilisk had convinced him that they required a central base of operations.

      With her powers recharged, Trojan had volunteered to search for Basilisk in the jungle. Quantum shifting on her own meant she could make more trips than if she had to take others. After thirty minutes of fruitless searching she had stepped out a riverbank and discovered Basilisk washed up surrounded by several dead crocodiles. She carefully approached, aware that there were more of the reptiles lurking in the water.

      Basilisk stirred, although he was covered in scars and had lost a lot of blood. Sensing new prey, one crocodile leapt from the water and sprinted across the shore at a startling speed. Trojan had thrown her cape across Basilisk and the last thing she saw was a set of powerful jaws and the gullet of the beast - before they reappeared next to the Nematode.

      At that moment automatic gunfire tore a line across the clearing in between Viral and Trojan. Two black UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters circled around with Enforcers hanging from the doorways.

      ‘Those blasted kids must have lead them right to us!’ shouted Worm as he raced towards the Nematode. Viral was several paces behind him as more gunshots peppered the tunnelling machine.

      ‘You bring the Big Guy in!’ he called to Trojan.

      She was about to respond but was then forced to throw her cape up as a solid shield as bullets rained down around her.

      ‘I can’t!’ she screamed. ‘You’ll have to help me.’

      Viral hesitated. His own skin was too valuable to risk on saving Basilisk, but then the villain had masterminded his escape. And his plan for toppling the Hero Foundation was brilliant. Viral was many bad things, but he was loyal. Plus he was attracted to Trojan even though he knew that he didn’t stand a chance. What did he expect with a name like Viral? He was already thinking about re-branding himself once this was over.

      He sprinted back to Trojan. ‘Grab his arm.’

      They grunted with effort, Basilisk was much heavier than he looked, and both villains had average strength. The Blackhawks hovered at opposite ends of the clearing as Worm powered up the Nematode.

      ‘Hurry!’ he called.

      Viral saw muzzle flashes from the Enforcers and heard the gunfire over the sound of the thunderous helicopter rotors. Trojan threw her cape in front of them both to act as a shield.

      ‘They’ve pinned us down,’ she warned. ‘And my shield won’t last forever.’

      Viral nodded - then jumped from behind the protective cape. In the two seconds he had spare, he noticed that the Enforcers were all wearing bright yellow biohazard suits that protected them from his powers, but made them colourful targets.

      Viral flicked his hands and a mist shot out, splattering across one of the Blackhawks. For a moment nothing happened, and he could see the Enforcers readying themselves for another strafing run. Then an orange patch appeared on the helicopter’s hull and quickly spread across the machine in every direction. The crew inside looked around as the metal exterior started to dissolve in a rusty hue.

      In seconds the aircraft’s entire fuselage crumbled to rust - including most of the engine and rotors. The men inside found themselves sitting on seats that were no longer attached to anything - and fell into the jungle in a fine particle cloud of oxidised metals.

      Viral turned to the other helicopter - but it sharply banked out of sight. With a grin he helped lug Basilisk into the Nematode. As soon as Trojan sealed the door, Worm accelerated and the machine burrowed beneath the earth.

      

      Emily was sitting up in the hospital bed, cramming another chocolate into her mouth. The others sat around her. On Pete’s suggestion, they had all chipped in what few little money they had on them, and bought Emily the get-well chocolates. Not that she needed them. Her cuts and bruises had vanished and she declared herself ready to leap back into action, until Pete whispered that she should play out her injuries a little longer as they were all tired and couldn’t face another jaunt outside.

      Toby looked around the well-appointed ward with curiosity. Most of the curtains were drawn around the beds, so he had no idea who occupied them but the ward was full. The nurses all wore pristine white uniforms with the Hero Foundation logo embroidered on them, and they busied themselves from bed to bed.

      ‘What did they do to you?’ asked Pete with curiosity.

      Emily shrugged. ‘Dunno. When I woke up I had a drip in me, like that one.’

      She pointed across to another bed which had a drip suspended from a stand feeding the patient just beyond the curtains. The fluid inside was dirty green and Pete swore it was glowing slightly.

      ‘Must be a regeneration power,’ he mused.

      ‘Whatever it is, it fixed me up. Healed my wounds the doctors said. Apparently if you hadn’t got me here so fast then I would have been a goner.’

      Peter mumbled, getting tongue-tied. ‘Yeah. For a minute there I was, uh, worried... you know... that...’

      Emily beamed at him and he turned away as red as a beetroot. This was the first time any of them had been this close to death.

      ‘I think we should stop doing all of this,’ said Lorna resolutely avoiding Toby’s glower. ‘It’s not right that we should be risking our lives. Like Pete said, we’re terrible.’

      ‘I said we were a terrible team,’ snapped Pete. ‘Doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy having the powers. Better than sitting at home staring at the wall and listening to constant—’

      He shut up before he said arguing.

      ‘It’s not worth dying for,’ said Lorna firmly.

      Toby stood up, he was angry at his sister’s defeatist attitude. ‘Then what is? We’ve been told we’re it. Without us out trying to stop these villains destroying the Foundation, the world as we know it will be overrun!’

      Lorna shook her head. ‘I don’t believe that.’

      ‘You’ve seen the news! How can you ignore what’s going on?’

      ‘I don’t believe that we’re the only ones who can stop this. I mean, who are we? We’re just a bunch of—’

      ‘Kids?’ said Toby. Lorna nodded. ‘I don’t care what Pete said.’ He stabbed a finger at Pete. ‘He’s wrong! We’ve been selected to have an opportunity, a duty, with these powers. And I for one, think we should be out there helping as best as we can.’

      Lorna opened her mouth to argue, but stopped when she felt Emily’s hand on hers.

      ‘I have to agree, Lorn. Like Pete said, we enjoy doing it. Otherwise why bother, right? And we’re just getting the hang of all this, so we’re not going to be the best team there is. Not yet. But if we keep working together,’ she glanced at Toby, ‘and have strong leadership, then I know we’ll be fine. Lorn, you said that you’d like to be famous with all of these powers. How much more famous do you think you’ll be as the girl who saved the world?’

      Despite their frustration, Toby and Pete couldn’t help but smile. Trust Emily to touch Lorna’s vanity button.

      ‘Em’s right, said Pete. ‘Look at it this way, none of us died. In fact, Emily doesn’t have a scratch on her!’

      Toby grinned, glad to see the old Pete back. ‘Exactly. No matter what, we’re in this together, as a team.’

      ‘For now,’ said Pete firmly.

      The smile slid of Toby’s face. He’d been wrong. There was an unmistakable coolness to Pete’s attitude. He noticed that Emily had spotted it too but remained silent.

      Lorna looked between the three of them and reluctantly nodded. ‘OK. Count me in before we all start fighting again.’

      Toby was relieved the argument had been snuffed. ‘Don’t forget Lorn, at the end of the day, we’re superheroes. We’re special.’

      ‘Touching,’ said Mr Grimm from the end of the bed. Everybody jumped in surprise, they hadn’t seen or heard him approach. ‘But it seems Miss Harper is fit and well for active duty, is she not?’

      Emily felt so good she couldn’t stop herself from grinning as she threw a mock salute.

      The humour bypassed Grimm. ‘Excellent. Then you’re ready for more bad news. The Enforcers have failed. It’s now all up to you.’

      

      Basilisk knew that he was dying, but he could prevent that. What really annoyed him most was the lousy timing of it. Aside from the brief hiccups, the scheme had gone according to plan, and the downfall of Hero Foundation was within reach.

      Before the meddlesome Downloaders had rescued their friend, Basilisk and Worm had been assessing the trouble across the globe. The organised attacks were a clear sign that the Council of Evil was taking advantage of the collapse of the hero’s website to maximise the chaos.

      And for Basilisk, that was all for the best.

      Once they had seized control of the Hero Foundation he would get Viral and Trojan to dispose of Worm. Then he could reinstate their website under his own control, although he’d have to think of a suitable name change, and use it to recruit cannon fodder to strike at the Council of Evil.

      If he lived that long.

      Since his encounter with the schoolboy Jake Hunter, almost a month earlier, Basilisk had been feeling increasingly weaker. His normal regeneration skills would have patched him up in twenty-four hours after Worm had taken him off his crumbling island. However he had been suffering for far too long now and suspected that it was time for him to regenerate again. Basilisk healed, at a genetic level, by stealing DNA from a victim to rebuild his own. He had done this to Jake Hunter, but now Basilisk knew he needed to do it again. He couldn’t take it from another Prime, such as Trojan, as that would cause severe reactions with his own superpowers.

      When he came around aboard the Nematode he found the others looking at him with concern. Not for his well-being of course, but because without the plan Basilisk carried in his head, they didn’t know what to do next. Plus, Trojan had started wondering aloud if they’d all be in trouble with the Council of Evil for aiding and abetting a known fugitive. That left them in a difficult position.

      Basilisk’s breathing was laborious, and through cracked lips he insisted they return to the pyramid to retrieve something they had stored there.

      

      Trojan entered the ruins while Viral kept a look out. It didn’t take her long to find what Basilisk wanted. It was a small refrigeration unit that had been severely dented in the explosion, but its contents were still cold and intact.

      She returned to the Nematode and Basilisk eagerly tore open the box and pulled out the frosted sterile containment flask from inside. The flask opened with a pressurized hiss. Held inside was the small, perfectly preserved sample they had taken from Pete to study.

      The others watched as Basilisk held it in the palm of his hand. His own skin started to rapidly grow around the sample, absorbing it into his body. It was as though he was a genetic vampire, feeding off the flesh of others.

      Basilisk’s whole body convulsed as he processed the new DNA. For a second Trojan thought that he was having a seizure. She reached out a hand to help, but then stopped - Basilisk’s face was rippling like water, scars and wrinkles flattening out and shifting as they took on a new identity.

      Bones crunched as they fortified themselves, and muscles rippled as he fed on the genetic characteristics of the tiny sample he had just absorbed. He felt stronger, rejuvenated. After a minute the convulsions stopped, and silence filled the Nematode.

      ‘Man, you OK?’ asked Viral who had been watching with professional interest.

      Basilisk climbed out of the plush chair. His fingers crunched as he formed a fist.

      ‘I feel great!’ he exclaimed. ‘Now I feel I can take on the world!’

      The others stared at him in surprise. Basilisk’s azure eyes shone with youth and vigour while his face had taken on a new shape. It was still older and scared from centuries of genetic tampering, but there was an unmistakeable familiarity about him.

      Viral frowned. ‘You know what, you look a bit like that geek now. You know, the prisoner we had with the glasses.’

      

      Toby rubbed his tired eyes. The video onscreen looped for the third time. The footage was from surveillance cameras in Diablo Island Penitentiary, and what they showed were the beginnings of a nightmare.

      The prison had been badly damaged by the two previous escapes and there was no way it could resist a third assault. A gang of supervillains had teamed together to free their comrades held inside. Enforcers were stretched to breaking point as they struggled to resist. The enemy forces were slowly swelling with each prisoner they freed.

      Mr Grimm hadn’t looked away from the screen. ‘The damage is incalculable. Decades of evil tyranny unleashed on the world again.’

      ‘Shouldn’t we be doing something about this?’ said Pete.

      ‘We can’t. If you try to deal with the escape at Diablo, that will leave the Foundation wide open. It’s imperative that you protect the headquarters. You must travel to Mongolia immediately.’

      ‘Mongolia?’ exclaimed Pete. ‘What’s there? Apart from... er...’

      ‘That’s where the Foundation has re-located. Basilisk may try and paralyse our satellites first, but—’

      ‘You have your own satellite?’ Pete blurted out.

      ‘We have many things you don’t know about. If he uses Worm and Viral to take the satellite then it won’t make any difference if we bring the website online, as we will be unable to use it. The Foundation will be still be defenceless.’

      ‘How is Basilisk going to be able to reach a satellite? He doesn’t have a spacecraft... does he?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Not as far as we know. But he’s resourceful. I have no doubt he has already thought of a way to get his team into orbit and infect the satellite. That is why you should go straight to the Foundation.’

      The room fell silent. Mr Grimm glanced at his watch as though he needed to be elsewhere. Lorna toyed with a small globe on Grimm’s desk and rotated it around so she could see Mongolia perched above China. Then an unlikely connection raced through her mind, a casual comment she’d heard recently.

      ‘Yaks!’

      Toby frowned. ‘What?’

      ‘Yaks... that’s what Mongolia has!’

      ‘Big deal.’

      She looked at Mr Grimm with wide eyes. ‘We have to hurry. We’re not going to Mongolia! I think I know how Basilisk is going to bring down the satellite!’
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      The second phase was the one part of the plan that was out of Basilisk’s control and relied on fate alone. It was also the one part of the plan that Worm didn’t want to have anything to do with. Basilisk briefly thought it was an ideal opportunity to get rid of him, but remembered that he would need Worm’s skills later.

      The Nematode discreetly emerged from the ground a few miles from their target, and the four villains crouched low in the rocky terrain so they could get a clear view of the technological marvel in front of them. The Space Shuttle sat on its pad, vapours streaming from the multiple couplings as it readied for launch. But this was no ordinary Space Shuttle.

      The growing interest in space tourism meant that private investors, rather than build their own from scratch, had bought Russia’s scrapped Buran Space Shuttle. Originally developed in the 1970s as a direct rival to the American Shuttle, the Buran looked similar. It was marginally larger, as it sat on a powerful Energia rocket. Only its four enormous boosters and tall fuel tank set it visibly apart from NASA’s now retired vehicle.

      The entire rocket sat on the launch pad in Baikonur, Kazakhstan, adorned with sponsorship logos. It housed four astronauts, or cosmonauts as the Russian’s preferred, and two billionaires who had spent millions for their four day holiday aboard the International Space Station. The launch had been already been delayed because a herd of yaks had invaded the fertile launch area.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ said Viral in a low voice. He looked paler than ever, if that was physically possible.

      Basilisk shot him a look. ‘Surely you’re not frightened?’

      ‘Of course not,’ Viral lied and smiled weakly at Trojan. He had to try to impress the girl. ‘I just thought there could be another way we could do this.’

      ‘The satellite needs to be under our control and your powers only work in a fifty metre radius. Even if we could get past the firewalls, there’s no way you could transmit your virus to the satellite. But if you’re close enough, Worm can get you directly into the system.’

      ‘Surely I can do that from the ground?’ asked Worm. He was making no pretence of bravado. He was terrified.

      ‘Impossible. The satellite has an internal network that, for safety reasons, is not accessible by computer from the ground. The only way Foundation technicians can get to it is to fly up there and access it wirelessly. Trojan will get us onboard the shuttle. Once we’re close, you will bypass the satellite’s electronic systems and open it up for Viral to infect. And I need to be there to make sure you don’t mess everything up! So yes, we all need to be there.’

      ‘Happy little team,’ quipped Trojan. She was excited at the journey ahead. It sure beat breaking into museums and dusty bank vaults.

      A siren whooped across the complex followed by a countdown in both Russian and English. ‘T-Minus sixty seconds.’

      ‘This is it, Trojan. Get us inside - we’re about to perform one of the most daring hijacks in history.’

      

      Inside the cockpit of the Shuttle, the three-crew members were strapped to their seats flat on their backs, facing the clear blue sky above them. American Commander John Mather, Russian pilot Irenus Markov and British Flight Engineer Rebecca Syms went through the final checks before launch. Their Mission specialists and two tourists sat in the payload bay section of the shuttle during take-off.

      ‘T-Minus forty seconds,’ said the voice of Mission Control over their headsets.

      ‘All systems go,’ reported Commander Mather, unaware of the new additions that had quantum tunnelled into their payload.

      Trojan had misjudged their position - and the four villains fell several metres to land on the rear-wall, which at the moment was the floor due to the craft’s vertical position. The payload bay was filled with supplies for the International Space Station, and partitioned so that a passenger cabin at the front could accommodate tourists. Worm sprained his ankle when he landed and howled in pain. Viral fell next to him. Only Trojan reached out and attached herself to the wall, demonstrating another of her powers, the ability to cling to sheer surfaces like a lizard.

      ‘Wait here and prepare for launch by lying flat,’ Basilisk commanded Viral and Worm. He pointed to a computer terminal recessed in the wall next to them. ‘Worm connect Viral into the system. Override Mission Control’s remote access to the ship.’

      Basilisk then flew up to the bulkhead door and smashed the pressure hatch open with a single punch. Trojan quickly climbed after him.

      The Mission Specialist looked around in alarm as Basilisk entered. She barked something in Russian. One of the two tourists pulled out his camera and took a picture, the flash creating spots in front of Basilisk’s eyes.

      ‘Trojan, deal with them!’

      Basilisk powered through the cockpit door, yanking it off its hinges. The door dropped it back down the entire length of the ship where is smashed between Worm and Viral.

      The tight harnesses prevented the crew from turning fully around as Basilisk levitated into the cockpit to the collective gasps of amazement.

      ‘T-minus thirty seconds,’ said the oblivious Mission Control. ‘Countdown handed to Buran. God speed, guys.’

      Commander Mather reacted instantly. ‘Abort! Abort! Mission Control—’

      ‘Tough luck, Commander. Mission Control is out of the loop. You’re taking us straight up.’

      Flight Engineer Rebecca Syms thumped the quick-release on her harness and lunged for Basilisk. She slugged him across the face, and Basilisk, caught unaware, stumbled into a control bank. The Pilot and Commander both moved to free themselves - but Basilisk snapped out with lightning speed and grabbed the woman around the throat.

      ‘No! You move and she dies! I suggest you cooperate and we all get ready for launch.

      ‘T-minus twenty seconds.’

      

      It was pure luck whose glitching powers enabled them to fly, and luck was Toby and Pete. Once again Grimm reminded them that the powers could wear off or take on unwanted side effects at any moment, but they had insisted that they follow Lorna’s hunch and head to Kazakhstan rather than Mongolia.

      Mr Grimm had cancelled the stabilizing effect of the wristband and after giving new ones to Lorna and Pete, had given them the last vial of artificial teleportation powers so they could jump to launch site. The Foundation had been frantically trying to get through to the Kazakhstan mission control, unaware that Viral had infected and blocked all outside communications the moment the villains had arrived.

      Now Toby and Pete were flying straight for the mighty Buran Shuttle poised for launch on the pad.

      ‘Wow! It’s just like the real one!’ said Pete in awe.

      ‘It is a real one!’

      ‘You know what I mean! Look! Basilisk!’ shouted Pete as they neared. Sure enough, through the cockpit windows they could see Basilisk and Trojan lying flat against the bulkhead, in anticipation for launch.

      ‘T-Minus sixteen,’ echoed the voice over the PA system. A water tower adjacent to the pad unleashed over a million litres of water, which would absorb the sound of the boosters igniting.

      Both heroes landed on the nose of the shuttle - using one of their stealth powers left over from Mexico, the ability to stick to climb walls. It was the same power Toby had experienced the first time they’d logged onto the website. They peered through the window at the sea of stunned faces. The crew couldn’t believe that two children had climbed up the Shuttle seconds before launch - and Basilisk was brimming with fury.

      ‘I just hope Lorna and Emily can stop the countdown in time!’ shouted Toby. ‘Or this will get very complicated!’

      

      Lorna, Emily and Mr Grimm had teleported directly into Mission Control. The technicians had panicked - and armed security raced into the room.

      ‘Stop the launch!’ Lorna bellowed.

      The guards raised their guns and Emily pointed a hand at them - and hoped her erratic powers wouldn’t harm the guards too much. Instead the metal guns jerked from their grip and flew towards her - as did many other metal items not bolted down. Emily was struck to the floor by a cascade of flying metal objects that buried her.

      ‘Listen to the girl,’ said Mr Grimm in his ever-calm tones. ‘There are hijackers aboard the Shuttle.’

      The Mission Controller stared at him. He’d worked many years for NASA before talking on this private, and better paid, job. He’d seen many weird things in his time - although people teleporting into his Command Centre was certainly high on the list. But his professional sense overruled any alarm he felt.

      A technician called out. ‘We’ve lost contact with the Orbiter. Looks like we have a computer virus overriding the system!’

      ‘You’ve got to do something!’ said Lorna desperately.

      ‘T-minus sixteen.’

      A technician looked up. ‘The noise suppression system is activated!’

      The Mission Controller shook his head as the automated countdown continued.

      ‘She’s going to launch - and there’s not a darn thing we can do about it!’

      

      Basilisk’s eyes shone bright - but both heroes ducked away from the cockpit windows before the petrification could affect them.

      ‘Get out there and stop them!’ he shouted at Trojan.

      She reacted in surprise. ‘Me?’

      ‘I can’t have them ruining the plan! We’ve come too far!’

      

      ‘I don’t think it’s stopping,’ said Pete with a tremor of apprehension as the entire spacecraft rumbled with pent up power.

      ‘T-minus ten—’ the voice was drowned out as hydrogen igniters activated in each of the powerful engines.

      ‘I don’t think we thought this through properly,’ exclaimed Pete. ‘How are we going to stop it?’

      ‘I don’t know!’

      ‘You’re supposed to be our fearless leader!’ yelled Pete.

      ‘You can’t stop us, boys,’ said Trojan as she appeared from thin air. She scuttled across the nose cone like a gecko.

      Pete snarled, still bitter from the experience of being imprisoned with her. He lashed out and was happy to see an energy blast shoot over her head - exploding against the steel gantry supporting the Shuttle.

      Everybody’s next move was cut short as the countdown reached six seconds and the main engines started. Stuck on the nose cone of the shuttle it sounded like the Big Bang, and they could feel their guts vibrate in a nauseating fashion.

      ‘What do we do?’ screamed Toby. But he couldn’t hear his own words. He also didn’t see Trojan throw her plasma disc at him. It slammed into Toby’s chest with such force he rolled off the nose cone—

      And was only saved from falling as his hand attached him like a limpet to the side of the shuttle. He had trouble breathing and wondered if he’d broken a rib.

      Then his whole world blew apart.

      Water from the sound suppression system had hit the flames from the main engines and sent colossal clouds of white steam around the base of the vehicle. Toby felt a wave of heat roll across his body. Then the launch pad swung away and the Shuttle punched forwards into the sky.

      Inside Basilisk, Worm and Viral were thrown flat against the bulkheads and they felt a great weight on their chests as the G-force increased. Basilisk possessed a greater strength than most humans, so the acceleration was not so bad for him.

      In the Command Centre, Lorna and Emily watched the launch with a sinking feeling. The numerous video cameras around the launch site clearly showed Trojan and Pete crushed flat against the nose cone and Toby dangling from the side.

      Pete was right over the nose cone as it cleared the tower. He unconsciously mustered super-strength from his random powers and the pain he felt from the G-force immediately subsided and he was now able to look up.

      Trojan was not too far away, and it was only her adhesion power that prevented her from falling off. She mustered her strength and laboriously crawled towards Pete.

      Toby felt like his arms were popping from their sockets and glanced down to see the ground spiralling around as the Shuttle rolled onto its back so that the giant rocket carrying them up was now above his head. He secured his hands and feet. Like Pete, some inner reserve of power welled up and took the G-force pressure away, allowing him to scuttle back up the Shuttle in time to see—

      Trojan’s plasma disc smashed into Pete’s face, almost dislodging his glasses. Pete rolled, uncontrolled, off the nose cone - and managed to stick to the flat black underbelly of the shuttle - falling in the gap between the Energia rocket and the Shuttle. He glanced down and realized if he’d slipped down the full length down the powerful rocket thrusters that were carrying them to the heavens would have vaporized him - and he was certain none of his superpowers would have saved him from that.

      Toby unleashed a lightning bolt from his fingertips that bounced from the Shuttle’s heat tiles. Trojan threw herself aside - only just avoiding it.

      The Shuttle rolled again - and both she and Toby flailed for balance as they saw the ground move as the shuttled yawed. Neither knew it, but they had just breached the sound barrier - the sonic boom rolled across Mission Control. Only their superhuman powers kept them attached to the side of the shuttle. The intense rush of wind made it impossible to talk, so Toby settled for another lightning blast - just as Trojan threw a plasma disc. The two projectiles impacted in the air with a loud bang as they cancelled one another out. He blinked because of the flash - and Trojan was gone. He assumed she must have been knocked off.

      Toby frantically tried to think how they could bring the Shuttle down without injuring the crew inside. It seemed like an impossible task. He didn’t notice that Trojan had scuttled to the side of the fuselage so she could approach him unseen. She threw a punch.

      Toby felt his jaw click and stars flashed before his eyes. He skidded down the side of the shuttle - and was alarmed to discover he had no grip left—

      His adhesive ability had abandoned him!

      Trojan didn’t think she had hit the boy that hard - but Toby slipped from the side of the Shuttle and fell.

      He caught the lip of the Shuttle’s delta wing. His enhanced strength was the only thing preventing him plunging to a fiery death amongst the boosters. He was briefly aware that the sky was becoming darker overhead and a rich blue beneath him. He knew they must be seconds away from both suffocation and being fried in the atmosphere.

      Trojan dashed over to him and pulled one of Toby’s hands free. Her grip was excruciating - but the pain was forgotten as he looked past her. She frowned and followed his gaze. Pete was crouched, inverted, on the booster rocket above them.

      He grinned wickedly and said the wittiest comment of his life - which was lost to the wind and roaring engines - before hurling an ice ball at Trojan. It hit her cape and bounced off - but it was strong enough for her to lose her balance. She dropped and found herself hanging from the opposite side of the delta wing from Toby.

      Toby felt his grip weakening, but knew if he could just hold on, his friend would come to his rescue. Then the entire Shuttle vibrated and a series of explosions sounded.

      The rocket booster had been jettisoned.

      With Pete still clinging to it.

      Toby watched as Pete’s face grew smaller as the booster peeled away, poised against the curving planet, falling back to earth.

      His attention was torn back to the shuttle’s nose as air friction caused it to glow. Then flames erupted across it - and seconds later - across the wing edge he was clinging to. He felt a stab of pain as the flames flickered across his hands. He wondered why the power that was keeping him alive at such high, oxygen-depleted altitudes, was not insulating him from the heat. The pain was so much that he was forced to let go.

      Toby fell.

      He watched as Trojan slipped from the wing too - and vanished beneath the folds of her cape, which disappeared into nothingness.

      The roar of the wind deafened him, and his back took the brunt of the air pressure. He saw the Shuttle was now a flaming dart accelerating away, powered by its three Orbital Manoeuvring System boosters on the rear.

      Toby felt an odd sense of calm. He was so high that he would be falling for several minutes before he hit the earth. Their mission had failed.

      He rolled onto his front; whatever shielding power allowed him to breath and survive the G-forces, was still active, as the air did not rip out his lungs as he fell. He kicked forward, intending to fly and find Pete before they landed.

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again, but there was no glimmer of him being able to control his descent. Now feeling panic for the very first time, Toby realized that his powers of flight had also abandoned him.

      

      Pete was angry that they had failed to stop the shuttle - he had been formulating a plan just as the Energia rocket had detached and ruined everything. He watched the shuttle helplessly as he fell away from it, riding the booster towards the ground.

      He had seen enough Shuttle launches on documentaries to know that a parachute would be deployed to bring the booster, and himself, safely to earth. He only cursed his luck that Basilisk had slipped through his fingers.

      Pete took in the rare view from such a high altitude. It was only then that he noticed something else in the sky. Pete had to concentrate hard, but he was sure the dot was either Trojan or Toby. The Shuttle had been travelling so fast that the figure must be miles away. Without pausing to think, Pete leapt from the booster and soared effortlessly through the air.

      He willed himself to fly faster, aiming ahead of the falling figure to intercept it. He decided that if it were Trojan he would just let her fall. His conscious reminded him that the fall would splatter her. Before he dwelled on any more macabre thoughts, he identified the figure as Toby and wondered why he wasn’t flying.

      Pete matched pace with Toby, who looked like a freefalling parachutist.

      ‘Great view, eh?’ It was lame, but all Pete could think of as he didn’t want to talk about their recent defeat.

      ‘Lovely,’ screamed Toby. ‘Wish I had a camera with me.’ He stared at Pete, who still didn’t seem to get the danger he was in. Toby prompted him. ‘Well?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m freefalling?’

      ‘Quickest way down?’

      Toby bit back a swear word. Now wouldn’t be the best time for the friends to fight. ‘No, Pete. I’ve lost my powers. I can’t fly.’

      ‘Ah... that’s a big problem.’

      Toby felt like punching Pete, but restrained himself. ‘So, a little help? That would be... wonderful.’

      The expression on his friend’s face reminded Pete that this was a potentially fatal situation. The ground was beginning to form real definition with roads and railway tracks becoming visible. Luckily they could still see the vapour trail left by the Buran Shuttle, leading to Mission Control.

      Pete swooped under Toby like he was about to offer him a piggyback.

      ‘Grab my shoulders and hold on.’

      Pete felt Toby grip his shoulders so hard that just a little more pressure would have broken bone. He banked away, and hoped that Toby’s added weight wouldn’t plunge them both to their deaths.

      

      With no help from the crew, the Buran’s computer system inserted the ship into orbit and Basilisk was finally free to float next to the Commander.

      ‘If you do as I say, then I have no problem with you all living the rest of your lives to their fullest extent. Do we understand?’

      Commander Mather glanced behind at his tourist passengers. They were slumped in their seats after Trojan had dealt with them, but the small monitors that monitored their heart and pulse rates bleeped rhythmically, indicating that they were alive. The rest of his crew met his glance and gave curt nods.

      ‘Very well,’ said the Commander. ‘If it gets you off my ship, what do you want?’

      Basilisk reached over to a computer system and typed in a coordinate. ‘You will bring the shuttle around on this trajectory so that we can intercept a satellite.’

      ‘Then what? You gonna space walk over to it?’

      ‘There will be no need for such risks, Commander. Get us close enough so we can communicate directly through the Shuttle’s wireless network. Then you’ll turn us around, and land right back on the ground. All in one piece. All of us alive.’

      ‘That’s it?’ said the Commander perplexed. ‘You could have done that from the ground.’

      ‘No we couldn’t. This is a very special satellite.’ Basilisk clapped his hands, making a sound like bricks clinking. ‘Come on! Time is of the essence.’

      

      Pete opened his eyes and saw nothing but dust. Somewhere in the distance he could hear ambulance sirens. He blinked and looked around. He was lying at the end of a three hundred-metre trench that he’d just gouged in the earth.

      It had turned out that Toby’s additional weight did make them lose altitude at a much faster rate than Pete was comfortable with. He had fought hard to approach the ground at a gentle angle, but Toby had caused them to come in fast.

      They overshot the launch complex at Baikonur, and soared out into the surrounding rocky hills. At the very last moment Toby had attempted to create a protective shield around them, but only managed half a sphere around their feet. Pete had been able to twist around so they were descending feet-first.

      The shield acted like a snowboard as they hit the hillside at almost one hundred miles per hour. It gouged the earth, spitting rocks and debris in their wake. In the final few moments the shield wavered as the powers glitched - turning the shield into ice that shattered underfoot. They tumbled the last couple of metres picking up cuts and scratches. Pete was amazed that his glasses had survived.

      Toby sat up next to him, dust turning his hair grey. He coughed. ‘Well, I won’t be forgetting that experience in a hurry!’

      Both boys then broke into laughter, so hard that tears filled their eyes. By the time the base’s four-wheel-drive ambulances had traversed the hills, the paramedics were surprised to find two crying, giggling boys. Lorna and Emily were in the back of an ambulance. Their concerned immediately changed to looks of annoyance.

      ‘You let them get away!’ Lorna fumed.

      Toby shook his head, still giggling. ‘It’s not like we didn’t try, Lorn.’

      Lorna crossed her arms and her lips formed a moue. ‘Well now Mr Grimm is insisting we head straight to Mongolia. You have no time to clean up.’

      Both boys stared at each other for the first time - the dust clung to them so it looked like they’d both been dipped in flour. They pointed at one another and burst into laughter again.

      Lorna shook her head irritably. Boys, she thought.

      

      It took Commander Mather only a few hours to bring the Buran into a new orbit, and soon their instruments picked up the satellite gently revolving in its geosynchronous orbit, sunlight glistened off its golden heat shields, black solar panels and the Hero Foundation’s logo on its side.

      Basilisk had left no calculation to chance, and ordered Commander Mather to bring the shuttle within ten metres of the satellite. This close they could see it was the size of a van and it looked relatively new. Basilisk remotely accessed the satellite using the Shuttle’s systems; a function used by authorised crews to wirelessly and directly access satellites. He immediately hit the satellite’s own firewall and handed the console over to Worm.

      Worm was pleased to have a distraction. Floating in zero-g had made him throw up, and now the back of the payload bay was a no-go area because of the sea of floating awfulness.

      He touched the computer screen and allowed a few electrons forming his fingers to zip into the system. Once inside it was a simple case of blindly probing the software until he was allowed through into the satellite’s operating system. He gritted his teeth at the pain.

      When he closed his eyes, Worm could see the flow of data, like tiny cars flying through aerial roadways as they transferred data to and from ground stations. Basilisk had tried to explain he was seeing a rare and wonderful thing called ‘cyberspace’ - an electronic realm few people would actually see.

      Once Worm was through he brought the satellite’s firewall down, leaving it wide open to attack. Now it was Viral’s turn. He had to create a virus that would not affect the Shuttle’s own systems, but hitch a ride on the data pathway Worm had just opened up and override the satellite. Holding it in limbo until either he or Basilisk chose to bring it back online.

      The virus had taken some planning and concentration to create. Viral had always known he could interact with complex protein threads and DNA strands within nature, enabling him to create the most devastating viruses ever seen on the planet. It was only at the end of his teens that he realized that, with a bit of effort, he could manipulate electrons to form malignant computer viruses. His very first one had successfully crashed the world’s Stock Market computers, sending global economies tumbling. The only drawback he had with his powers was that the viruses - whether physical or digital - were so destructive that they only had a lifespan of a few minutes before they tore themselves apart.

      ‘Hurry!’ grunted Worm. The pain in his fingers was becoming unbearable and he thought he was going to pass out.

      ‘OK, first codes going it.’ Viral transferred his electronic bug with nothing more visible than a spark between his fingers and the screen.

      Basilisk stared at the screen. The first part of the virus would ping the Foundation severs. The answer he got back would contain the location of the Foundation Headquarters - secret information that would be snatched from the satellite.

      Coordinates flashed up on the Shuttle’s screen. Basilisk laughed out loud.

      ‘We have it! Well done!’

      Viral grinned, revealing his brown stained teeth. ‘Easy. Now I’ll insert the malware code to bring down their physical defences.

      The villains were so wrapped up in the operation that they didn’t notice Commander Mather give a small gesture to his crew.

      Viral was conjuring one last strand of contamination when the pilot unclipped a small metal medical kit and brought it around with such force on the back of Viral’s head that he was struck instantly unconscious and spun head-over-heels to the back of the payload bay, splashing into the floating vomit left by Worm.

      Worm opened his mouth to speak but felt a strap loop around his fat neck and tighten to choke him. Rebecca Syms was behind him, her knee in the small of his back and screaming with exertion as she throttled the villain. With his concentration lost, the communication with the satellite was severed, with only part of Viral’s code seeped through.

      Basilisk spun around and glared at Commander Mather who threw a punch straight at him, but it didn’t even faze the villain.

      ‘You’ve made a terrible mistake, Commander.’

      Commander Mather didn’t listen - he braced himself against the control panel and used both feet to boot Basilisk in the chest. On earth, Basilisk’s immense strength and mass would make him immovable to any normal human. But the weightless robbed him of his advantage. Basilisk shot into the payload bay like a bullet. Rebecca Syms followed suit with Worm, tossing him into Basilisk.

      The zero-g environment had given the normal humans an edge over the supervillains. Irenus Markov hit a button, and emergency decompression doors closed across the payload. The Russian’s hand hovered over a button marked “‘airlock”, but Commander Mather stopped him.

      ‘Markov, no! You’ll jettison the passengers if you open the airlock. I need you to prepare for re-entry now!’

      The crew took their seats without question.

      

      Basilisk was furious, but had to contain his outrage as he risked blowing a hole in the side of the Shuttle if he blasted the partition. That would depressurize the entire ship, suck the oxygen into space and kill them all. The lack of gravity meant they could not detect if the Shuttle was moving, but a slight tremor through the fuselage indicated the boosters had ignited.

      Viral was still unconscious as Worm and Basilisk argued on strategies for breaking through the bulkhead door. Everything seemed too risky; this was one situation were their superpowers proved completely useless. At least they had the Foundation’s location and some of the code had been transferred into the satellite, hopefully damaging it enough to say offline.

      For a few hours nothing seemed to happen, except the thrusters continued to fire on and off. Basilisk correctly assumed that the Shuttle was repositioning for re-entry.

      Then the Buran started to violently shimmy and the villains could feel the gentle pull of gravity tug at them. Viral came around just as gravity took a hold and he slammed to the floor on his back.

      ‘What’s happening?’ he asked groggily.

      ‘We’re heading back earth. Hold on tight!’
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      It was the most blissful, wonderful experience Toby could remember. And then Pete had woken him out of the deep slumber. Toby forced an eye open and was greeted by harsh sunlight. He yawned and wished that he could roll over in a warm bed and sleep for an entire day.

      ‘Where are we?’

      ‘You’ve slept all night. We’re here.’

      Immediately after they had been picked up in Kazakhstan, Mr Grimm had declared that they were heading straight to Mongolia, the current location of Hero Foundation headquarters to face Basilisk at the final hurdle.

      Toby was excited at the prospect. It felt as though he was entering a mystic world where all of his questions would be answered. The FAQ guide on the website had been poor, and he suspected that not many people bothered asking questions.

      Midway through the flight, Mr Grimm had announced that Basilisk had succeeded in taking the Foundation’s satellite offline. The technicians who had been working night and day to restore the website had toiled for nothing.

      There would be no cavalry arriving to help them.

      It was up to them.

      The only powers left were the ones they had overdosed on the day Basilisk had inserted his virus in to the Foundation’s servers. And they wouldn’t last very long either.

      Toby was lost in his thoughts, only becoming aware several minutes later that he had been staring at Emily who was trying to sleep. He looked away guiltily, only to find that Pete was looking straight at him with a stony expression.

      Toby tried to break the atmosphere with a smile. ‘Can’t sleep, mate?’ Pete shook his head, but didn’t say anything. ‘Look, about what you said earlier, us not being a team...’

      ‘We’re a rubbish team and you know it.’

      ‘What? We’re great, we work well together—’

      ‘Maybe in your mind we do. You don’t let us go on the website when we want to. You opposed a team name, costumes, everything that I suggested.’ The bitterness in his voice was unmistakeable.

      ‘That’s not true!’ protested Toby, although he could see Pete’s point all too clearly. ‘Besides, we need a leader to keep the group—’

      ‘Nobody voted you leader. You know what unelected leaders are called? Dictators. We learnt that in class last week if you remember.’

      Toby was lost for words. His best friend was attacking him, and the worst thing was that he could see his best friend was right.

      ‘I’ll be better off on my own. Like when you all left me with Basilisk.’

      Toby closed his eyes. He knew this was the core of the problem. ‘Pete, honestly we had no idea... we were stupid to leave you alone.’

      Pete’s voice rose, almost waking Emily. ‘Yes you were! But I should thank you. That’s when I learnt that I have to look after myself and not count on my friends or my family!’ He spat the last word out, and a new wave of guilt passed over Toby. With all that had happened they’d had no time to talk about his parents’ divorce plans. Toby opened his mouth to reply, but Pete had already turned his back on him, pretending to sleep.

      Toby sighed. It wasn’t so much the break-up of his superteam that bothered him, it was the fact his friends were all changing, becoming more distant. Worse still, he suspected it was his own fault. While he thought he was looking after his friends, he was in fact causing harm.

      He thought back to Mr Grimm’s words about the world needing balance. They were starting to make sense.

      When Pete finally woke him up, Toby found they had landed on an airstrip in the middle of nowhere. In fact, airstrip was too kind a word. It was just a flat piece of rock strewn desert. Mountains rippled in the heat haze to the south.

      ‘Where is here exactly?’ he asked.

      Mr Grimm walked with them to a Toyota Landcruiser.

      ‘Climb aboard. We don’t have much time. ‘Here is the Gobi Desert in Mongolia.’

      The air-conditioned interior of the 4x4 was a relief after the short sweltering steps they had taken. Before the car doors had even shut, the Gulfstream plane had taxied around and was accelerating for take-off.

      ‘Don’t believe in waiting ‘round, do they?’ Pete mumbled.

      ‘Why wait in such an inhospitable place? Believe it or not It’s the winter here at the moment,’ said Mr Grimm as they jounced across the landscape. His expression still hadn’t changed, nor had he reacted to the heat outside or the frigid air-conditioning inside the vehicle. ‘It’s warmer than usual, but at night temperatures have been plummeting to about minus thirty degrees.’

      Toby and Pete exchanged knowledgeable looks. They had survived in the snowy plains of Antarctica. The Gobi Desert was a fun-camp by comparison.

      ‘Why is the Hero Foundation headquarters all the way out here?’ asked Emily staring out at the bleak landscape.

      ‘It’s not normally here,’ said Mr Grimm cryptically. ‘But due to recent events, this was the best place to hide it. Isolated, remote, and unlikely to be stumbled upon by civilians during a time of clandestine war.’

      Everybody frowned, but Lorna was the first to ask. ‘What do you mean war? Who’s at war?’

      ‘We are, against the villains overthrowing society. Things are well and truly out of hand.’

      Toby shook his head. Despite their adventures so far in Diablo Island, the Mexican jungle and fighting for their lives on a Space Shuttle, they had not paid much attention to the rest of the world. The world was changing. Pete summed it up eloquently.

      ‘Flippin’ heck. We better get a move on then!’

      Mr Grimm pointed ahead. ‘It seems we’ve arrived.’

      

      The Buran Shuttle shook with fury as it blistered through the atmosphere at an acute angle. Searing flames caused by air friction tore across the black heat tiles on the underside of the craft.

      Inside, the G-force pinned everybody to the wall. Everybody except Basilisk who was hovering in the centre of the payload.

      ‘We’re entering the atmosphere,’ he snarled. ‘At least we’ll have air to breath!’

      Before the others could object, Basilisk hurled an energy blast at the cockpit door, ripping a hole clean through it. He flew inside, oblivious to the G-force. The three crew members were pinned to their seats, only their eyes swivelled towards the villain. They had been lulled into a false sense of security by the villains’ lack of effort at entering the cockpit. And now at a critical stage - one had blundered through.

      Irenus Markov was piloting the craft with an airplane style control stick. He jinked it to one side. The Shuttle lurched to port and Basilisk crashed his head against the overhead instrument panel. The supervillain responded by yanking Markov from his seat with such force that his restraining harness snapped.

      ‘No!’ bellowed Commander Mather. ‘You’ll kill us all!’

      Basilisk’s petrifying gaze bored into the Russian. Markov screamed and fought to escape but within seconds his movements failed as his skin turned to stone. Basilisk applied pressure - and the man’s petrified body crumpled to dust. The remaining crew stared at Basilisk with open mouths.

      ‘Now land us where I tell you!’ shouted Basilisk.

      ‘We can’t,’ said Mather in a small voice. ‘You just killed the pilot!’

      Basilisk hesitated. He’d let rage control him and now he’d killed the wrong guy. He stabbed a finger at Commander Mather.

      ‘You can fly this. Land at these coordinates.’ Basilisk spun easily through the air and typed on a computer terminal. Seconds later a map of the world appeared, complete with flight trajectories to enable them to land where he had indicated.

      With little choice, Mather took control of the aircraft. The G-force had lessened and he had to fight to keep the shuttle’s nose above the horizon. It had to glide to earth without the aid of engines to control it.

      Basilisk climbed into the vacant pilot’s seat and watched as the earth formed around him. The Commander angled the shuttle around, matching the computers trajectory perfectly.

      ‘Good. I should warn you. There is no runway to land on.’

      The Commander shot him a look of hatred. ‘Then you’ll kill us all. The ship is not designed for off-roading!’

      ‘That is not my problem.’

      Commander Mather stared at the freak. Then calmly spoke something in Russian to Rebecca Syms. Basilisk assumed it was all part of the sequence, since they had been taking off and landing in Kazakhstan. He did not notice Mather or Syms tightening their harnesses. Seconds later Mather reached under his seat and yanked a handle.

      Basilisk had no idea the single word Mather had spoken translated as ‘eject’.

      The Commander stared at Basilisk. ‘Now it is your problem.’

      His seat ejected through the roof with a bang. Syms followed seconds later - followed by three more explosions from the payload as the unconscious Mission Specialist and tourists were ejected to safety.

      The ejectors seats had been under the sole control of the Commander and he was able to eject the crew and passengers safely. The ejector seats had parachutes and tracking beacons built in, so the unconscious trio would land safely and be found quickly.

      Basilisk stared at the controls in disbelief. He had only ever flown his own invention, the SkyKar, and that had been destroyed weeks ago. He briefly considered simply flying to safety, but then remembered Worm and Viral couldn’t fly - and he still needed them for the final phase. If they died now it would have all been for nothing.

      ‘You two! Get on the flight deck now!’

      He pushed forward on the stick to level the aircraft with the horizon - but the altimeter dial seemed to descend even more quickly. Viral and Worm entered the cockpit at a run.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘The crew ejected and left us to die,’ said Basilisk bitterly. It was never very pleasant to be on the blunt end of selfishness.

      Viral propped himself against the engineers console - with the seats gone he could do little else. He stared at the ground, which seemed to be filling up too much of the view outside.

      ‘Can you fly?’

      Basilisk hesitated. ‘Personally: yes. If you mean an aircraft: no.’

      Worm indicated that he wanted Basilisk’s seat. ‘Let me have a go’

      ‘You?’ exclaimed Basilisk, swapping placed with the little man.

      ‘You’ve angled the nose too much and put us in a dive. It has to be just above the horizon, like so.’

      Worm pulled back on the stick - too hard. The Shuttle lifted almost vertically up and lost so much speed that engine stall warnings bleeped across the cockpit.

      ‘Push back!’ screamed Viral as he was thrown against the wall.

      Worm pushed forward and the Shuttle’s nose dropped below the horizon - and suddenly they were plummeting to the ground. He pulled back and managed to level out. Basilisk had gripped the instrument panel so hard his super-strong fingers had left dents in it.

      ‘The controls are more sensitive than when I last flew,’ said Worm by way of explanation.

      ‘When did you last fly?’ asked Basilisk, unsure if he wanted to hear the answer.

      ‘It was a Sopwith Camel biplane back in—’

      ‘The First World War?’

      Viral gripped the console. ‘Oh my God! You learnt to fly just after they invented the airplane!’

      Vital seconds passed and nobody dared speak. Basilisk looked at the computer display and noticed they had drifted from their trajectory. He tapped the screen.

      ‘This red line is us. Keep it matched with the blue line. Carefully!’

      Worm gently realigned the aircraft. Basilisk had to admit he was picking up basic flying pretty well.

      ‘We should be decelerating,’ said Worm. ‘Where are the flaps?’

      They hunted around the controls - most of which were labelled in Russian, with a few makeshift paper labels handwritten in English - hardly hi-tech. None of them said flaps. Worm was so wrapped up in squinting at the labels that he didn’t notice the mountain peaks rise up in front of them.

      Viral pointed a finger, but couldn’t speak. Now he knew what terror felt like and swore that he’d abandon his villainous ways if only he got out of this alive. Worm looked up, just in time.

      WHOOSH! The Buran rolled onto its side and shot through the twin peaks at such a speed that the displaced air caused avalanches on both mountains.

      He levelled out again, but the altimeter was revolving like a crazy clock. Ahead the landscape was arid and dry. Basilisk glanced at the computer screen and was surprised to see that Worm had kept them pretty much on course. The landing zone was just ahead - but was rapidly becoming a crash zone.

      ‘We need to lose speed quickly!’ shouted Basilisk. ‘The landing zone is not far.’

      Viral spotted a control on the engineers console, labelled with a handwritten note. ‘Got it! It says parachute!’

      Basilisk spun around. ‘Don’t—!’

      Too late. Virus mashed the button. He didn’t know that the parachute is deployed only once the Shuttle is safely on the runway to slow it down.

      An explosive charge at the rear of the Shuttle blew a panel away and the parachute unfolded. Since the Shuttle was still airborne the effect was as though the spacecraft had reached the end of a tether and was flipped backwards.

      The Buran corkscrewed through the air, as the parachute expanded and became twisted because of the aircraft’s motions. Dozens of alarms sounded in the cockpit - Viral was thrown around like he was trapped in a washing machine. Basilisk remained hovering, so the rotating room did not affect him, and luckily Worm had just strapped himself in the pilot’s chair.

      The aircraft completed four rapid barrel rolls - just as the rear undercarriage scuffed the desert floor, and almost disintegrated.

      Basilisk yelled: ‘The landing gear!’ But it was too late to act.

      The rest of the Buran Shuttle belly-flopped onto the desert floor - boulders and rocks ground away the heat shield and shattered both wings as the aircraft slid for half a mile. It soared off several ridges - briefly becoming airborne - then smashing back to earth.

      The Buran raced towards a huge finger of rock poking from the parched earth. It struck amidships and ripped the billion-dollar vehicle in half. Both halves spun away. The tail section rolled end-over-end, the engines ripping themselves apart. The cockpit fared better and crunched to a halt in the gully of a dry riverbed, upside down.

      Dust filled the air, and for a long time nothing stirred.

      Then a stone hand punched through the twisted fuselage, and Basilisk extracted himself from the wreck, his scars and cuts regenerating quickly. He could barely see his hand in front of his face because of the dust, and dropped to his knees, coughing.

      He was alive. But he had no idea if the others were. The thought of failure struck him hard.

      ‘Wow!’

      It was the only word Pete could think of to describe the Hero Foundation headquarters.

      They had seen what looked like a small city caught in a heat haze. It could have easily been a mirage. But as they got close the young heroes saw that the haze was a huge wall of fire.

      ‘Not the kind of firewall I was expecting,’ said Emily. Pete laughed but the other two either didn’t get it, or were too amazed to say anything.

      ‘It keeps people out,’ said Mr Grimm.

      The entire city was floating just above the desert floor.

      ‘It flies?’ asked Toby in amazement.

      ‘Of course, how did you think it moved around?’ A flicker of a smile twitched his face. ‘That’s why our servers are literally in the cloud.’

      They approached a ramp extending down from the flames. As the Landcruiser ascended the flames pulled apart like a curtain, granting them access.

      They all felt the heat as they passed through the wall, which rumbled like a hurricane. As soon as they were through, the headquarters presented itself.

      It looked like a huge industrial processing plant for oil or petrol, built on a giant circular platform. Grey steel structures and towers held a complex network of pipes that ran between hundreds of cylindrical glass tanks, each the size of a house and containing a variety of colourful thick liquids. Pipes and valves were connected to the tanks in a complex arrangement. The tanks themselves were arranged around the circular hub that consisted of several sleek tower blocks like a futuristic city. Transmitter towers and satellite dishes covered the buildings and a huge marble Hero Foundation logo was prominently displayed.

      The scale of it all was mind blowing. It was the size of a small town, criss-crossed with maintenance roads.

      ‘We’re approaching the hub,’ narrated Mr Grimm, sounding like a travel rep, ‘where we have the research and development labs, strategy planning rooms, worldwide communications centre, accommodation quarters, a restaurant, gym, sauna and a rather excellent heated swimming pool with a wave machine.’

      ‘Those tanks hold the superpowers?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘Raw superpowers, donated by Primes across the world and throughout the ages, and some now replicated artificially so that you have the privilege of being a superhero.’

      Lorna blinked. ‘Can artificial powers be bad for you?’ She was constantly berating her mother for buying food with artificial preservatives in it.

      ‘Well, they keep getting us in life threatening situations,’ joked Toby, who was thoroughly enjoying the trip. For him it was better than a visit to a chocolate factory.

      ‘Do not concern yourself, there are no proven health risks.’

      That didn’t assure Lorna. ‘Are they chemicals?’

      ‘The best way to describe them is that they are a combination of energy plasma and cytoplasm cultures.’ He saw the blank expression on Lorna’s face. ‘Living energy in layman’s terms.’

      ‘Cool,’ said Pete.

      ‘I can’t see any other people,’ said Toby.

      ‘The entire station is controlled automatically and manned by a skeleton staff. Everybody else has been evacuated for safety reasons, and the Primes who chose to dwell here have left.’

      Mr Grimm pulled up in a circular atrium. He gestured for the four of them to enter the plush marble lobby.

      ‘Aren’t you coming with us?’ said Emily.

      ‘I shall be joining you later. But the, uh, boss would like to meet you.’

      Toby felt a thrill of excitement. ‘The boss? You mean Commander Courage?’

      Mr Grimm didn’t reply. He pulled away and they walked towards the entrance. Lorna caught Emily’s arm and pointed across the platform.

      ‘Look!’

      A soft white fog appeared around the perimeter. They looked up to see clouds rapidly approaching them - then suddenly billow around them.

      ‘We must be ascending really fast,’ said Pete. ‘But I can’t feel the movement.’

      The clouds suddenly parted, revealing a chilly clear blue sky all around them.

      ‘Come on,’ said Toby. ‘Let’s not keep the boss waiting.’

      Lorna and Pete exchanged a glance, an old argument welling up in their minds. Boss implied they were working for somebody, and Lorna and Pete both agreed if that was the case then they should be getting paid for putting their lives on the line.

      Since Lorna had started dating, she also felt a little more mature and was beginning to feel that Toby and Emily’s notions of risking their lives for the greater good were idealistic - not realistic.

      Maybe it was time for change? she thought as they stepped through the revolving doors and into a marble lobby.

      The lobby was huge. A Foundation logo stood proudly in the centre of the room, a fountain bubbling around it. It looked like a high-class hotel.

      ‘Ah! Here at last!’ said a man stepping from the shadows. ‘About time too.’

      The man chuckled, but Lorna felt annoyed that he was reprimanding them. Toby was feeling quite the opposite. He was shaking with nervous excitement.

      ‘Allow me to introduce myself. I’m the founder of the Hyper Energy Research Organisation - and the reason you are here. My name is Eric Kirby, but I once went by the name: Commander Courage.’
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      ‘He’s alive, barely,’ said Trojan as she felt Viral’s pulse. Even though the man physically repulsed her, they had got along well. She would even consider him a friend, which is a rare gift in the world of villainy.

      They sat in the shade offered by the smashed Shuttle cockpit, and Basilisk weighed up their options. Immediately after crashing, he discovered both Worm and Viral were unconscious. Worm recovered quickly, but Viral had been crushed by the engineering console and was bleeding freely.

      Luckily Trojan had used her initiative to track the shuttle and had quantum tunnelled to them the moment it crash-landed. She had been on hand to give Viral basic first aid, something neither of the other villains knew how to do. She just hoped that she wasn’t going to catch anything from him.

      ‘This is folly!’ said Worm for the second time. ‘We risk our lives for what? A failed plan!’

      Basilisk growled. ‘We must assume that enough of the virus hit the satellite network.’

      ‘We are crawling in the dirt like animals, Basilisk. My mind was elsewhere when I decided to listen to your schemes! I should take you in to the Council of Evil, claim the reward and be done with it!’

      Basilisk’s eyes flared. He still needed Worm once they were inside the Foundation headquarters so he could hack into the computer network. But if Viral died then so did Worm’s usefulness.

      ‘I’m surprised you feel that way, especially since you’re this close to killing Commander Courage.’

      Worm’s eyes narrowed at the thought of it.

      Trojan suddenly spoke up. ‘I have an idea. Viral doesn’t possess any healing factor. But he could download one from villain’s very own website.’

      Basilisk shook his head. ‘Viral is a Prime. And if Prime downloads from the villain’s system it will cause feedback loops and all kinds of chaos. Trust me on that.’

      ‘But it’s the only way to save him.’

      Basilisk thought hard. The implications of connecting Viral to villain’s own website posed the small risk that he would accidentally contaminate the network and bring that down too. It would also alert the Council of Evil to his whereabouts, since they would be closely monitoring their own systems after what Basilisk had achieved with Hero website.

      But it was a risk he was willing to take.

      ‘You’re right!’ he said, taking a small mobile phone from his belt. He thumbed through the menus and was connected to Villain website. He scrolled through the jumble of icons. He knew which one was regeneration; it had been one of his power contributions to Villain website’s cache of superpowers. He chose the option and turned the screen towards Viral. A small thin sliver finger leapt out and tapped Viral on the head.

      He instantly started to convulse, as if he’d been electrocuted and his bloodshot eyes opened as he screamed. His bones cracked as they knitted together in seconds - his entire chest pushed back into shape with a crunch. Cuts healed and he suddenly sat bolt upright.

      ‘Wow! That felt great! What did you do to me?’

      Trojan smiled. ‘Just a little pick-me-up.’

      Relief flooded Basilisk’s face, although it was hidden from the others in the dark recesses of his hood.

      ‘Excellent. And now, team, to battle and victory.’

      

      Toby was a shade disappointed. Commander Courage, or Eric has he now preferred, was an old man. His wrinkled face beamed pleasantly at them, and he sported a trimmed white moustache that complemented his pure white hair. He walked with a cane, but seemed nimble enough.

      Eric had led them into a lift that had taken them to a spacious circular boardroom. A round table was in the centre, monitors in front of each seat. A holographic globe spun at the centre of the table, problem spots picked out in red - and right now that was most of the planet.

      The two halves of the room offered panoramic curved viewing windows across the grounds, ending in the flaming firewalls.

      Eric pointed to the seats. ‘This is where the greatest superheroes who have ever lived sit to discuss how best to use their gifts for the greater good.’

      Pete spoke up first. ‘And your first thoughts were to get kids to pay for powers, then risk their lives to do your dirty work?’

      Toby and Eric both looked at him in surprise.

      ‘No, Pete. The plan was to give anybody - young or old - the opportunity to be a hero. If you are successful then we award Heroism points and the powers are free. If you fail, then you have to pay.’ The smile reappeared again. ‘Think of it as a motivation to succeed. Plus all of this doesn’t pay for itself, you know.’

      ‘Wouldn’t it be better if you paid us?’

      Eric shook his head. ‘Then your actions would be financially motivated. Guided by greed.’

      Pete looked out of the window and nodded. Toby was at his side, whispering.

      ‘What the heck’s got into you?’

      Pete made no attempt at hiding his anger. ‘It’s obvious isn’t it? Money’s not good for us, but it’s OK to pay them for the powers! They’re just like any other big business - greedy and manipulative!’

      Eric shook his head. ‘I assure you—’

      ‘My parents are splitting up because we’re broke. My house got destroyed and there’s no way we can afford a new one and yet I’m out here fighting for the so-called heroes! And what do I get out of it? Nothing! Are all the other great heroes who sat at this table worried about their parents? Wondering whether they have enough money to buy all the shopping in? I bet they don’t. I bet they’re all rich!’

      Emily gently laid a hand on his arm, and Pete magically calmed down. ‘Pete, we know it’s not right. But this isn’t the time. We’re all fighting for the same side.’

      ‘I feel that Mr Kendall sees an old man, and thinks I’m asking him to be the free home-help.’

      ‘Damn right!’ snapped Pete.

      Toby’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment at his friend’s outburst. ‘He’s just got a lot on his mind right now.’ He shot Pete a look that he hoped would silence him.

      ‘Valiantly supporting your friends is an honourable trait. But I understand, I really do. Primes are a dying breed. There are fewer of us born each year when once there were many. You know the legends from Greek Mythology to Hollywood heroes - those people were Primes.

      ‘We created the Hero Foundation in a bid to harvest Prime powers. We discovered a way to make powers tangible, and created a system to deliver them to people with no gifts at all. With most of us being too old to fight, we were forced into retirement, but we weren’t going to go without a battle.’ He looked suddenly melancholy. ‘Alas, even superheroes age. Although not all of us at the same rate. I’m a hundred and three, but don’t look a day over sixty-five. Least I like to think so.

      ‘Rather than sell superpowers in a shop so that everyone could pick and choose... and ultimately cause mayhem, we decided to create an online website that would randomly select applicants, such as yourselves. Of course, complex algorithms monitored the kinds of people we looked for. Your web searches were monitored and analysed. Intellectual searches were flagged as being done by potentially good candidates, but if you were looking for rubbish or information on guns, for example, then you probably were not a suitable candidate.’

      ‘So we were chosen at random?’ said Toby in surprise. He had been hoping for something that spoke of destiny.

      Eric smiled enigmatically. ‘More or less.’

      Emily was about to argue that ‘random’ did not mean ‘more or less’, but Eric continued.

      ‘But you do possess qualities that separates the real heroes from villains, regardless of powers or abilities.’

      ‘What are they?’ asked Pete curiously.

      ‘A developed sense of compassion and reasoning. The two most powerful attributes a person can have.’

      Pete pulled a face and shook his head. No way was that better than flying or shooting laser blasts.

      Eric smiled. ‘You may not believe me, but because of the lack of those two attributes we were betrayed by some heroes who broke away and formed the Council of Evil—’

      ‘Heroes are running that?’ Lorna exclaimed in surprise.

      ‘Ex-heroes. From that point we knew it was dangerous to fully trust our own ranks. The traitors took the blueprints for our website and the Council of Evil created their own pirated version, bending somewhat in the  opposite direction. Of course, it was never as good as the original.’

      Pete let out a low whistle. ‘So heroes do become villains. Interesting.’

      Eric stared into space as though recalling something. ‘It can happen with the best of friends.’ He gave Toby a curious glance. ‘But that is something you wouldn’t yet know.’

      What’s that supposed to mean? thought Toby. He wondered if the old man was going senile.

      

      Mr Grimm drove the Toyota Landcruiser to a building on the edge of the complex. Poised against the raging firewall was a squat bunker bedecked with satellite dishes. This was the main communication relay hub, and Commander Courage had asked him to discover what damage had been caused by Viral’s incursion.

      Inside sat an overweight technician, called Johnston who was busy studying reams of code on the screens. Mr Grimm looked around.

      ‘Have the rest of the support staff been evacuated?’

      Johnston didn’t look up. ‘Been relocated to the elemental sub-bases as a contingency in case we fall here.’

      ‘And is that likely to happen?’

      Johnston tapped the code on the screen. ‘The satellite’s offline, but it hasn’t been destroyed. This is one doozy of a bug. It has put the network to sleep for the next four hours or so, then the whole thing will be back online as good as new. Just need to get this place pumping out the powers and we’re back in business.’

      Mr Grimm frowned. ‘Why would they attack the satellite, but not destroy it?’

      ‘At a guess, they have no intentions of destroying the actual website or the servers. They just want to it over.’

      ‘To use against the Council, no doubt,’ mused Mr Grimm.

      Johnston looked at Mr Grimm for the first time. ‘You think so?’

      ‘Can you delay the system from coming back online?’

      ‘Delay it? Why would I want to do that? We need the network on ASAP.’

      ‘Basilisk and his team are almost here. I want to make sure that if they do seize control of this facility then they won’t simply be waiting for the system to come back online.’

      ‘Sure. I’ll get on it. But there’s so much other stuff in here that I can’t figure out...’

      ‘I’m sure you will.’ Mr Grimm spun on his heels and exited. He had heard all he needed to. He left the building and straightened his tie.

      That was useful information to pass on to the Council of Evil. He had long traded secrets to the Council in return for obscene sums of money, and occasionally fed the Hero Foundation information too. He was a double agent, paid by the good guys to protect their interests and by the bad guys for information on the Foundation. He revealed nothing too damning that would bring the fall of either organisation, such as the locations of their headquarters and sub-stations, but just enough to maintain a health competitive balance between the two sides, and keep himself earning a living.

      The Council had asked him to assist Basilisk’s final assault, which he had no intention of doing. Even less now that he’d uncovered Basilisk’s true intentions. All Mr Grimm now had to do was get out of the conflict zone.

      A dull whump sound reverberated across the complex. Mr Grimm’s hand was on the door of the Landcruiser when he looked up. The firewall had gone out - leaving a clear view of nothing but sky beyond. An intruder alarm immediately sounded across the complex.

      Mr Grimm felt a tingle of panic as he realized that the virus Basilisk had inserted into the satellite system had just lowered the shield, leaving the Foundation wide open to attack before he could leave.

      Four figures materialised on the deck, striding out of the expansive folds of Trojan’s cape. Before Mr Grimm could open the car door an energy blast slammed into the vehicle and bowled it over - leaving him holding nothing more than a broken door handle.

      ‘You will not be needing that, Grimm,’ shouted Basilisk. ‘This place is mine now.’

      ‘Basilisk, an unexpected pleasure—’ began Mr Grimm in passive tones.

      ‘Shut up! I never liked your double-dealings when I was with the Council. And I certainly have no need for you now.’

      Johnston appeared at the door of the communications bunker, eating from a large bag of crisps.

      ‘What’s all the noise...?’

      He trailed off when he saw the four villains. He tried to turn and run but Viral hurled a ball of smoke at him. Johnston fell as the black mist enveloped his head. He began choking, clawing at his throat as welts appeared across his face. He coughed up blood as he painfully died.

      It was such a spectacle that the others had taken their eyes off Mr Grimm. It was just enough of a distraction for him to make a bid for freedom. Grimm disliked confrontation, and was a coward at heart, which was why he had abandoned the young Downloaders at Diablo Island. He took to the air, and immediately transformed. His face became gaunt, almost skeletal and he zoomed through the air like a spectre - a side effect of his power that had given him his name.

      Basilisk launched in pursuit, ordering the others to access the Foundation’s computers through the communications bunker.

      Basilisk and Grimm skimmed at high speeds through the myriad of glass cylinders, towards the Foundation’s central buildings. Basilisk realized that Grimm wanted to take refuge in there, but it was too close for him to be able open a portal to escape - that power only worked over long distances. Basilisk fired an energy blast that went wide - fracturing one of the canisters. Almost immediately the glutinous superpowers within seeped out - Basilisk narrowly avoided getting splattered.

      Grimm weaved his way through the complex ducking under and over high-pressure pipes in a valiant attempt to shake Basilisk. But the supervillain was too quick for him.

      Basilisk took the initiative and raced ahead of Grimm’s position. As he had anticipated Grimm changed direction when he couldn’t see Basilisk pursuing - then Basilisk swooped like a hawk.

      Grimm was brought up short as Basilisk blocked his path. Startled, Grimm unleashed a sonic blast at him. The sound wave was visible as it erupted from Grimm’s mouth and pounded into Basilisk like a fist. The villain was pitched through the air and the sound wave shattered two more of the chemical vats around Basilisk - the superpowers merging like a rainbow on the deck floor, hissing as they violently reacted with one another. Basilisk was desperate not to get any of the liquid on him.

      Mr Grimm looked around and was relieved to see that Basilisk had vanished. He turned to flee and was surprised to see the villain hovering right behind him. Grimm didn’t even have time to make a sound - Basilisk’s eyes glowed brighter than ever, his powers stronger than they had been in the last fourteen years now he had rejuvenated himself with Pete’s DNA.

      Grimm’s raised his hand - which turned to stone. He screamed - then opened a portal and slipped away from danger. He was injured and this was no longer his fight.

      

      Viral studied the computer system in the communications bunker.

      ‘It looks like we can access everything from here. Worm, do the honours.’

      ‘Shouldn’t we wait for Basilisk?’

      There was a twinkle in Viral’s eye. ‘Nah. I’m beginning to get the impression Stone Head has a plan he didn’t tell us about. I’ll infect the system with a bit of backup for us, just in case he ever thinks he doesn’t need us.’

      

      Eric Kirby closed his eyes when the sirens went off; it was as if he was seeing the events in his mind’s eye.

      ‘Basilisk, Trojan, Viral and Worm. The gang is all here.’

      ‘This is it,’ said Toby. ‘The final fight.’ He was surprised that he wasn’t frightened. During the flight to Mongolia he’d had time to think about Pete’s words. He nodded to his friend. ‘Pete was right. We’ve been disorganized. Greedily taking whatever superpowers we thought were cool. But not this time. Now we work together. How about it, Pete? Best way to handle this?’

      Pete was surprised by Toby’s question. He’d never asked his opinion about a mission before.

      ‘Er... There’s four of them, four of us - an even fight. We know their capabilities, let’s try and work out how to counter some of them.’

      ‘Aren’t you forgetting that the website is offline?’ said Emily. ‘We don’t have any more powers.’

      Eric stood and expanded his hands. ‘This is the heart of the Hero website. The server farm. There is no need for you to access the Internet here. This time they come straight from the source.’ He winked as he booted up a computer. ‘And they pack a punch!’

      

      Basilisk joined his companions outside the communications bunker.

      ‘Grimm has fled.’

      ‘I hate that creep,’ said Trojan. ‘I saw him at a few of the Council parties. Never trusted him.’

      ‘Viral, how long before the satellite is back online?’

      ‘Four hours. The virus I created didn’t all go through, so I can’t bring it back when I want. We have to sit it out.’

      ‘Very well. Now the last phase. There was no provision for an enemy getting this far, the Foundation deemed it an impossible task. We know the Council are keeping the Enforcers busy, so this city is ours for the taking. Once we seize the control centre,’ he pointed to the towers in the hub, ‘then it’s game over. Take no prisoners. Show no mercy.’

      ‘Giving sermons as ever, huh?’

      Basilisk turned around to see Pete hovering in the air, grinning.

      Basilisk snarled. ‘You just won’t die, will you?’

      ‘You first!’ said Pete as he extended both hands - multiple laser blasts shooting from his fingers. Basilisk reacted just in time and summoned a small shield to deflect them.

      Viral and Trojan both took their battle stances - but before they could do anything, Toby and Emily appeared either side of them, with a thunderclap, and unleashed their freshly gained powers.

      A large bubble formed around Viral and swept him off his feet - just as he unleashed a viral agent that now polluted the air within his transparent cell causing him to cough and gag.

      Emily shot forward at super-speed and delivered some twenty punches to Trojan in a single second. The villain only had fleeting glimpses of a fist smashing her stomach - then her chin and ribs in rapid succession. She fell under the onslaught.

      Worm backpedalled away, thinking he could escape. Lorna blocked his path and tutted.

      ‘And where do you think you’re going, short stuff?’

      She hurled a set of glowing darts from her fingertips. But Worm reacted with surprising speed. He collapsed into a pile of earthly granules - which flowed between Lorna’s legs and reformed into Worm in the blink of an eye.

      Lorna’s energy darts slammed into the back of Basilisk. He dropped to his knees in agony as they exploded, shredding his cloak.

      Pete landed and grabbed Basilisk around the throat.

      ‘After what you did to me, I’ll definitely show no mercy!’ he snarled. He had super-strength - so when Basilisk’s huge stone hands gripped Pete’s arms to pull him away, he resisted. Basilisk’s hood slipped off - and Pete gaped at what he saw. Even misshaped and scarred, he could recognise his own features.

      ‘What—?’

      Pete was distracted enough for Basilisk to lunge forwards and head butt him. He staggered back, and didn’t see the right hook Basilisk delivered. The blow lifted Pete off his feet and he smashed through two separate power-holding tanks. The colourful gloop cascaded out, covering him.

      

      Toby quickly surveyed the battle and was alarmed to see Pete knocked down. Trojan had hidden beneath her cape and Emily’s punches were now useless. He glanced around to see Lorna—

      Yanked off her feet by Worm. Like a wrestler, he held Lorna over his head then body-slammed her against the deck. She skidded, winded - and then rolled off the edge of the platform!

      Looking over the edge, Toby could see nothing but the clouds and mountain ranges below. He took a step towards Worm and was about to unleash a fireball when Lorna reappeared, leaping back on the platform and surprising Worm. She pointed beyond Toby.

      ‘Tobe! Behind!’

      He spun to see that Viral had beaten his way out of the energy bubbled, which sagged around him like plastic sheeting.

      ‘Nice try, kid. But you’re no match for me. How about a little Ebola?’ He puckered his lips and a green mist blew out, straight at Toby. But Toby had been prepared, and ensured he’d downloaded powers to tackle the flying infection.

      Toby snatched a lungful of air - then blew out with such force it was as if a whirlwind had struck Viral. The mist flew back into the Villain’s face, and he was plucked from his feet and smashed into a network of steel valves and pipes behind him.

      

      Meanwhile, Basilisk flew over Pete, who was spitting out the thick superpowered liquid.

      Basilisk laughed. ‘That stuff will hurt, much more than this.’ He shot an energy blast at Pete, and the boy was hurled backwards into another glass tank that fractured as the pressure was disrupted.

      

      Toby ran after Viral - but was floored as a plasma discus smacked into the side of his head. His vision blurred, he could just make out Trojan crouching on a set of pipes. She hurled another plasma blast, which painfully struck his back. He hit the deck and saw that Emily was also on the floor, out for the count.

      Toby gritted his teeth because of the pain. It seemed they were losing against the more experienced villains.

      

      Worm stood over Lorna as she struggled to get her breath back. He pressed his foot against her throat, choking her. ‘In my day, girls knew that their place was to be unseen and silent!’

      ‘Let her go!’

      Worm’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. He didn’t have to look to know whose voice that was. ‘As I live and breathe! Commander Courage!’

      Eric Kirkby was standing calmly on the deck, both hands resting on his cane. ‘I thought I’d seen the back of you.’

      Worm was genuinely shocked to see how his nemesis had aged. ‘Commander, you look... so old. I think you did me a favour leaving me in suspended animation for all these years. I look much better than you.’

      ‘You couldn’t look better than me, even if I were dead!’

      The two adversaries circled one another. Lorna rubbed her throat, unable to say a word. But she knew the old man didn’t stand a chance. Eric Kirby unsheathed a long sword blade hidden inside his cane and swished it expertly through the air. Worm retaliated by extending long thin claws from the fingertips of one hand - four blades against one.

      They clashed in a whirl of claws and steel. Eric Kirby was still as nimble as an Olympic gymnast. He somersaulted over Worm’s head as the villain charged - causing him to run headfirst into a set of steel pipes.

      

      Basilisk glanced at the fight behind him, and assumed he was winning with the three kids down. He turned back - just as Pete leapt to the air like a jack-in-the-box - dripping an assortment of liquid powers that were burning his skin. His glasses had been knocked aside, but remarkably he could see perfectly.

      ‘You’re going down!’ he bellowed at Basilisk.

      Pete spread his arms wide and his entire body glowed with an intense silver light - a shockwave rippled out, sending Basilisk reeling to the ground, a glass tank cushioned his fall as it shattered.

      

      Pete burned like a supernova, forcing Worm and Eric Kirby to shield their eyes. It was enough of a distraction for Worm, who blindly lunged, slicing Kirby across his chest. The old man staggered backwards, bleeding.

      Worm followed it with a backstroke. Kirby parried the blow and delivered a devastating swing that cleaved Worm in half.

      Lorna had been fixated, watching in fascination and grimaced as the blade struck, expecting a lot of horrible gore. Instead she blinked in surprise.

      Worm was still alive.

      The villain looked at his two halves in despair. Amazingly a brand new lower torso formed on one half - and a duplicate upper torso on the other. It was like watching a balloon expand as the second-Worm’s features slowly formed.

      Then the two duplicates stared at each other and laughed.

      ‘Two against one,’ they both said simultaneously. ‘Time for revenge!’

      Eric Kirby was too astonished to defend himself as eight claws slashed at him.

      ‘No!’ screamed Lorna and unleashed powerful energy darts from both hands that smashed into the duplicate villains.

      

      At the moment Trojan was about to finish Toby off, the blinding flash from Pete caught her attention. Without a moment to lose blew his hurricane breath straight into Trojan. It caught her cape and lifted her backwards against a storage tank. The glass cracked, but didn’t break.

      Toby followed it up with a fireball that smashed across her chest and shattered the glass behind her. Trojan was lost in the wall of liquid powers, but Toby could see her arms waving as she battled to say afloat. The liquid flooded the deck like a tidal wave.

      Toby suddenly felt a new wave of energy. He was the group’s leader; he couldn’t let the villain’s win this one. They had suffered failure time and time again as Basilisk or his cronies slipped through their fingers, kidnapped Pete and now infiltrated the Hero Foundation headquarters.

      He struggled to his feet, looking around at his battling friends. ‘Come on! Fight them! We can win this! We are heroes!’

      

      Lorna felt surprisingly motivated by Toby’s battle cry and tore her gaze from the Worm duo to assess the situation. She noticed that Emily was lying unconscious in the path of the tidal wave.

      ‘Em!’

      The wave scooped her up and dragged her towards the edge. Lorna leapt to the air and raced forward - plucking Emily out, just as she reached the rim. She watched helplessly as Trojan was swept off, limbs flailing as she fell into the clouds.

      

      Basilisk shrieked in pain as the liquid superpowers burnt his skin. He knew high dosages were dangerous, even to Primes. He had seen what moderate quantities had done to Jake Hunter, but Pete was practically swimming in them - absorbing the raw, un-digitized powers through every pore in his skin.

      Basilisk took flight - but Pete swooped in and tackled him. Entwined, they both spun through the air, trading punches.

      Basilisk used his petrification power on the boy - but Pete’s face suddenly burned blank and featureless like a mask. It was a mass of golden energy making him resemble a living statue. He didn’t feel the effect of Basilisk’s powers.

      ‘That’s all you’ve got?’ he taunted the villain.

      Basilisk was amazed. ‘What’s happened to you?’

      ‘I’ve become more powerful than you can imagine!’ said Pete.

      They were not just empty words. He felt it.

      Basilisk knew he was out-classed. But he had one trick left. He concentrated on his own body. While he could turn others to stone, Basilisk also had the power to increase his own density. He grabbed Pete around the neck and willed himself heavier.

      Even with the new power he felt, Pete couldn’t prevent himself from being dragged to the deck like a meteorite. He hit the steel superstructure with such force that the entire carrier rocked. The impact caused dozens of other holding tanks to smash in a wide shockwave around them. The thick fluids surged over Pete and Basilisk in a kaleidoscope of sizzling superpowers.

      

      Toby raced towards Viral, and found the man lying at an awkward angle amid the pipes. Anywhere his body touched it, the metal was rapidly corroding, and the colourful superpower liquids squirted out at high pressure. Toby avoided the spray and prepared a fireball... but he hesitated. Viral looked pathetic, just like a neglected kid. He was an outcast. Toby felt a pang of sympathy. His adventures were beginning to make him wiser, and he now realized that not every situation was a black and white one. His sense of compassion and reasoning was truly developing.

      ‘Don’t move, we’ll get you help when this is over.’

      Viral laughed, but the action caused pain. ‘Course I believe you. A nice cell in Diablo Island, right?’

      ‘That’s not what I mean.’

      ‘You were just yelling that you were a hero. You lot are all the same. Lock away what you don’t understand.’

      ‘That’s not right.’

      The deck shuddered again as Pete and Basilisk rolled around, locked in a deadly struggle. A loose pipe fell across Viral, causing him to howl in pain and crushing his arm.

      ‘Understand this,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘I have set a virus in the main computer. Something I can control remotely.’

      ‘Don’t do it!’

      ‘I never liked flying. Always preferred to have my feet on the ground.’

      Viral closed his eyes - and at that exact moment the whole Foundation carrier lumbered to one side as Viral’s infection deactivated the anti-gravity system. It was like being on the deck of the Titanic as it sank - the carrier plummeted through the clouds, earthbound. Everybody slid down the incline.

      

      Lorna still had hold of Emily as she hovered over the Foundation complex. Smashed pipes, and utility vehicles around the complex rolled down the slope and off the edge of the floating carrier.

      Toby took to the air with his sister. It was like watching a waterfall of debris flow off the edge of the carrier and pour into the clouds.

      

      Pete and Basilisk were still embraced in combat. The superpowered liquid clung to them both in thick gloopy strands.

      Then Pete suddenly extinguished his glowing appearance, reverting back to normal as the carrier lurched, pouring the liquid over the edge and almost driving him and Basilisk with it.

      Basilisk pushed Pete aside and took to the air - leaving the boy to slide down the slope. Pete smashed through tank after tank, more powers washing over him.

      Toby darted forwards like a missile to save him.

      

      At the same moment Emily came to and noticed that Eric Kirby was sliding off the edge. He was bleeding badly but still alive. She broke from Lorna’s grasp and flew towards him, grabbing his hand just as he sailed off the side.

      ‘Em, wait a minute,’ shouted Lorna. Then she noticed that the Worm twins were hanging from a pipe, feet flailing the air as the incline increased. She shot forwards - but before she could do anything to help, a heavy steel tower, that supported pressure pipes, broke away with a screech of steel and slammed into the twins. Lorna saw them burst into particles - but then a wave of congealing superpowers washed over them with an acidic hiss.

      ‘Lorn, help me!’ It was Emily. Eric Kirby’s weight was dragging her back down to the sloping carrier. Lorna flew across and helped her friend.

      

      Toby was an arm’s length away from Pete - as he smashed through another vat. A rainbow of gunk clung to Pete, and he no longer seem conscious.

      ‘Pete! I’m here!’ screamed Toby.

      He clutched his friend’s sleeve, which was slick with ooze - and then felt a blast knock him sideways into a gantry. He had to shield his eyes from the sun as Basilisk dropped on him.

      ‘You’ve lost!’ roared Basilisk. ‘Don’t you see I’ve won? The Hero Foundation is falling apart around you!’

      The fact hit Toby like a physical blow. Basilisk was right. The moment they hit the ground the Foundation and their pesky website would be no more.

      Basilisk pinned Toby against the pipes with his full weight. ‘I just wanted you to know how badly you’ve been defeated, before I kill you!’

      Toby noticed two things at once: Pete’s body slip over the edge in a waterfall of artificial superpowers and that Basilisk looked vaguely like Pete, which alarmed him.

      Basilisk’s eyes started to glow. Toby felt his skin become instantly dry and he screamed as it cracked. Toby held up his arm to try to block Basilisk’s eyes, but all that happened was that the skin on his forearm turned grey.

      Toby took a deep breath - then teleported away. Basilisk stumbled, and looked around, furious that he had been cheated out of the kill.

      Toby reappeared slightly below the carrier, at its edge. Teleporting in the middle of the sky was an unpleasant experience as he immediately plunged, and had to initiate his flying power. He looked around for Pete - and spotted him falling faster than the carrier, amid a sea of debris.

      Toby spurred forward and swept Pete up, unsure if his friend was still alive. He blanked those negative thoughts and concentrated on staying airborne with his friend’s weight. Commander Courage had said the powers packed a punch. Toby just hoped he was right about that.

      He was relieved to see Emily and Lorna swoop down with Eric Kirby strung between them.

      ‘We have to get out of here!’ warned Lorna.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The carrier... has a nuclear reactor...’ wheezed Kirby. He mimed an explosion with his fingers.

      ‘I just used my teleport!’ said Toby. He knew with Pete’s additional weight there was no way he could outrun an explosion - and the carrier was seconds away from impact with the desert.

      ‘Grab hold!’ said Emily.

      Toby kept a firm grip on Pete and clutched Emily’s shoulder—

      Just as the city fell from the sky.

      Explosions popped across the deck as power plants overloaded. As the central hub hit the ground, the elegant towers toppled into one another like dominos and the nuclear reactor exploded with a blinding flash.

      The heroes teleported away just as an expanding radioactive shockwave tore the Hero Foundation into billions of pieces. A mushroom cloud punched a fist towards the sky as the explosion echoed across the Gobi Desert.

      Basilisk had been defeated, but the Hero command centre had been destroyed.

      

      The rhythmic bleep of a life support machine was the only sound in the room. Toby, Lorna and Emily stared at Pete who was covered in bandages and motionless. They were in a sterile private room in one of the Foundation’s private hospitals.

      ‘How long will he be like this?’ said Emily. Her eyes were bloodshot from crying. Toby had been surprised when she hugged him tight for comfort.

      Eric Kirby stood behind them. His wounds were healed, and he wore a fresh linen suit. He still had his cane for support. He shook his head. ‘We don’t know. He’s in a very deep coma and after direct contact with so much raw hyper energy.’

      ‘I thought these powers were supposed to be safe?’ snapped Lorna.

      ‘In small doses, yes. And even in higher quantities, we Primes have a certain natural tolerance. But in a normal person... well we simply don’t know what effect that is going to have on him. This is unprecedented. To be honest, I’m amazed he’s still alive.’

      Toby left the room, and stood on the small balcony that overlooked the hospital grounds. Since they had returned he had thought of nothing but the welfare of his friend. They had all contacted their parents to say they were safe.

      Toby thought about how out of control things had become during the events leading to the downfall of The Hero Foundation, and he felt bad. They had a responsibility and they had failed.

      Eric Kirby laid a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘You did well, you know.’

      ‘We failed.’

      ‘You all saved my life. That’s no failure. And you interfered with Basilisk’s plans just enough to give us time to evacuate our staff to other bases.’

      Toby didn’t understand immediately. Then he frowned. ‘What other bases? I thought that was the end of the Hero Foundation?’

      ‘If I had died, it would have been. That was the Foundation’s Headquarters. The very first we made. And it is the main storage area for our powers. With those gone it’s going to take a while to rebuild the collection. From there you could control everything, which is why Basilisk wanted it. But we have other sub-bases - ones Basilisk didn’t know about. They’re smaller, and not as efficient, but we’ll manage to get the website back online soon, even if it runs at a limited capacity until we can rebuild a new HQ.’

      ‘The other bases, where are they?’ said Toby, relieved to find a glimmer of hope.

      ‘We created them around the four elements. That’s air destroyed. But the location of the others is a secret for now, I’m sorry. Once we get the satellite back we can reach other Downloaders so they can finally begin to fight back. And their bravery will bring the Primes out of hiding and ready to fight. If it was not for you four stalling Basilisk, we would have lost everything.’

      Toby grinned, relieved that they had made a difference. Mr Grimm stepped onto the balcony and whispered something in Kirby’s ear. Then they both excused themselves.

      Everybody was surprised that Grimm had survived, although Toby guessed that he’d probably teleported away at the first sign of danger.

      Kirby paused before he left the room.

      ‘You should all go home and rest. We’ll let you know the moment Pete’s condition changes.’

      Toby only wished his friend was better, then life would be back to normal. Well, normal for them. He was convinced Pete would pull through and when he did, Toby promised himself that he wouldn’t be such a control freak over using the website. His friendship was more important. And they could be a team once more - doing what they did best.

      The door opened again. Toby was expecting another nurse to enter, but was surprised when he heard Lorna shriek with delight. Her boyfriend had arrived.

      Toby took a deep breath and walked into the room. He stopped in utter shock when he saw the new arrival. The last person he had expected to see.

      Jake Hunter.

      Toby didn’t yet know that Lorna had just led them all into a world of trouble - one that would alter their lives forever...

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bad Feelings

          

        

      

    

    
      Toby had had a bad feeling from the moment he’d woken up. And now he knew why.

      The ground shook as a barrage of energy bolts tore the road apart around them. Cars and lorries were strewn across the autobahn. Toby, Lorna and Emily hid behind an overturned truck that still smouldered from the damage it had received. The heavy rain hissed as it came into contact with the vehicle’s hot metal surface.

      A cow walked by, mooing loudly at Toby adding a sense of surrealism to the scene. A cattle wagon had been hit, and now fifty confused animals were wandering aimlessly across the battlefield. Toby focused his attention back on the problem at hand.

      ‘We’re outnumbered!’ he shouted over the noise of car alarms and further explosions. He shivered. He hadn’t been counting on travelling the world tonight and was only wearing a light jacket and jeans.

      ‘I know that! Do you think I’m blind?’ Lorna shouted back, her voice shrill with tension. She gripped the necklace around her neck. It had been a present from her boyfriend, and looked very expensive. He had claimed it was a good luck charm. Lorna hadn’t wanted to come on this mission, but as usual her brother had convinced her. She still believed that the Hero Foundation hadn’t rewarded them properly for stopping the archfiends Basilisk, Worm, Viral and Trojan from destroying the organisation… and the world.

      Emily peeked around the truck. Their ski-masked opponents had turned their attention to their target - an armoured security truck that lay nose-first in a crater. She counted six villains.

      ‘They must think we’re dead. They’re trying to open the truck,’ she reported.

      Toby thought hard. For this mission they had been limited to three superpowers apiece - one transportation, one defensive and one attack. The limitation was part of the Hero Foundation’s restructuring of their website, the website from which they downloaded their superpowers. The Foundation was currently updating its technology. After the destruction of its headquarters, it still couldn’t run the site to its full capacity. A fifty-percent reduction was in force across all Downloaders until the system could be completely rebuilt.

      More like interfering than restructuring, thought Toby bitterly. They were woefully underpowered for this mission, and without Pete fighting by their side, they no longer felt like the super-team they once were. Toby’s mind drifted, wondering how his friend was doing—

      The ground shook as the armour car’s doors were blown off. There was a lot of shouting in German. Somebody didn’t sound very pleased.

      Toby risked a peek, turning on a small device lodged in his ear, impossible to see with a casual glance. The Parser began instantly translating the language.

      ‘You’ve burnt the money, you idiot!’ screamed one of the villains.

      Toby grinned as burning Euro notes blew past on the breeze. Dumb criminals were his favourite kind.

      ‘Only some of it,’ said another thug defensively. ‘Look, this lot’s fine.’

      ‘We’re not here for the cash,’ said a female voice. That must be Monika, the one they had been briefed about. ‘But grab as much cash as you can, anyway. Look for the black box.’

      Lorna nudged Toby’s arm. ‘It’s now or never, while they’re distracted.’

      Toby nodded. ‘Let’s take them in a pincer.’

      The six villains, all surprisingly short, were hauling heavy money boxes from the back of the van. It took two of them to lift each one.

      ‘Game’s over!’ yelled Toby as he stepped from cover, all alone.

      One of the thugs raised his hands, his fingers glowing a vibrant orange - but his companion pushed the thug’s hands down.

      ‘This one’s mine,’ said Monika. ‘I thought we got rid of you?’ she snarled at Toby. The villain took off her mask. Orange-hands did the same.

      Toby hesitated. He had been expecting hardnosed criminals.

      ‘You’re... just kids?’

      Monika took offence at the term “kid”, neatly translated by the Parser, which picked up the vibrations in Toby’s larynx and translating his words into whichever language was needed.

      ‘You’re a kid yourself,’ she snarled.

      ‘You’re all Downloaders?’ asked Toby in surprise. Their briefing on the hero website had said the gang were supervillains.

      The other thugs took their masks off and looked curiously at Toby.

      ‘He’s one of us,’ said Orange-hands.

      ‘Is that right?’ said Monika with a curious frown. ‘You found the villain site too?’

      Toby sighed. Of course The villain website: the rival superpower platform to theirs. These idiots had obviously fallen for the Council of Evil’s annual spamming campaign to lure new recruits.

      ‘Sorry guys,’ said Toby smiling. ‘I shop on the Hero Foundation’s website.’

      The words penetrated the villains’ heads as Toby spurred forwards: super-fast. He hit the nearest directly in the chest at sixty miles an hour, hurling him through the air, and slamming him into the cattle truck.

      Toby skidded several metres on the wet tarmac, crashing into a car, before he could change direction. That was the problem with super-speed; it wasn’t like he’d seen in the movies where changing direction was instantaneous. He could run as fast as a bullet but had to slow to almost normal speed before changing direction.

      He just had time to trip another crook flat on his back, knocking him out cold, before the others reacted.

      To the criminals, Toby was almost a blur moving in perfectly straight lines. They saw two of their friends go down before Monika whipped her arms out - her limbs stretched like rubber and writhed like a snake. Her arms tangled Toby’s feet.

      Toby crashed to the floor like a wrecking ball. He rolled across the carriageway completely out of control - smashing through the median divider and into the opposite lanes. Luckily the traffic had halted when the super-thugs had wreaked havoc stopping the security van. Toby lay catching his breath, every part of his body aching.

      Lorna and Emily had sprung from cover the moment Toby had moved into action. By the time Monika had tripped Toby, Lorna had clambered up the rear access ladder of a tanker that had jack-knifed across the road. From there she fired her first shots, a series of glass arrows that swished through the air. Whatever they touched turned instantly to crystal.

      The first few hit the security van, which immediately crystallized with an ear-shattering crack. Another clipped Orange-hands as he raised them to shoot. Straight away, the kid turned translucent.

      Emily effortlessly bounded over a bus, covering six metres - landing in the middle of the crooks. She jabbed her fingers into one villain’s back. He collapsed, fast asleep.

      Emily swung for Monika, but the girl lashed out - her rubbery arm lassoing around Emily’s hands, drawing them together. Emily hesitated. Monika seized the moment and kicked Emily’s elbows - forcing Emily to jab herself in the face. The self-inflicted punch delivered the narcoleptic blow. Emily collapsed, instantly out of the fight.

      ‘Em!’ screamed Lorna.

      Monika ducked as Lorna reigned down a volley of glass darts. She leapt sideways, Lorna’s missiles turning the ground to crystal behind her. Monika threw herself forward, tumbling like a gymnast, coming to rest behind a cow. Lorna tried to avert her enfilade - but two darts hit the cow, turning it into solid crystal, cutting off its startled moo. Even though she knew the effect was temporary, Lorna felt guilty about involving the animal.

      It was enough of a distraction for the sixth villain to unleash his powers. Superheated air pulsed from his body, exploding on his targets with devastating force. He wasn’t aiming for Lorna; he was aiming for the 37,500 litres of petrol in the tanker beneath her feet!

      Toby looked up in time to see the tanker truck explode in a brilliant orange mushroom cloud that lit up the autobahn. The blast knocked him backwards and shattered every vehicle window in a hundred-metre vicinity.

      ‘Lorn!’ Toby rushed forward, ensuring his super-speed didn’t kick in. The last thing he wanted to do was run uncontrollably straight through the tanker inferno. He leaped over the median barrier, noticing that Monika and her sidekick had grabbed a case and were escaping across the road.

      ‘I got the box!’ the boy yelled.

      Toby didn’t care, the welfare of his sister and Emily was more important.

      The vehicles around the blasted tanker were charred and damaged. Emily and the unconscious villains were lying unharmed on the ground protected from the blast by the vehicles they had fallen behind. The crunch of crystal underfoot could only be the remnants of the truck, the poor cow and - Toby shivered - the crystallized villain.

      ‘Lorna?’

      He tried to get close to the flames, but the heat was too intense. He felt tears well up, but the flames evaporated them. He couldn’t lose Lorna. Not after everything they had been through.

      ‘Lorna, where are you?’ His voice cracked with emotion.

      ‘What’s the problem?’ said a voice from behind.

      Toby spun around - Lorna was right there. Toby laughed with relief and felt the urge to hug his sister. Then he came to his senses and in his best peeved tones he said, ‘Where did you go?’

      ‘Duh! I teleported before he could shoot me.’ She knelt next to Emily and felt for a pulse. ‘She’s fast asleep.’

      The sound of a powerfully revving engine got their attention. On the opposite side of the motorway, the two remaining villains had found a car transporter that had veered off the road. It was full of brand new Porsches - one of which they had hotwired and were now escaping in.

      Toby watched the bright red car zip past. Monika was at the wheel, cackling loudly.

      ‘That’s so cool!’

      ‘Don’t let them get away!’ shouted Lorna. ‘They have the box!’

      Stopping the villains from seizing the box from the armoured car had been their primary mission - although they had no idea what was inside it. As usual their plan was going wrong. They both hesitated for a moment, unsure how to pursue the fiends. Then they looked at each other with the same idea, and the same lopsided grin.

      They ran across to the transporter and jumped into the next Porsche, Toby making sure he used a little super-speed to beat his sister to the driver’s seat. He released the handbrake and the car rolled smoothly off the transporter.

      ‘We don’t have a key,’ Lorna said.

      Toby scrambled in the glove box, and then behind the sun-visor where the key is always put in films. Nothing. Then he had a bolt of inspiration. He touched the ignition and concentrated on firing a small jolt of his attack power. A spark cracked between his finger and the engine roared to life.

      ‘Brilliant!’ yelped Lorna. ‘Seatbelts!’

      Toby pushed the car into gear, as he’d seen his parents do so many times. If they could do it, it must be easy.

      The gear engaged with a nasty crunch. He took his foot off the clutch and braced himself for the ride of his life—

      The engine stalled with a wheezy croak. Lorna looked at him in disbelief.

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I don’t know! It just stalled!’

      ‘Let me try!’ She already had her seatbelt off.

      ‘No! I’ll try again.’

      He tried a second time, and a third. In frustration, Lorna ordered her brother to swap places. But she proved to be no better than he was.

      ‘How hard can this be?’ fumed Lorna.

      ‘They’re getting away! We better stop messing around and do something.’

      Toby sighed, climbed reluctantly out of the sports car - then he ran forwards like a rocket.

      ‘That’s more like it,’ mumbled Lorna.

      

      The two villains pushed the car to its maximum speed of 186 miles per hour. Window-wipers battled rain that was falling so heavily it never cleared from the glass, but they were lucky because the traffic was jammed behind them making the autobahn ahead completely clear.

      The boy had wedged the case on the tiny excuse for a backseat. He leaned back and opened it, taking a fist of hundred-Euro notes out. He whooped with delight.

      ‘Have you got the black box?’ asked Monika urgently.

      The boy delved into the case again and handed it over. It was small and long like a pencil case, but with no obvious way of opening it. Monika shook it, but it didn’t rattle. She put it on her lap for safety. Retrieving the box is what the mysterious villain website had asked her to do in return for her powers and she wasn’t going to fail - she was enjoying the night so far. So she’d lost a few of the gang back there, but she hadn’t really liked them much anyway. Having downloadable superpowers more than made up for hanging around with a few bored teenagers.

      Monika glanced in her rearview mirror and frowned. Something was coming through the cloud of spray kicked up by the sports car. It was difficult to make out exactly what it was because the rain blurred the window. When she looked again their pursuer was gone.

      The boy noticed that Monika seemed preoccupied. ‘Everything alright?’

      She turned to speak to him - and her mouth hung open in astonishment. He followed her gaze to outside his passenger window.

      Toby was running alongside the car, arms and legs pumping so fast that they were a blur. However, the rest of him was perfectly clear. His head was bowed against the rain, which painfully whipped his skin.

      ‘Stop the car!’ he yelled.

      The girl was so shocked that she slammed on the brakes. The Porsche squealed as it skidded across the wet road. She lost control and the car slewed sideways as it aquaplaned. She tugged the steering wheel hard in the opposite direction - bad idea.

      Toby slid to a halt, his feet kicking up a massive curtain of water. He watched as the Porsche spun in circles, grinding to a halt in the centre of the autobahn.

      Inside the car it was like being trapped in a washing machine. Euros now plastered the interior. Monika felt sick, and when she looked at her companion she saw he was about to hurl.

      ‘Don’t you dare!’ she screamed.

      Toby walked towards the car, lightning crackled between his fingers as he readied himself for a fight. Lorna teleported next to him with a loud bang.

      ‘You took your time,’ he commented dryly.

      The passenger door opened and the boy was kicked out in a cloud of Euro notes and vomit. He looked pitiful. Then the Porsche wheelspun and accelerated straight for an exit ramp.

      ‘I give up,’ groaned the kid.

      ‘I’ll take care of him,’ said Lorna. ‘You go after the girl before she kills someone.’

      Toby zipped off in pursuit. The Porsche skidded into a busy traffic lane that led into the heart of the city. Toby paused for a second to take in the heavy traffic and the Porsche wildly careening through it, and then shot forwards.

      Monika drove at frightening speed, weaving through the traffic always seeming to be centimetres from colliding with other vehicles. She glanced in the rearview and saw that Toby was powering along behind her.

      Toby had no idea how he was going to stop the car, but he was thankful he wasn’t going full speed so he could still change lanes without too much effort. He gave a brief thought to how this must look to other people, and hoped after a casual glance their eyes would trick them into thinking he was on a motorbike rather than on foot, because superpowers were supposed to be secret.

      The Porsche jolted right to avoid a stationary bus. Toby hadn’t been paying attention and had to side step at the very last moment. Terrified he would trip, instead he found himself sidestepping into the door of the car alongside him. The high-speed impact buckled the side of the vehicle, forcing the driver to slam on the brakes in a cloud of burning rubber. Toby heard the crunch of other vehicles rear-ending the stricken car.

      Ahead the Porsche swung around a corner. Toby slowed down, his trainers skidding across the slick road, swinging him out into the middle of a busy crossroads where the traffic was already in turmoil in the wake of the Porsche.

      He was slowly catching up. If he reached out he could grab hold of the spoiler. Monika suddenly changed lanes. Toby followed—

      The Porsche passed across a set of tramlines - missing a tram by millimetres. Then something bizarre happened—

      Toby’s vision shimmered and stretched, as if he was watching events unfold through a distorted funfair mirror. Then it snapped back to normal as the Porsche passed across a set of tramlines - missing a tram by millimetres - again!

      Déjà -vu. Toby was so unnerved that he ran straight into the tram.

      One side of the tram crunched inwards, glass shattering. Passengers screamed as the tram rocked off its rails, bashed through several cars before toppling over onto its side in a horrendous crash.

      Toby rolled from the wreckage unhurt. He was protected from anything more serious than a few scratches by the regeneration power that was now routinely blended with all downloadable powers from the hero app - all part of the upgraded technology.

      He shook his head to clear the wooziness. When he looked up he saw that the Porsche had stopped at the end of the street. Monika was watching the destruction with a huge smile.

      She put the car in gear - and was startled by a bang from the seat next to her. Lorna appeared and snatched the black box from Monika’s lap.

      ‘I’ll have that!’ Then her expression turned to one of disgust. ‘Am I sitting in... puke?’

      Monika extended her arm - and nothing happened. She looked at it in surprise. What had happened to her powers?

      ‘Aw, didn’t you know? Those The villain website powers are knock-offs. They don’t last too long. Sorry.’

      Monika stomped on the accelerator and the car jerked forwards. Lorna was expecting the move. She reached out and yanked the wheel, aiming straight for the edge of a bridge.

      ‘Are you crazy?’ screamed Monika.

      The Porsche broke through the barriers, sailed through the air, and splashed into the river.

      Toby ran to the bridge to watch the expensive car sink. Lorna appeared next to him with a bang. Toby smiled with relief.

      ‘Where is she?’

      Lorna pointed over to two police cars that had finally caught up with the chase. The policemen surrounded a shocked Monika who was cowering on the riverbank.

      ‘You teleported out.’ Toby was impressed.

      ‘It was a close call. I couldn’t teleport with the package. It blocked my powers.’

      Toby smelled something unpleasant. ‘Urgh! You smell of puke!’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

      Toby tried to ignore the smell. ‘Where is the package?’

      ‘It’s at the bottom of the river,’ she said watching the last bubbles rise from the Porsche. ‘I’m sure the Foundation can salvage it. At least we stopped those villains from getting their hands on it.’

      ‘We should get back and tell them.’

      ‘First, let’s get Em.’

      They moved away from the growing crowd, and in a dark side street they teleported back to the armoured truck.

      

      The autobahn destruction looked the same, but Emily had vanished along with the other villains. They combed the area, but could find no trace of their friend. They were forced to stop the search when they heard the approaching sounds of the emergency services.

      Toby felt a wave of nausea. Something odd was happening. He needed Pete with him more than ever, and not for the first time, he wondered how his best friend was doing.

      

      It was the most wonderful feeling Pete could remember experiencing. Everything was going right. Everybody was following orders. Stacks of gold bullion glistened in the sun, rising from the pure white sands in perfect stacks. He briefly pondered why the gold was stacked on the beach, but reasoned that it was part of what was turning out to be an unusual day.

      Two figures ran across the sands, breathing hard in the noon heat. Their battered costumes did little to cool them down. The pair slumped on their hands and knees, gasping for breath. He was surprised to see them here. He had thought they were both dead.

      The first figure looked up, lank black hair pasted to his bone white complexion. At the sight of his distinctive high-browed head, the name came flooding back to Pete. Doc Tempest. The first villain he’d ever fought.

      ‘I have failed you. Please... please forgive me! I’m nothing more than a wretch!’

      Tempest snivelled like a baby. That made Pete feel even better. He kicked out, marvelling at how muscular his own leg looked. His boot knocked Tempest over, the supervillain groaned and rolled onto his side.

      ‘Failure will not be tolerated!’ He roared. His voice possessed a powerful timbre.

      The second figure looked up. A heavy cloak that was worn around the edges masked his face. Strong stone hands reached up to the hood as he spoke.

      ‘This is what you wanted,’ said Basilisk. ‘Wealth, power, control... it’s all yours to do as you will. It’s all within your grasp. You are powerful; unstoppable.’ The hood fell off and a scarred face looked back. It was a shockingly recognizable face.

      It was Pete’s own!

      ‘Join us!’ demanded Basilisk.

      Then blackness. Pete felt his body jerk and a piercing alarm sounded in the distance, a monotonous drone underlining it. Ghostly voices drifted past.

      ‘...Massive embolism!’

      ‘He’s going to flatline.’

      ‘Clear!’

      A THUMP, louder than the Big Bang echoed through Pete’s skull. Soothing warmth quickly followed it, and the monotonous tone began to dance again.

      The annoying voices faded away, and Pete opened his eyes on his new empire once again.

      It was everything he had ever hoped it would be.
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      Next day, Toby was back in school. He couldn’t imagine a more wretched place to be. On hearing his report to the Hero Foundation, Eric Kirby, the Foundation’s creator and leader, had told Mr Grimm to a salvage team to collect the black box, although he still hadn’t said what was inside it.

      Toby and Lorna had also faced a wall of silence about what had happened to Emily. Kirby assured them that she was alive and well, as indicated by her Cellular Uplink Communication Interface - or CUCI, pronounced “cookie”. It was one of the many new aspects of the new hero app and everybody had to have one. It was essentially a genetic tag that was injected into the wrist and monitored the health, superpower status and whereabouts of all personnel. It also allowed access to the website from any device, even without knowing the complex ever-shifting alphanumeric URL. In this case, the CUCI still broadcast Emily’s vital signs, although her location could not be pinpointed.

      Since Toby and Lorna’s old friend Chameleon was still missing in action their contact with the Hero Foundation had been passed to Eric Kirby himself. His constant assurances, delivered with his usual unemotional tones were of no consolation. He had assured them that several Primes - people born with their powers rather than having to download them - were searching for Emily. Her parents had been given a cover story and a mild dose of hypnosis. The Foundation steered clear of full-blown mind control after complications in the past. The best thing Lorna and Toby could do was return home and act normal.

      Now at school, Toby felt isolated and alone. He had drifted from his other school friends. Their ordinary lives revolved around TV, games and soccer, which didn’t compare with travelling the globe and saving the world from peril. Pete was the only friend Toby had left, and Pete was still in hospital. Toby missed him acutely.

      Lorna was of no help either. Emily’s disappearance had fuelled her to sullen silences, and she only shared her inner thoughts with her boyfriend, Jake Hunter. Toby dismissed that train of thought. He didn’t like Hunter who was the school bully and who, Toby realized, was also missing from school. He hadn’t been around for the last month. Hopefully he’d finally been expelled.

      During a geography lesson, Toby let his mind drift to the last time he had spoken to Pete. It was in the Mongolian Desert a few weeks ago when they defended the Hero Foundation from the villain Basilisk and his cronies. But the words Pete and Toby had exchanged then had not been very friendly, and that made Toby feel guilty. Pete now lay in a coma at the Foundation’s hospital. Toby hated that his last words to his best friend had been harsh ones.

      After the Hero Foundation headquarters had crashed into the Mongolian desert, Toby had feared that his superhero adventures would be over, although he was relieved that they had averted Basilisk’s plan to seize control of the Hero network. He needn’t have worried. Backup facilities around the world had been activated, and the Hero Foundation was currently being rebuilt with all its technological upgrades - at a super-fast pace. Kirby, had told Toby, Lorna and Emily to go home and relax.

      Kirby had assured them that Pete was being well looked after, and that he was confident he would recover. But Lorna was furious that they had been sent home without any reward. No fame, no parades and not a hint of any money for putting their lives on the line. When Toby tried to reason that what they did was for the greater good, she became even angrier. In the argument that followed he had accused his sister of being selfish, while she had accused him of pig-headed stupidity. Emily had tried to stay out of the conversation, but Lorna had sensed her friend was siding with Toby.

      ‘You care more about what you think is right than about your own friends, and life,’ Lorna had snapped. ‘Well I’m not going on any more missions so you can sacrifice me because you stupidly believe you’re doing the right thing! From now on, if the Hero Foundation want me, they can pay me!’

      Since then Toby had wondered what he’d do if he was faced with saving his friends or saving the world. He hoped he would never have to find out.

      Over the last few weeks, the three friends had regularly visited Pete, but he remained in a deep coma. Mr Grimm had morbidly announced that Pete had technically died on two occasions and was revived with a defibrillator. The doctors claimed he could hear, but he remained unresponsive. Emily usually cried all the way through the visits, and that made Toby feel even more depressed.

      And now she was missing.

      During their debriefing last night, Kirby had said that losing the Foundation Headquarters had been a blessing. It was the catalyst needed to rebuild the systems from scratch, using the very latest technology. Kirby had branded the website reboot as v2.0.

      Half-listening to the teacher droning on, Toby wondered what was in the black box Mr Grimm had recovered. Toby wanted to know what they had risked their lives for, what they had lost Emily for.

      Thinking about the black box reminded him about the déjà-vu he had experienced when chasing Monika. He had meant to tell somebody about it.

      Toby’s head was filled was unanswered questions.

      The school day seemed to stretch into infinity. At lunch he looked for Lorna but couldn’t find her. He tried texting and e-mailing her on his new touch screen mobile phone, another gizmo provided by the Foundation, but she didn’t respond. Toby suppressed his anxiety. His sister wasn’t missing. She was probably handling the situation in her own way or ignoring him.

      The end of the day saw him walking home alone when his mobile vibrated. It was a message from the Foundation. An invite to visit Pete.

      As it was an official invitation, it meant that rather than catch a train to the private hospital Pete was in as he would normally do, Toby could use the teleport power delivered through the new app, without having to scroll through the range of downloadable powers.

      He turned into a quiet street and made sure nobody was watching as he thumbed the download icon and then he vanished in a small clap of thunder.

      

      The hospital was undergoing some modernization too. Toby appeared on a designated hexagonal pad, opposite the reception desk. The hospital was the Foundation’s very own, so nobody batted an eyelid when he appeared from nowhere.

      The tired Nurse behind the desk glanced at a screen that registered Toby’s arrival and matched it against a biometric database.

      ‘Ah, Mister Wilkinson. Take the lift to the top floor. Then the third door on your left.’

      He made it to Pete’s ward on autopilot. Inside, his friend was unconscious, linked to a battery of machinery that was keeping him alive.

      During the battle for the Hero Foundation, Pete had faced the arch-villain Basilisk single-handedly. The fight had been brutal and had resulted in Pete being immersed in hundreds of liquid raw superpowers. For a fleeting moment it had given him the strength to defeat Basilisk, but then he had fallen unconscious and had been that way ever since. It was like being exposed to radiation - except nobody knew the consequences of being dipped and smothered in undiluted powers.

      Toby glanced around. Nobody else was in the room and it didn’t look like he’d had any other visitors since Toby was last here. That was sad. Pete didn’t have any friends in school and his parents had been kept under hypnosis to prevent them from trying to see their son. Even without the hypnosis, Toby doubted that Pete’s parents would bother visiting anyway. The last he’d heard from Pete was that they were separating.

      Toby pulled up a chair and tapped Pete’s arm, in case he could feel anything.

      ‘Hi mate. It’s Toby, come to see how you are.’ It was difficult to keep a one-sided conversation up. He decided it best not to mention that Emily was missing, in case Pete could hear. ‘You look... the same. I keep expecting to walk in and see you with a big beard.’ Toby smiled at the image. ‘School was dull, but you’ll be pleased to know it looks like Jake Hunter’s been expelled. There’s been no sign of him or his vile mate Scuffer. The other two idiots are still around though but they act like they’ve banged their heads or something. They avoid everybody. Hunter’s gang seems to be falling apart without him there to lead it.’

      Toby glanced at a life support screen and noticed several of the monitor lines had peaked and were now settling back to normal. Toby frowned.

      ‘You hear me, mate?’ The lines were normal. Toby frowned. ‘Jake Hunter,’ he said clearly.

      The lines peaked again. He was getting a response!

      The door opened and Eric Kirby entered. Toby stood up, partially out of respect, but mostly out of surprise. Kirby was an old school superhero and the creator of the Foundation. He had once gone by the name Commander Courage - but that was a long time ago during the Second World War. To look at him you wouldn’t have said Kirby was a day over fifty.

      ‘Ah, Toby. Glad you could make it. Please sit back down, I’m not so old as to need a chair everywhere I go.’

      Kirby walked over to the monitors and studied Pete’s progress. The old man walked with a cane, but Toby knew that was more of a prop than a walking aide. Hidden inside the cane was a sword. It was old fashioned, but then again so was Commander Courage.

      ‘How’s he doing?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Stable. That’s about the best we can hope for right now.’

      ‘Any sign of Emily?’

      He saw Kirby hesitate. What wasn’t he being told?

      ‘We’re still picking up her vitals, and she is apparently fit, well and alert. But we still can’t locate her.’

      ‘You must have some idea where she is?’

      Again the telltale pause. ‘Nowhere we can get to at this present moment. But at least she is safe.’

      Angry thoughts swirled through Toby’s mind. Why weren’t his questions being answered? After everything the four friends had done for Kirby and the Foundation, he expected to be treated better. He was beginning to understand Pete and Lorna’s frustration.

      He was about to vocalise this when something caught his attention. A cord was poking from Pete’s clenched fist.

      ‘Who’s been to visit Pete?’

      Kirby shook his head. ‘Nobody. As you know his parents are under mild hypnosis.’

      ‘Somebody’s been here.’

      He leaned across and opened Pete’s hand. Inside was Lorna’s necklace. So she had been here at some point today, which meant she must have left school early. But why?

      Kirby was instantly alert, crossing next to Toby with a surprising turn of speed.

      ‘It’s Lorna’s.’

      ‘Are you certain?’

      ‘Positive. But why would she leave it here? And why didn’t she tell me she was coming?’

      Kirby pulled out his mobile phone. Two taps on the interface and he was through to hospital security.

      ‘This is Kirby. Send me a list of everyone who has accessed Pete Kendall’s room in the last 24 hours.’ Seconds later his phone made a mellifluous noise as the information arrived. He flicked a finger through the list. ‘Only authorized personnel. If she came then she bypassed security.’

      Toby heard the strain in his voice.

      ‘Why would she do that? What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?’

      Kirby sighed. Toby thought the old man was terrible at bluffing... unless he was very good at it and only gave the impression he was terrible. Toby silenced his inner voice, life was complicated enough.

      ‘Your sister was summoned for... special duty.’

      ‘Lorna? Why her and not me?’ the words were out before Toby could stop them. He knew it sounded whiny, but he considered the Hero Foundation was his find. His rules. Why was his sister getting preferential treatment?

      ‘Because it’s a situation that she is perfectly suited for.’ He continued scanning through the security logs. Ah, here we are. A guest visited this afternoon, but for some reason the data is corrupt and we have no ID. Maybe that was her?’ Kirby made another call on his phone. ‘Security? I want a guard posted on the Pete’s room... hello? Security?’ He tapped the phone. ‘The call dropped.’

      He dialled again - this time an ear-splitting screech played over the phone, causing him to drop it. Toby was forced to cover his ears until the shriek had died away.

      ‘What was that?’ he yelled, his ears still ringing.

      ‘I’m being jammed. Something is very wrong.’

      The door was suddenly kicked open. Toby couldn’t see anybody beyond, but he heard a distinctive WHUMP of compressed air - followed by a metal cylinder rolling into the room, spewing thick smoke. Toby’s eyes started to sting and tears rolled down his cheeks. He knew what the smoke was: tear gas. He coughed hard as the gas made breathing difficult.

      A figure in a business suit walked into the room, a heavy-duty rifle in hand, his face obscured by a gas mask. He slammed the door shut with his foot and kept the gun trained on Kirby. The old man was on his knees wheezing asthmatically.

      The figure crossed to Pete’s side and systematically began yanking the leads from the life support machine.

      ‘No! You’ll kill him!’ spluttered Toby. He lunged at the man, pulling his arm back. The stranger obviously didn’t possess any super-strength, but he was still stronger than Toby and shook him off. Toby pressed his attack, knocking the gas mask at an angle. Through streaming eyes Toby got a look at his face. He looked like a regular middle-aged guy, neat black hair and dressed in a business suit with a tie. If it wasn’t for the gun he wouldn’t look out of place in a bank. But it was the eyes that made Toby pause. The man’s eyes were completely black. Not a trace of white was left. The sight was unsettling.

      Toby tasted blood and felt his two front teeth wobble. His nose and upper-lip were split as he fell.

      The man continued jerking tubes from Pete’s body. The last one contained a liquid super-power that was healing him. The ooze splashed across the bed.

      But now the gas was clearing and Kirby had stopped coughing. Toby heard the old man draw his sword.

      ‘Drop the gun!’ he croaked.

      The man didn’t even give Kirby the courtesy of looking up. He levelled the rifle and shot Kirby point-blank in the chest.

      Toby gasped but he was cornered and felt useless without superpowers. He pulled his phone from his jacket - but the man darted across and kicked it out of his hand. The Man returned to elevate the bed so that Pete was in a sitting position. He began whispering to him.

      Toby’s eyes strayed to a fire extinguisher hooked onto the wall. It wasn’t much of a weapon against an armed man, but he had no intention to let the criminal get away with hurting Pete.

      Very slowly, Toby reached for the extinguisher and lifted it from its hook. He carefully stood; taking a cautious step towards the man who’s back was to him. He raised the extinguisher - then slammed it down onto the man’s skull with a satisfying clang.

      The man collapsed, the gun clattering to the floor and his gas mask falling off. Toby kicked the gun away under the bed, and felt for a pulse on Pete’s neck. There was a strong one.

      ‘Hang in there!’ said Toby as he reached across for the emergency alarm.

      The man grabbed Toby’s ankle with a steel grip, pulling him away from the alarm. Toby spun around, face-to-face with those black eyes as the man scrambled to his feet.

      ‘Who are you?’ he screamed.

      The man battled Toby aside and continued whispering to Pete. Toby was now close enough to hear that it was a string of numbers.

      ‘Zero-one-one-zero-one-zero-one-one...’

      Toby had no idea what they meant, but he knew it couldn’t be good. ‘Leave him alone!’

      ‘Four, one, eight. Activate.’

      Pete’s eyes opened, and he stared vacantly ahead. The man backed away slightly.

      Toby slowly stood. ‘What have you done to him?’

      The man looked at Toby with a puzzled expression. Then the blackness in his eyes cleared away until he looked normal. He was completely bewildered.

      ‘W... where am I?’ he gasped.

      ‘What do you mean? You just ran in here and shot a man!’ snarled Toby. The man glanced at Kirby slumped against the wall. Toby could hear the old man’s bones gently snapping, and his chest wound looked smaller. Toby was relieved that he wasn’t dead and he must be slowly regenerating.

      The man looked utterly horrified. ‘I did that?’

      Before Toby could reiterate Pete raised his hand. An invisible telekinetic force shot from his fingers - lifting the man off his feet and smashed him forcibly through the double-glazed window.

      Toby watched in horror, hearing the man scream all the way from the top floor to the ground. Toby heard shattering windows and the wail of a car alarm.

      ‘Pete! Why did you do that? He stopped—’

      Pete raised his other hand and Toby felt an invisible hand grab him by the throat and pin him against the wall. His feet dangled from the floor as he clawed at the unseen force.

      Pete slowly climbed out of bed, keeping one hand pointed at Toby. He reached for his glasses and looked around the room, before finally looking back at his friend.

      ‘Pete... stop it. Please...’

      ‘What happened to Emily?’ said Pete in level tones.

      ‘I don’t know... she went missing last night.’

      ‘Did you kill her?’

      The puzzled expression on Toby’s face told Pete all he needed to know. Pete stopped the telekinetic force that was holding Toby up. Toby dropped onto his bum.

      ‘What did you do that for? I’ve been worried sick about you.’

      ‘Shut up!’ snarled Pete. Even in his stripy pyjamas he looked menacing.

      ‘What happened to you?’

      ‘I had time to inwardly reflect on my life. And I realized how badly it sucked. I’ve finally seen that it wasn’t my fault; it was the people around me making it worse, thinking they knew what was best. People like you.’ Toby was hurt by the accusation. Pete’s face was knotted in rage. ‘You stole the best thing in my life, that website, and claimed it was yours and that we had to play by your rules.’

      The veins were pulsing on Pete’s forehead. Toby slowly approached him.

      ‘Pete, I’m your best friend—’

      WHAM! Toby saw Pete’s hand move and felt the energy blast cannoning him across the room into a cabinet full of medical supplies. He felt his skin burn, and everything sounded muffled, as if he was underwater. It was the first time he had been hit by a superpower with no form of defence.

      ‘You’re no friend of mine! You’re no different from the others trying to use me, manipulate me. But I’ll show you. I’ll show you exactly what I’m capable of!’

      Eric Kirby jumped athletically to his feet and walked towards Pete.

      ‘Steady now, Pete. We know you’ve been through a lot, but this is the time to calm down.’

      Pete fired an energy blast. Kirby raised his arm and a circular energy shield formed. The blast ricocheted upwards creating a hole through the ceiling.

      ‘Don’t patronize me!’ snarled Pete. ‘You of all people! Making us do your dirty work for nothing. Expecting us to work as slaves for your own causes.’

      The two circled around, Kirby making sure that Toby was now behind the shield.

      ‘You know that isn’t true,’ said Kirby calmly.

      Pete fired another blast - this one bounced at the door, blasting it off its hinges and knocking down the four heavily armed security guards who were about to storm the room. Somewhere a siren started to wail and the sprinkler system was triggered across the hospital.

      The cold water stung Toby’s broken nose and split lip, but he was too full of adrenaline to be bothered.

      ‘I know what needs to be done now,’ said Pete in an oddly calm voice. ‘And I know you can’t stop me.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that. You’re still a little boy after all.’ The taunt was just enough to irk Pete. He fired another blast of energy at Kirby.

      Kirby was ready and twitched his shield at the perfect angle. The blast rebounded straight at Pete - but instead of knocking him from his feet he absorbed the energy bolt and appeared to grow bigger by a couple of inches.

      Toby thought it was an optical illusion, but the fact Pete’s pyjamas were suddenly two sizes too small and the look of horror on Kirby’s face was proof enough.

      When he realized what had happened, Pete began to laugh. It wasn’t a pleasant sound.

      ‘See?’ he bellowed. ‘What can you possibly do to me?’

      At that moment two security guards ran into the room. They made an immediate threat assessment like they had been drilled to do in training and pointed their guns at Pete.

      ‘NO!’ shouted Toby and Kirby at the same time.

      The bass-heavy thunderous clamour of high-calibre bullets being shot in the room was deafening. The bullets as they bounced uselessly off Pete.

      The bullet impacts make him grow even larger, the seams on his pyjamas starting to split. Toby didn’t know what was worse, his maniacal friend or the fact that his pyjamas were about to rip off completely.

      Without a second thought, Pete blasted the two guards with a powerful energy beam. They shot out into the corridor.

      ‘This is my time!’ roared Pete. Then he looked directly at Toby. Toby gasped, whatever transformation was consuming Pete was now visible across his skin. It was cyan-tinged and cracked like sun-dried swamp mud.

      ‘If I find out you killed Emily - I’ll be back for you!’

      The loss of blood was making Toby feel dizzy. Once again he experience the unsettling tunnel-vision and the world seemed to flip-flap like everything he was seeing was projected on a large sheet of rubber.

      Even more unsettling was the fact that Pete was repeating his unfounded threat. The whole déjà-vu experience made Toby feel nauseous.

      Pete unleashed another blast at Kirby. This one was so powerful that the old man was pitched against the wall, unconscious once again.

      Then Pete roared and teleported away with a deep thunder clap.

      Toby lay gasping on the floor, confused and shocked. Then the pain from his facial injuries and what felt like several broken ribs and scorched skin overwhelmed him.

      He collapsed on the floor, the water from the sprinklers washing his own blood away.
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      Toby opened his eyes and saw Eric Kirby was looking at him with concern. Toby was lying on a gurney that had been wheeled into a private office. A large plasma screen hung on the wall showed a digital world map.

      ‘Are you OK?’ asked Kirby.

      ‘I think so. How long have I been out?’

      ‘About an hour.’

      Toby heard a beep, and then an unsmiling matronly nurse, who was standing to his side, spoke up.

      ‘That’s a full pack. You should be feeling fighting fit.’ From his arm she removed a tube that was connected to a now empty pack of raw healing superpower - the hospital’s secret weapon.

      Toby ran his hand over his face, his teeth didn’t wobble, lip had healed and his burnt skin felt smooth again. A scar on his wrist itched like crazy and he wondered what Pete had done to him to cause that.

      He sat on the end of the bed and gratefully accepted the cola and biscuit he was given. ‘You need a sugar boost,’ said the nurse by way of explanation.

      ‘What happened to Pete?’

      Kirby shrugged. ‘He escaped. Enforcer units are searching for him as we speak.’

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Toby. He wasn’t feeling in the mood for playing games. ‘Why did he act like that?’

      Kirby waited for the nurse to exit through a thick blast door that sealed closed behind her. Toby thought the door was an unusual level of protection. Perhaps Kirby was feeling vulnerable after Pete had beaten him.

      Kirby walked across to the map and studied it. Toby noticed that there were small clocks hovering over specific locations. At first glance he assumed they designated the local time zones, but on closer inspection he saw they were all showing the same time.

      ‘When you are chosen by the Hero Foundation, or indeed the Council of Evil, to download powers it is because we think you have the makings of becoming a hero. Your Internet searches, your school grades, online shopping and everything you have bought in a high street store, it’s all monitored. The moment you buy anything online or a game or book is swiped across the till, that information is stored on a database. And we have access to almost every network in the world. Once you have been selected, Artificial Intelligence monitors your activities on cameras, in the street, in school, in the shops. Every email, text and phone conversation is intercepted and analysed.’

      ‘That sounds like a total invasion of my privacy.’

      ‘Yes. But everybody is doing it. It’s going on around you, from social media to government agencies all the time. We do it to ensure that you are worthy of the gift we are offering.’

      ‘What’s that all got to do with what happened to Pete?’

      Kirby turned away from the screen and looked shrewdly at Toby. ‘The computer builds a psychological profile of you, and from that you are selected. Pete’s profile was flagged as potential risk, but still he got through the system. The Foundation... I... had hoped that you, Lorna and Emily would keep him on the right track. However, it was not to be.’

      ‘Pete’s not a villain, if that’s what you mean. He’s just confused. His parents are splitting up, he’s got a lot of issues.’

      ‘He’s not strong willed enough. His family problems are nothing; most people get through those trying times in life and without the aid of powers. I’m afraid that Pete was weak and overwhelmed by a combination of being exposed to riches and power beyond his dreams; and being bullied by Jake Hunter... and by you.’

      Toby felt a rush of disbelief. ‘Me? I didn’t bully him!’

      ‘Inadvertently you did. Bullying is not only physical. It can be mental too. He resented your control of the website. Felt it was too restrictive. This made him vulnerable to dark influences. That is your fault.’

      Toby felt sick, he also felt he was being unjustly accused. He was angry that Kirby blamed him. Before he could speak, Kirby went on, ‘But you have to remember, ultimately Pete chose his own path, and regardless what you may think, it’s a path of villainy.’ Toby didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t imagine Pete as a supervillain, and he refused to believe it. Kirby continued. ‘After being smothered by raw superpowers perhaps that has unbalanced him too? We’re not sure what the power overdose has done or what he’s capable of.’

      A thousand questions stormed through Toby’s head. He tried to stand, but found his legs were trembling. He needed answers.

      ‘I need to stop him. Convince him that he’s wrong. Bring back the old Pete.’

      Kirby shook his head. ‘Trying to convince an angry man he is wrong will only inflame the situation. This is not the time for reasoned debate.’

      ‘You’re wrong! I think I can do it. With Emily and Lorna—’

      ‘Who are not by your side and cannot help you.’ Kirby sighed.

      ‘Whatever “special mission” you’ve got Lorna doing, stop it. I need her now. We have to get our team back together and find Emily. Then the three of us can convince—’

      ‘Alas, no. Lorna is unable to assist, and Emily is untraceable. But freeing Emily will be the key to one big problem.’

      It took Toby a moment to register the sentence. ‘What big problem?’

      Kirby sighed again as if he didn’t know where to begin. He took a remote control from his desk and pointed it at the screen. Images overlaid the map, artists’ depictions of heroes from world legend.

      ‘The Knight of the Round Table; the Greek heroes and gods, Perseus, Zeus, Hercules; the Vikings had Odin and Thor, Chu Jung and Kuan Ti of the many Chinese. Figures from mythology who were really Primes. People born with superpowers. Historically, we are not a new phenomenon. In fact, history had more warrior heroes and diabolical villains than we have now. Primes are a dying breed.’

      ‘Which is why you built the hero site,’ said Toby, ‘to create new heroes?’ He knew the potted history of superheroes. ‘I don’t see how this is relevant to what’s happening now.’

      Kirby perched himself on the edge of his desk and collected his thoughts.

      ‘What do you know about time travel?’

      Toby laughed. He hadn’t expected the left-field question. ‘Only what I’ve seen on TV. And the fact that the power is not available on the website. Pete and I spent an afternoon looking for it once. It could have come in handy for exams.’

      ‘There are several powers that are unique. Owned by individuals and never synthesized for the website. They are called Core Powers and they are too powerful and destructive to be used. Time travel is one of them. Forget everything you have ever heard about it. I assure you it is all nonsense.’

      ‘But it’s possible?’

      Kirby smiled. ‘The power exists; it’s just that everything you know about time travel is wrong. For example, right now we live in the present and the future doesn’t exist. You can’t travel to somewhere that doesn’t exist.’

      ‘So we’re in a dead-end tunnel?’

      ‘Yes, a tunnel that pushes forward with the present always at the head. But you can go back along the tunnel. That’s the past.’

      ‘So if I had the power I could go back in time, and then forward again to my present, but not into the future?’

      ‘Precisely.’

      ‘So I could go back and stop events from happening? I could stop wars, or even stop myself from being born?’

      ‘That is what is called a paradox. And it’s impossible.’

      Now Toby was confused. ‘But I thought if I go back to the age of dinosaurs and step on an insect, it could change the course of history.’

      ‘That is merely a flight of fancy, and not scientific fact. Think about how unnecessarily complex that is. If you now went back in time to give yourself the winning lottery numbers, then your future would have changed and you would not be able to go back in time to give yourself the numbers. Why would you even bother because you are now already rich? Therefore you could never have gone back in the first place. It’s a paradox, it is impossible.’

      Toby nodded. That made sense to him. Sort of.

      Kirby continued. ‘In fact the truth is somewhat more bizarre. Are you ready? The events of the present affect the past as you already know it.’

      Toby’s head swam. ‘So, something I do today can affect events that have already happened hundreds of years ago?’

      ‘So it seems. Scientists call it retrocausality.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Google it! It means the present can affect the past just as much as the past effects the present. Scientists have conducted experiments on photons to prove it’s possible.’

      Toby stood up, his legs still shaking. ‘Look, this is all mind bending and fascinating, but it doesn’t help with our current problems.’

      ‘That’s precisely the point. Because of what is happening now, events in the past have already occurred.’

      ‘I’m more interested in my sister and my friends.’

      ‘What is happening now is all linked to you.’

      Toby sat back down. After Pete blaming him for all his woes this was all too much. ‘How?’

      ‘What do you know about Lord Eon?’

      ‘I’ve heard the name,’ replied Toby racking his memory. ‘He escaped from Diablo Island after Basilisk sprung Viral.’ Diablo Island was a prison for supervillains and for heroes who had strayed. During his last big adventure Toby and his friends had tried to stop Basilisk freeing a deadly supervillain called Viral. They had failed, and that was partly what had led to the near downfall of the Hero Foundation.

      ‘Lord Eon is, if possible, beyond a villain. He’s so feared that it was the Council of Evil themselves who ensured we incarcerate him. He possesses a Core Power. Time manipulation, and he is now the biggest risk the world is facing.’

      ‘And you need me to stop him.’ Kirby nodded. ‘But why me?’

      ‘Because it is fated.’

      ‘You mean you don’t know.’

      Kirby laughed, a long genuine laugh. ‘You’re getting to know me too well. I don’t know why, but I knew it had to be you. We can trace Emily’s CUCI, so we know she’s alive, but we cannot determine her location. She is being held outside of the flow of time and space.’

      Something occurred to Toby. He told Kirby about the feeling of déjà-vu he’d had before Emily had disappeared and again when Pete went crazy. Kirby nodded gravely.

      ‘The expression itself is French, meaning “already seen”. It’s a sign that Eon has been meddling nearby. Think of it like ripples in a pond.’

      ‘I don’t understand why he would take Emily. For what reason?’

      Kirby started pacing the room. ‘Lord Eon does not see the world as we do. To him, time is not one event after another, it happens at the same moment. He perceives our world as an ever-expanding bubble - he can look in and see everything and every when. He exists like a tachyon, faster the light. He exits in between time. Think of it as though he lives between only one second and the next. Sometime he chooses to enter our world so he can feed of humanity’s Chronons.’

      Toby rubbed his head. ‘For the sake of argument, pretend I don’t know what a Chonon is.’

      ‘It’s a unit of time smaller than a planck length.’

      Toby was sorry he asked. ‘I take it that’s very small?’

      ‘Very. But without it, we would be like Eon, existing in between time as we know it. Unable to ever move forwards, never mind backwards. Lord Eon has been making random appearances around the globe, abducting people and using their Chronons to make himself stronger.’

      ‘He kills them?’

      ‘Oh no. He needs them alive. They will exist in a permanent limbo. Conscious but unable to see, hear, move... do anything. He has been doing this since he escaped from Diablo Island and he is growing much stronger. So strong that since taking Emily he has jumped from individuals to entire towns.’

      ‘So why did he take Emily?’

      ‘He’s been targeting individuals to draw power from. Gather enough of them and he increases power.’

      ‘It seems a massive coincidence if it was random.’

      ‘Do you think she was targeted? Why would Eon do that?’

      Toby shrugged, he was grasping at straws. Kirby changed the display on the screen. It showed a webcam feed that appeared to be mounted on the roof of a truck. The immediate area was swarming with people wearing colourful hazardous-material suits, complete with self-contained breathing equipment. They were all branded with the Foundation logo. Beyond stood a dense wall of cloud. Lightning zigzagged through it, and as the cloud undulated, Toby could see the occasional edge of a building.

      ‘You are looking at a small village in Ireland. It only had a population of twenty or so, but they are all now victims of Eon. Not dead, but not really alive.’

      Toby was shocked. ‘Can’t you send a team in there and pull the people out?’

      ‘No. That’s the real menace behind Eon’s power. Once you set foot into that Time-Storm, he has you. Unless he wills it, you can’t get out. Ever. Every second you once possessed is now his. If he has grown powerful enough to take that village, then it won’t be long before he gains strength to consume the entire world. The good, the bad and the indifferent. For Eon, this is not about power or wealth. It’s about survival. This is one of the biggest dangers we have faced. The Council and the Foundation will both suffer as a consequence. We are at crisis point, Toby. This is a real end of world scenario.’

      Toby felt a migraine coming on. Time was an abstract concept at best, especially if you were waiting for Pete to arrive punctually. What Kirby was proposing was really a fate worse than death. It was being held in a prison for eternity, with no possibility to escape or even move. He could only equate it with Pete’s coma, and that was awful.

      ‘So where is Eon? Charge me up and let’s get him and save Emily and the others.’

      Kirby held up his hand to slow Toby’s enthusiasm. ‘It’s not as easy as that. Remember that Eon controls time. You can’t sneak up on him. You can’t simply attack him and hope for the best. On this occasion brute force is not the answer. On this mission you will have to use your brain.’ He flipped back to the world map on the screen and highlighted a clock. The map zoomed into an eastern region of the globe. ‘This is Cambodia. See the clock?’

      ‘Yes, but what is it. Local time?’

      ‘Our satellites have been monitoring the globe, tracking time on earth with the use of atomic clocks, the most accurate time system there is. But we’re picking up abnormalities between clocks station on the ground and those in orbit. They’re called time dilations. The dilations show that, in those areas, time is slowing down, sometimes only by nanoseconds. That means two things. We can track Eon when he uses his power, and we can locate what we need to stop him.’

      ‘What do you need to locate?’

      ‘Eon is not the first Prime to be able to manipulate time although he is certainly the most powerful. In the past when heroes were plentiful, they created a device they called the Temporal Dilator to stop these fiends. It was last used on Lord Eon. For safety, the Dilator was broken up into four pieces and hidden across the globe, protected until they were needed again. Unfortunately the knowledge of their locations was kept to a select few, and ultimately it has been lost in time.’

      ‘That’s really not helpful!’

      ‘No, but what is helpful is the fact the pieces slow time, only by a few seconds but that is enough for our satellites to detect them.’

      ‘I don’t understand how any of this connects to me or Pete?’

      ‘Remember events that occur now affect the past. The choices we make now allow the past to happen, but who knows what those choices are.’

      ‘That’s very cryptic.’

      Kirby’s face became grave. ‘Since you displayed amazing skills in stopping Basilisk and co. from taking over the HERO Foundation, you have proved to be one of the very best agents the Foundation has. It all boils down to a simple concept. We need those four pieces because Eon must be stopped. For the sake of the world as we know it.’

      Toby expelled a long breath. ‘So I need to save the world again,’ she said with a trace of irony.

      Kirby looked sternly at him. ‘The world always needs saving.’

      

      Pete had no destination in mind when he teleported from the hospital. He’d appeared in a small town not too far away, lit by only a few flickering streetlights. He instantly recognised where he was as he’d been forced to come shopping here with his mother for second hand clothes a few months ago. The embarrassment of that incident must have been playing on his subconscious.

      He was thankful that nobody was around. His rage was subsiding, as was his increased bulk. He reasoned that his body must have absorbed the energy from the attacks on him. An interesting defence that he would have to explore at a later date.

      He looked at his reflection in a dark shop window. His skin was cyan and cracked. He ran his fingers across his cheek, which felt like sandpaper. Other than his deathly appearance, he looked like the same old Pete.

      But inside he felt completely different.

      A confidence burned in him that he had never felt before. So did anger over the many injustices in his life. But he knew he now had the power inside him to change that. He’d experienced life as a hero. Risked his life for a noble cause - and almost died because of it. And his reward? Just a pat on the back.

      Blue sparks of power crackled between his fingers when he raised his hand. Strange powers flowed through his body. He had a fleeting memory of fighting Basilisk as the floating Hero Foundation plummeted to earth. His last conscious sight was a tidal wave of multi-coloured ooze swamping him. It was the volatile mix of dozens of superpowers that he and Basilisk had fought their way through.

      Now he had absorbed them like a sponge, his DNA mutating and transforming to accommodate them. He didn’t realize that being in a coma was his body’s method of camouflaging the intense pain he would have felt during the transformation. That’s why he had nearly died several times. Now the powers were part of his system. He had no idea how long they would last, but he was determined to make the most of it.

      He remembered the voices that had echoed through his head during his vegetative state. Toby and Lorna whispering to him. Lorna he didn’t mind, but Toby... thinking about his old best friend made his fists clench. Toby had dragged him into all of this. Toby had prevented him from accessing the hero website on his own. And to add insult to injury, Toby had started to flirt with Emily.

      Pete had had a crush on Emily, and Toby had ruined that too.

      Then there was the other voice, strangely familiar, whispering destructive thoughts. Unable to respond, Pete had known that his buttons were being pushed, that somebody was trying intentionally to anger him. And he remembered the final words, telling him that Toby had killed Emily; followed by Lorna’s voice saying that Emily was missing. What more verification did he need? Although the look on Toby’s face had indicated that he was innocent.

      Pete clutched his head, trying to brush aside the conflicting voices from his memory. The last sound he remembered was a harsh screech, like electronic noise... then much later, the man whispering a sequence of numbers to him. He was sure that’s what had roused him from his coma. He had no idea what the numbers meant, but they had had a profound effect on his subconscious.

      A cold wind blew and a few flakes of snow started falling. Pete was still in his torn pyjamas. He looked back at the window, past his reflection. It was a clothing shop. Inside, mannequins were dressed in expensive street-smart clothes; exactly the kind of thing that Pete couldn’t normally afford.

      Things were going to change.

      He blasted the plate glass apart with a short energy bolt. Ignoring the piercing alarm bell and pulled the clothes off the dummies. Within a minute he was dressed cooler than he had ever been in his life. He admired his reflection in a full-length mirror. If it wasn’t for the curious state of his skin, his new image would have been perfect.

      Then he caught movement behind him.

      Pete spun around, both fists clenched and pulsing with flickering blue energy. A figure stood calmly in the shadows.

      ‘Come any closer and I’ll turn you into toast!’ shouted Pete.

      ‘Nice. What a welcome that is.’ The voice sounded familiar, but Pete was having trouble pinpointing who it was. ‘After everything I’ve done to help you, I would have thought you’d be a little friendlier... Professor.’

      The hated nickname angered Pete, and he instantly recalled the name of the person who used it.

      Jake Hunter stepped from the shadows. He was smiling.

      

      ‘As you know, we’ve had a restructuring of how we conduct operations and deployment in the field,’ said Eric Kirby as he lead Toby into a white panelled room. A technician, wearing a white cotton suit, walked around them preparing futuristic looking equipment for Downloaders to use out in the field. Everything looked new.

      ‘Since Basilisk infected the system with a virus, we have seen the danger of allowing users access to too many powers. And after what happened to Pete and... er... other Downloaders, well, you can see why we need to be careful.’

      He led Toby to a table filled with equipment. Toby reached out to take a gun-like device, but Kirby slapped his hand away.

      ‘Like the Parser in your ear, this technology is powered by small ampoules of raw power embedded in the circuitry. This is all really next-generation gear.’

      ‘I thought superpowers only worked on people?’

      ‘Over the years, we have made many breakthroughs, but we were too set in our ways to implement them. But after nearly being toppled, we have had to embrace change. Our scientists have discovered a way to fuse the technology to a power, but it can only become active once a person uses it. More specifically, a super. Not a regular Joe on the street.’

      ‘Cool!’

      ‘Sub-zero, in fact. It relies on superconductors; super-cooled circuitry that operates at fantastic speeds. Take these.’ He took one of several pairs of wrap-around sunglasses. ‘They resemble ordinary sunglasses, but when activated by a super it triggers the stored power, in this case x-ray vision. There’s a toggle at the side for thermo-vision and night-vision.’

      ‘That’s neat, but I don’t understand why that’s better than just downloading the power in the first place.’

      ‘As you know, mastering a power can be tricky. You mastered flying quite easily, but the rest of the powers, such as the energy blasts, you use them with the force of a sledgehammer because you’re not aware how to fine-tune your skills.’

      Toby recalled a time Pete had accidentally downloaded x-ray vision and it had rendered him almost useless.

      ‘The gadgets are charged with a limited amount of power, which means you are not being exposed to a full dosage, thus allowing you to use more power-gadgets in the field than you could superpowers. All with no side effects. At least none that we know about,’ he added as an afterthought.

      Kirby held up a thirty-centimetre black tube. ‘This is clever. A tele-grenade. You twist the top and hold on - you’re instantly teleported to the other side of the world, completely out of harm’s way.’

      ‘Couldn’t I just use a teleportation power to do that anyway?’

      ‘Yes but you can throw this at an enemy and they’ll disappear.’

      He sensed Toby was unimpressed. He held up a backpack.

      Toby pulled a face, ‘What’s so great about that?’

      ‘You can put things in it.’

      ‘I have a school bag that does that too.’

      ‘Ah, but is your school bag a form of Tesla / Faraday cage, linked to a teleport ampoule?’ Toby shook his head. ‘We can fill this pack with equipment, program it to lock onto you CUCI and teleport it to you anywhere in the world.’

      Toby was impressed. ‘That, I like.’

      Kirby turned back to the table and indicated to the rest of the equipment. ‘We must quickly go through these. You will take a few with you on your first trip. Of course you’ll download some key powers, but this will be your backup. Remember, this mission relies on stealth and intelligence, not force. You can’t blast your way through this.’

      ‘I understand,’ said Toby, although he was having doubts. He, Pete, Lorna and Emily had achieved limited success as a team. Now he was an army of one.

      A sudden emptiness struck him. He was alone. Without his sister or his friends. For a moment he longed for the innocent days before lightning had struck the telephone pole outside their house while they were online. That strike had led them to the hero website. It had caused their mother to be kidnapped by a raving supervillain, destroyed their house, caused jealous arguments between them all and now torn apart friends and family.

      Perhaps Pete and Lorna had been right to ask why they were risking everything for the Hero Foundation.

      Toby closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, aware that Kirby was watching him carefully. Toby hoped his sister was OK, whatever she was going. Pete’s transformation was a problem to deal with another time, in the meantime Toby hoped the Enforcers would get Pete and show him common sense.

      He blanked mind. Right now he had to stop Lord Eon from destroying the world - no small task for a kid - and in doing so find Emily. She was the one in trouble.

      He opened his eyes and looked at the equipment laid on the table. He had to choose the right tools to help him find the first piece of the mysterious Temporal Dilator. Which tools would help him most in Cambodia?

      He had no idea.
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      Pete stared at Jake with contempt. He crunched across the broken plate glass window to face his enemy. Jake Hunter, the worst bully in the school. He had made life hell for Pete over the years. From mental torment to flat out beatings, Jake’s abuse had been relentless. He was the last person in the world Pete had expected to see.

      And he was delighted.

      On the street the two boys circled each other like boxers ready to rumble. Pete was grinning like a shark.

      ‘I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you, Jake. Your timing couldn’t have been better.’

      Jake regarded Pete’s aggressive stance and cracked cyan skin. ‘There’s something different about you. Have you combed your hair on the other side or something?’

      Pete wasn’t listening to the taunts. This was the opportunity he had long dreamed of - armed with superpowers and confronting his bully. He’d beaten Jake’s lackeys, Knuckles and Big Tony, to a pulp when he possessed superpowers, but facing Jake was the icing on the cake.

      ‘Do you know there’s something I’ve always wanted to do?’

      ‘What’s that, Professor?’

      Pete smiled. Then punched Jake. Even as his hand formed a fist, Pete could sense super-strength flowing through him. In microseconds he felt his muscles firm and gain mass.

      It was a perfect right-hook. Jake was lifted off his feet and sailed through the air the entire length of the street. Pete ran after him. He enjoyed watching Jake slam into the pavement and uncontrollably roll a dozen metres.

      He reached the bully, and was surprised to see his foe stand. Jake smirked and wiped the blood from his split lip, but even as he did so the wound healed without a trace.

      Pete gasped. ‘You... you have powers?’

      ‘Oh yeah. In fact, you might be interested in knowing that I have a whole new job.’

      ‘I’m still better than you,’ snarled Pete. He raised his hand, fingers extended to the heavens. Lightning crackled from them.

      Jake held up his hand. ‘Wait! I don’t want to fight you.’

      ‘You should have thought about that before picking on me in school!’ Pete extended his fingers to let rip the lightning bolt that was charging in his hand.

      Jake moved faster - he raised his hand. But instead of discharging a superpower, he held up his phone. The music app was open; his thumb on “play”.

      An ear piercing crackle of white noise nearly deafened Pete. He dropped to his knees, clutching his ears. It felt as though every nerve ending was on fire.

      Jake stopped the audio and the pain dissipated with the noise.

      ‘What was that?’ shouted Pete, his ears still ringing.

      ‘You were listening to a data algorithm. Your body translates the impulses and then communicates with the superpowers inside you.’

      Pete was surprised. The Jake he knew wouldn’t know what “algorithm” meant, but could guess. ‘Like a virus?’

      ‘Think of it as a security for my protection.’

      ‘I don’t understand. What do you want? Why are you here?’

      ‘I want...’ Jake hesitated. The words were difficult to say. ‘I want to be your friend.’

      Pete was stunned by the revelation. ‘My friend? I hate you. You hate me!’

      ‘That was before all of this. I’ve had powers about as long as you have. Nobody else knows. I’m trusting you not to tell anybody.’

      Pete was confused. ‘Why did the Hero Foundation chose somebody like you?’

      ‘They didn’t.’

      That simple reply spoke volumes. Now Pete understood where Jake was sourcing his powers. Before he could collect his thoughts, a foreign-sounding voice interrupted.

      ‘Hold it right there, scumbags.’

      Pete and Jake turned around - and they couldn’t stop themselves from laughing. Two boys stood there. They looked about a year younger, then Jake and Pete, and wore gloves and capes that gave them a comical appearance.

      ‘We are the Super-Deuce-some, and we have been sent to bring you in.’

      ‘Both of us?’ asked Jake with a frown.

      ‘Er... no just him. But if you are his sidekick then you are coming too!’

      Jake nodded solemnly and raised his hands. ‘I’m his sidekick alright.’

      Pete raised his hands too. ‘Well done. Looks like you’ve got us.’

      The two heroes exchanged glances. ‘You are not going to try anything stupid, are you?’

      ‘Nope’

      ‘Not at all.’

      The heroes couldn’t hide their disappointment. ‘OK, good.’

      ‘Is this your first time as heroes?’ asked Pete.

      The Super Deuce-some looked suspiciously at him. ‘No. Why do you ask?’ the speaker lied.

      Pete remembered the first time he had downloaded powers. It was only several months ago, but already it seemed like a lifetime away. He had pleaded with Toby that they should have a team name and a costume. But now he saw how ridiculous that would have been.

      ‘I remember the first time I downloaded. Felt like I could take on anybody.’

      ‘We can,’ said the mini-hero defiantly. He was starting to get nervous now that Jake and Pete had lowered their hands.

      ‘Do you know the problem about the hero job board? It doesn’t tell you the level of threat you’re tackling. I mean, take you two. Did you know you were taking on the two most powerful supervillains on the planet?’

      Both heroes blanched. ‘The job only mentioned you’d escaped from hospital. I thought you was some sick nutter,’ said one.

      Pete was thoughtful. ‘Strange. That could actually be the perfect description.’

      He could see the fear on their faces. Their every movement betrayed uncertainty. Pete was enjoying the feeling of picking on them, especially as he was more powerful than his victims.

      Pete could feel the lightning power charge in his body like pins and needles. In seconds it would leap from his hands like a tidal wave.

      ‘We’re not afraid of you!’

      ‘Then that’s your mistake,’ growled Pete.

      Jake watched in surprise as Pete unleashed his attack. Half a dozen cars in the vicinity were tossed aside from the sheer force. The lightning ripped a half-metre trench into the road.

      It was like using a sledgehammer to squash an ant.

      Even Jake Hunter thought it was a brutal misuse of power.

      

      Toby appeared with a loud bang that echoed across the jungle. He sighed, he hated jungles. He had once been forced to trek through one in Mexico and that had been unpleasant. This one felt immediately different although the humidity and the calls of monkeys and parrots seemed the same. In front of him lay a magnificent ruined city.

      Toby’s dad was an archaeologist, and was always enthusiastically telling his children about fabled lost civilizations across the globe. The intricate pinecone shaped domes of the stone towers in front of Toby now were familiar, the same designs as those in the more famous Cambodian ancient city of Angkor Wat. The buildings were the size of cathedrals, yet the jungle still towered over it, as the city seemed to have been constructed inside a massive crater, possibly created by an ancient meteorite impact. The covering foliage would have camouflaged the city, which was why it was still officially “undiscovered.”

      He felt a thrill that he was looking at a discovery that his father knew nothing about. He would have to think of a way of subtly telling him. He pulled his touch-screen phone from his pocket and hit an icon. A bespoke program appeared. The display now resembled a radar screen; although Kirby had explained that it was a chrono-scanner that detected fluctuations in time and space. A blip flashed dead ahead, it had detected the first part of the Temporal Dilator.

      Toby walked across the courtyard. Creepers had pushed through gaps between the stone flags to carpet the floor. He slowly ascended a steep staircase. Getting closer, he could see that the walls of the building were covered in weathered carvings of people and Hindu deities. His father would be ecstatic.

      However, the joy of exploration soon gave way once he reached the top of the staircase. He was exhausted, sweating from every part of his body. He took a water-flask hanging from a utility belt with the rest of his gadgets. Kirby had insisted he take the water, and now Toby was grateful. He adjusted his belt and moved the heavy rifle from one shoulder to the other.

      Ahead was a dark portal. Toby could feel a cool breeze flow from the depths of the cavernous structure. He felt fearful. This was the first mission he had ever undertaken alone. Without his friends to watch his back, he felt vulnerable. He missed having Pete throw witty comments to relieve the sense of danger - and the thought of Pete sent a wave of remorse over him. He hoped his friend was OK and had calmed down.

      Toby put on the sunglasses, and the dark passage way became completely black. Seconds later he felt a small tingle behind his ears at the superpowers in the glasses kicked in as sensors on the stems touched his skin. Then the corridor became awash with greys and greens as the night-vision activated.

      He continued on, his dangling fingers tracing the intricate carvings on the wall. They felt slightly damp. The corridor gently angled downwards, and Toby’s trepidation increased.

      Seconds before he teleported from the Foundation HQ, Kirby had warned him to watch out for “The Others”. It had been almost an afterthought, and Toby had wondered about who they could be.

      He froze. A section of wall under his fingers had suddenly pushed inward with a faint click. His mind raced - he was after an ancient treasure, there would surely be traps—

      He spun around to see the light from the entrance fifty metres away vanished with a loud boom. With his night-vision he could see the walls on the tunnel were slamming together in a domino effect - that was heading straight for him!

      Toby ran for his life. The crunch of stone-hammering-stone was catching up behind him. His heart felt as if it would leap from his chest, and he wished he had super-speed. But he was on his own, and he had no time to stop and download any further powers.

      His trainers slipped on the floor, which was becoming damper. Now he could feel the rush of air on the back of his neck as the stone blocks were hurled together with crushing force centimetres behind him.

      Then he slipped. The section of floor sharply angled down and was covered in wet moss - and there was no way he could keep his balance. Toby landed hard and momentum slid him forwards. His head cracked against the tunnel wall. In the dizzying plummet he saw the tunnel crash together centimetres from his head—

      He hit water. It was only a few centimetres deep, but it was enough to slow him down and soak him. He rolled to a stop and became aware of the silence. He looked behind and was relieved to see he was clear of the tunnel, but unfortunately it was sealed. He would have to find another way out.

      He stood, shivering and soaked. He checked his phone and was relieved to see it was waterproof. The chrono-scanner showed the object was somewhere in the room with him. He also noticed that, despite the fact he had a satellite phone that was not dependant on a regular service provider, he had no signal. No chance to call for help, no way to download further powers.

      Toby pulled himself together and looked around the cavern. His prize was here somewhere. What would Pete, Emily or Lorna have done? He shook away the negative thoughts, he was on his own and he would have to deal with that.

      The chamber was enormous, and covered in vivid carving of fantastic Hindu gods. He saw one wall detailed sequential images of a meteor falling from the sky and crashing into the jungle. It showed teams of people at the crater’s edge, building a city. It was like reading a comic book, and Toby knew there would be hidden messages and meaning in what he was seeing. It would take an expert like his father to decipher it all.

      The chain of images ended with a large bronze sculpture built into the wall. It showed a sinister figure wreathed in clouds that seemed to tower over the city. Toby suspected it was supposed to represent Lord Eon. He was being fended off by a brave sword-wielding warrior who sported four-arms. The name came from the recesses of Toby’s memory - Vishnu: one of the supreme gods.

      Toby tore is gaze away from the mural. He wasn’t here for sightseeing, and the cold dark chamber was beginning to get him worried. He turned around and startled himself when he saw Vishnu was standing right behind him!

      It was a three-metre bronze statue of the deity. Toby’s heart was pounding; he hated being alone. He would have to insist that Lorna accompany him if Kirby expected him to find the next piece of the Temporal Dilator.

      In front of the statue was a chamfered dais. Rather than have a flat top, it had been carved at an angle so it looked more like a stone easel. In the middle of the surface was a circular hole, no more than thirty centimetres diameter - and resting inside was a black artefact.

      Toby couldn’t make out any details, but he knew that must be his goal. As he carefully approached the dais, the water came over the tops of his trainers and made each step very uncomfortable. The water was murky, and he couldn’t see anything beneath it. He cautiously tested his weight with each step. He’d played enough games to suspect there would be a final trap.

      So far so good. Toby didn’t like it. His suspicions increased.

      ‘I’m not going to fall for this,’ he said aloud. His voice echoed in the cavern.

      He stepped behind the dais. If a trap was to be triggered - it would be on the fool who stood in front. It was awkward to reach over the sloping dais and reach inside, but he managed.

      The Temporal Dilator segment was remarkably heavy, so heavy that Toby couldn’t lift it with one hand. He swore to himself; why didn’t he download super-strength rather than the powers he did? He never knew the right ones to download - that had always been Emily and Lorna’s speciality.

      He stretched himself and reached in with both hands. Although small, the object was incredibly dense and metallic. Toby realized that it must have been crafted from the fallen meteorite he’d seen on the mural.

      As soon as he moved it a millimetre, the trap triggered.

      Except he hadn’t been expecting this one.

      Two stone slabs shot out inside the hole, either side of his arms. There was a smaller hole in the middle that forced his arms together with such force he felt his circulation being cut off. He was held fast in the stone cuffs and stretched over the dais like a sacrificial victim.

      Then he heard a grating of metal behind him. He couldn’t turn his head around, but from the corner of his eyes he saw that the metal statue of Vishnu was moving!

      He heard the swords swish through the air, and felt the rush of wind as the statue flexed its arms.

      Without backup, and with no way to move, Toby was helpless.

      

      Jake had teleported Pete away after he had pummelled the two junior superheroes. They stood in a field not far from their hometown. It was cold and snow was falling with greater urgency. Jake watched silently as Pete calmed down. During the battle Pete had seemed to be in a trance, completely unaware of the level of violence he was unleashing.

      ‘Feel better now?’ asked Jake.

      Pete nodded. ‘Those kids... did I... did I kill them?’

      Jake contemplated lying and saying yes, just to see the affect it would have on Pete, but he restrained himself. He wanted to appear friendly.

      ‘No. But your hospital is going to have look after them extra carefully.’

      Pete caught the “your hospital” reference. ‘I don’t work for the Foundation any longer.’

      ‘Really? Then where are you going to get your powers from?’

      ‘I don’t need to download them anymore.’

      ‘Not yet you don’t.’ Pete looked up. Did Jake know something he didn’t? Did he know how long before his new-found abilities wear off? ‘And when they do, I don’t think the HERO Foundation will be welcoming you back, do you?’

      Pete stared at him. The urge to barbeque his old bully with a fireball was overwhelming. Jake seemed to read his mind. ‘I told you I don’t want to fight. I want us to be friends. And when your powers start fading away, I can plug you into a whole new stream of abilities.’ He was referring to the villain’s site, but somehow bringing up the “V” word didn’t seem appropriate.

      ‘Why would you do that?’ Pete was rightfully suspicious.

      Jake hated himself for what he said next. ‘Because I’d rather work with you than work alone. We have more in common than you might think.’

      Pete bit back a vitriolic reply. He was aware he might actually need a friend, or at the very least, an acquaintance.

      ‘You’ve got a lot on your mind. I’ll tell you what; I’ll catch up with you later and see how you feel about it then. In the meantime go home, and chill out with your folks.’

      Pete looked sharply up - certain that Jake knew of his family circumstances and was baiting him. But Jake had silently vanished.

      Pete started to trudge across the field, heading for his house. He stumbled in the snow-covered furrows before remembering that he could simply fly there.

      

      Pete landed softly in the street. He looked at his house. Or what was left of it. It was in ruins, completely demolished after the battle to free Basilisk from his garden shed a few weeks ago.

      Snow kissed the rubble. Pete could see a pile of torn comics poking from under a roofing joist. His meagre possessions had been destroyed too.

      And then it hit him. He had nothing left and no idea where his parents had moved, or even if they were still together.

      Jake’s words echoed in his head. He really was alone. And he had just impulsively severed ties with his oldest friend and a family of superheroes who had accepted him, albeit at a price.

      He shivered against the cold and pulled his hood up before walking sadly away from the life he once knew.

      

      Toby’s arms became rubbery as he triggered one of his three downloaded powers. His entire body felt like putty as he stretched three times his length. His thin arms easily slipped from the altar trap and he cartwheeled away from trouble to the far side of the chamber. His whole body popped back into shape, and his mind raced for his next course of action.

      The Vishnu statue whirled all four swords with perfect precision, accompanied by the sound of grating metal. The statue’s head whirled around and targeted Toby. Then it stepped from its pedestal and stomped through the water.

      Toby panicked. His night-vision was not picking up any thermals that would imply life. The statue was mechanical, and he could swear he heard the feint sounds of clockwork vibrating in the bronze body.

      Toby aimed his rifle ahead. It was a proto-type, designed so that Downloaders wouldn’t have to load any attack powers, especially when internet traffic can be blocked or there was no mobile signal. He levelled it at the advancing machine. The rifle had large crystal cylinder in the middle, like the chambers on a revolver, except these were loaded with a variety of superpowers. A small dial on the stock allowed Toby to select from a numbers of stick-figure icons, similar to those on the hero app, although nobody had bothered to explain what they represented. A wireless Internet connection ensured that he could download power-refills so the weapon would never run out of ammunition. Unless he didn’t have a signal, like now.

      Toby squeezed the trigger. A streamer of raw energy lashed the statue. With a crunch, the front bodywork dented and Vishnu was flung onto its back.

      Toby’s finger was still on the trigger when the weapon ran dry. He stared at the defeated statue.

      ‘You weren’t so bad after all!’ he whooped.

      Vishnu’s head snapped around to follow his voice. Toby pulled the trigger again - but was greeted with a raspy sound. His trembling hands fumbled for the selector dial.

      Vishnu’s four swords stabbed down, lifting the statue from the water. It scuttled on them like an insect before athletically somersaulting onto two feet. The four swords clanked into position and it moved towards Toby.

      Toby found the dial - the power-cylinder ratcheted around - and he fired. Laser pluses shot out.

      This time Vishnu was ready. The four-swords were a blur as they deflected the shots. The lasers bounded from the bronze weapons, ricocheting to the floor, walls and ceiling.

      Then the gun was dry and Vishnu was upon him. All four swords thrust forwards at the same time. Toby panicked - causing his rubber-power to kick in. His entire body snapped thin and curved like spaghetti between the blades that had been pushed with such force they embedded into the stone behind him.

      Toby super-stretched like a slinky spring across the chamber, splashing all the way. He popped back into shape and selected another power on the gun as Vishnu extracted the swords and charged after him. The floor shook from each of the giant’s footfalls.

      Lightning arced from the gun and stopped the statue in its tracks. Once again the gun ran dry. Cogs still whirled inside the machine, but it didn’t move. Toby slowly circumnavigated Vishnu, heading for the dais.

      His feet gently swished through the water - then the statue’s head turned - looking straight at him!

      ‘Just die will you!’ yelled Toby and he pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again and got a wheeze from the weapon. He looked closer and realized that the power-cylinders only housed three shots! Without an Internet connection it had no further use.

      ‘What? Who designed this piece of junk?’

      Vishnu now turned and thundered towards him. He ran, feet slipping in the water. But no matter how much he zigzagged the statue followed him.

      Toby hid behind pillars, but still Vishnu advanced. He wondered how the machine could see him - he guessed it was only clockwork and not advanced technology. Plus it would be pitch dark without his shades on...

      Dark. The answer struck Toby as he splashed across to hide behind another pillar. Vishnu turned to follow him. It was tracking noise! That’s why there was water on the floor to act as an acoustic aid!

      Using his power, he stretched his arms to twice their normal length and wrapped them around a column. He lifted himself from the water - then stretched his legs across the chamber, as far as he could reach and coiled them around another pillar.

      The he relaxed his grip. With his legs anchored his torso whooshed across the cavern like an elastic band to join his legs!

      Vishnu reached the pillar he had been behind seconds ago. The swords sheered either side of the pillar - slicing horizontally across like guillotine blades. If he had been hiding there then even his stretchy power wouldn’t have saved him.

      Vishnu’s head slowly turned as though listening.

      Silence reigned.

      Toby held his breath. He knew he couldn’t keep this up forever. There was no obvious way out and his powers would expire.

      He stretched a foot out to the dais - it was ten metres away, but he made it. He braced his other foot - then silently snapped his body across.

      He was now standing on the sloping dais, with one hand gripping it so that he didn’t slide off. He was directly over the hole. He stretched one thin arm through the slabs that had pinned him earlier.

      His fingers stretched around the artefact like a net. He judged the hole was big enough for him to pull it through. But the weight was still an issue.

      Toby tensed his rubbery arm - it pulled taut like a bungee rope. Then it snapped up, the tension yanking the Dilator with it.

      Toby was forced to relinquish his grip in order to catch the heavy treasure with both hands. He slipped from the dais and splashed in the water.

      Vishnu’s head snapped around and the guardian advanced - at exactly the same moment that Toby’s exit opened up.

      With a clunk of ancient machinery, the entire floor suddenly sloped down towards a central point like a funnel. As if the artefact had been a plug, now that it was removed, the water poured out through a hole that had appeared in the middle of the room. Toby slid towards it, gripping the piece of the Temporal Dilator with both hands and screaming all the way.

      Vishnu crashed onto its back and slid after him.
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      Pete wanted to vent his anger in a creative way. And the first thing he wanted more than anything else was money. As a decent law abiding citizen, he’d never had much, so he thought things should change at the start of his new career.

      He’d seen Doc Tempest rob a bank as well as clean out half the gold reserves in Fort Knox and it had looked easy. He would have got away with the crime too if it weren’t for Pete and his team. All he had to do was pick a target. A gold reserve or jewellers would be good, but how could he convert that into actual cash? He had watched enough bad TV to know that he needed a “fence”, somebody who would pay him for the gold or jewels and then move the loot into legal business and accounts. The problem was he had no connections in the criminal underground. It was one wanting to be creatively villainous but he had no idea how to actually go about doing it.

      Pete wandered the streets aimlessly, until he found he was in the wealthier suburbs of town. Emily lived around here, not that she was particularly rich, but her parents made a very good living. Thinking of her filled him with sadness. Was she really dead? How had he known she was even missing when he was unconscious? Who had told him?

      Numbness overcame him, part sadness, and part hunger. He glanced around and saw that one of the big houses was in darkness and had no cars in the driveway. Without conscious thought Pete teleported inside.

      The house was spacious and decorated with ultra-modern reserve. It was clear whoever lived here didn’t have children as it was far too tidy. The owners were not at home.

      Pete headed for the kitchen and flicked a countertop TV on while he raided the fridge. The noise from the TV was welcome company. Most of the food was health-stuff - salad, grim-looking hummus and yoghurts. At the back he found a half-filled jar of peanut butter. He layered it thickly on some bread, his mind drifting back to Emily.

      He missed her. He didn’t miss Toby, and he was indifferent to whether he saw Lorna again. But Emily was different; he was convinced that she was more like him. He refused to believe that she was dead. He remembered the look on Toby’s face; it appeared to be news to him too. And if he didn’t know, then she must still be alive. Whoever had told him Toby killed her had obviously done it to invoke a reaction, a violent one like he displayed in the hospital.

      Had somebody wanted him to attack Toby and Kirby and then breakout? Then there was the mysterious man whispering numbers to him. Who was he?

      Not for the first time, Pete had the distinct impression he was being toyed with. He was watching the news channel. His finger moved for the remote control and this thumb hovered over the button to switch channels - but he froze when he became aware of the drama unfolding at an airport in Brazil.

      He cranked up the sound. The footage was from a helicopter hovering over a busy bay. A black Boeing 747, with a bank logo on the tail, was on the runway well away from the terminal building. The news camera’s telephoto lens zoomed in on an array of military and police vehicles circling the aircraft.

      Between the news reporter’s narration and the scrolling chyron at the bottom of the screen, Pete pieced together that thieves in Brazil had raided a private bank aircraft that was scheduled to transport several million dollars. The aircraft was now grounded and the hijackers had taken the crew hostage as the police moved in. It was now a stalemate.

      Perfect! The robbery had already been done. All he had to do was teleport in, grab the cash and get out again in a flash. Stealing from the thieves made Pete feel like he was Robin Hood.

      Pete took satisfaction in drinking milk straight from the carton, something his mother had always forbidden. Then he wiped his milk-moustache and set out to rob a plane.

      

      It was a terrifying ride. Toby’s stomach dropped as he plunged vertically down a tube. Then he hit a sloping floor and was carried along with the water. The tunnel violently twist-and-turned, and Toby clung onto the heavy artefact as rank-tasting water splashed into his mouth. Century old tree roots whipped at his face, tearing off the night-vision shades.

      He completed the rest of the ride in utter darkness, which was much scarier. Then he saw a light ahead. It developed into circular opening that was camouflaged by dangling creepers and tree roots - which he pushed through at speed before he dropped under water.

      Toby wildly kicked. The Temporal Dilator was dragging him down - and there was no way he could swim with it. He flailed wildly - then he landed on the bottom bum-first. He kicked out, intending a valiant swim for the surface—

      But instead he found himself standing in a pool of water that came to his waist. He gulped in the air, relieved to be alive. Then he took stock of his surroundings.

      The tunnel had deposited him in a clearing somewhere in the middle of the jungle. The pond he was standing in wasn’t particularly big and he waded ashore without a problem, slimy pondweeds sticking to his clothes.

      He sat down, exhausted and pulled out his phone. One tap of the built in teleport power and he would return back to the Foundation.

      The screen was a mess. The surface was unblemished, once he wiped the pond mud from it, but the actually display was nothing more than fragments of glitched data. Toby groaned - it wasn’t waterproof after all, merely splash resistant.

      Then it hit him, he had no way of getting back. His only lifeline had shorted out and he had no powers to fly or teleport. He was stuck.

      ‘Brilliant!’ he shouted in frustration. ‘Now what do I do?’

      ‘You could always give me the Dilator,’ said a voice from behind.

      Toby whirled around, instantly on his feet, the artefact cradled in both hands. An attractive Japanese-looking girl with an American accent was standing behind him. She couldn’t be more than eighteen and was dressed casually; too casually for the jungle. She had to be a Downloader.

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Oh... you could say I’m a collector of the exotic.’ She smiled sweetly.

      ‘Can you get me out of here?’

      ‘That depends on how reasonable you’re going to be.’

      Toby detected the threat in her voice. Then he recalled Kirby’s parting words about watching out for ‘the others’. He guessed she was one of ‘the others’. But another sent by the Foundation on the same quest? Or sent via the villain website? Which side was she on?

      ‘Listen...’

      ‘Jen,’ she said with a polite nod.

      ‘Jen... I don’t know what’s going on here. Really I don’t.’

      She looked at him quizzically, and then laughed. ‘No way! Seriously?’ Toby shrugged. ‘Wow, I thought they were kidding when they said you could be naive. When you’ve been a Downloader as long as I have you tend not to believe the rumours.’

      Toby was confused, a dozen questions popping in his mind. He scanned the clearing, but they seemed to be alone.

      ‘How long have you been a Downloader?’ he asked nervously, trying to buy time so he could think of an escape plan.

      ‘It feels like forever. But that doesn’t matter, shrimp, enough yapping. Give me the Dilator.’

      She was mocking him, and that irked him. ‘Not on a first date. And I still don’t know who you are.’

      Jen scowled, her fluffy persona dropping. ‘I’m the girl who is stopping you, and I’m getting that piece for my bosses. They have a lot of questions they want to ask you too which makes me feel bad if I have to kick your butt to bring you in.’

      ‘Your bosses?’

      She started circling him, eyeing him now as an opponent she must fight. ‘Quit stalling, shrimp. This jungle is crawling with Agents like me, all looking for you. You see it’s like a treasure hunt. We want what you want. We know all about you, Toby Wilkinson.’

      Toby was startled that she used his name. This made her smile.

      ‘We know what you’ve done, and we know how you think. I’ve got much better tricks than you. I know you got the first piece from those jokers in Germany, kudos to you. But that one is mine.’

      Toby couldn’t help but blurt it out: ‘First piece?’

      Jen blinked in surprised. ‘Dude, you really don’t know what’s going on? Aw, I almost feel sorry for you. Almost.’

      Toby raised his rifle. It was out of ammo but if he could get a signal and download another charge—

      Jen held up her hand, as if to say: “stop”. Then the air shimmered and Toby felt a wave of pressure slam into him. It carried him metres across the clearing, ripping up trees in a flow of rippling air. He was surprised to see he was still clutching the artefact when he landed. He knew if he hadn’t downloaded a shield power then he probably would have been splattered like a bug.

      Jen advanced towards him, a fierce expression marring her face. ‘Last chance, shrimp.’

      Sparks flickered from his gun. Toby had nothing to attack her with. He would have to make the most of his powers to evade her. He stood up on shaky legs and managed a defiant smile.

      ‘Is that all you’ve got? I’m not going to waste my time taking to you.’

      He stretched his leg out - and fell flat on his face at the edge of the pond!

      His rubber-power had expired. And if that had gone so had all of his powers, including his shield. If she hit him again, he would die.

      ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ said Jen, holding her hand up. ‘You realize the shows I could have binge watched while waiting in this hellhole for you to turn up?’

      She took a deep breath to rant some more - when the pond next to her exploded and the mechanical Vishnu somersaulted out. A flailing sword cut her arm as the giant flipped overhead. The ground shook when the guardian landed, water pouring from its dented bronze flanks.

      Its head turned uncertainly as it sensed two targets. Toby took the chance and ran.

      He fled into the jungle, branches and vines whipping him. He heard a scream and more thunderous footsteps behind him as Jen and Vishnu fought. Toby ran as fast as he could, leaping over fallen logs and boulders. A difficult task with a heavy weight cradled in his arms.

      Then he heard an explosion, and assumed that Jen had dealt with the mechanical monster. His suspicions were confirmed moments later when the jungle behind him started to tear apart under an immense pressure wave.

      As thick tree trunks shattered into splinters behind him, Toby threw himself into a ditch. The pressure wave passed overhead. He was unharmed. That was a something.

      He lay still, his ears throbbing from the change in pressure. Then he heard branches cracking and leaves rustling. Jen was approaching. His heart beat faster. He knew he should run, but he couldn’t muster the strength.

      Jen appeared at the top of the ditch. ‘There you are, shrimp!’ she exclaimed like they were playing a game.

      Her next words were lost as a bolt of energy burst into her from the sky. She shrieked and fell.

      Seconds later a disc-shaped aircraft dropped vertically and hovered over him. It was a smaller version of the circular craft he had seen the Council of Evil use in France, but this one had the legend Hyper Energy Research Organization branded on the side.

      The craft gently touched down in the clearing Jen had made and the ramp opened up. Eric Kirby waved him over.

      ‘Come my boy! Are you hurt?’

      Toby shook his head. Then ran gratefully aboard.

      ‘Do you have the Dilator?’ asked Kirby urgently. Toby had the impression that Kirby would push him out if he said no.

      Toby handed it to him. For the first time he got a good look at it. It looked like a squid - an egg-shaped head with thin twisting limbs branching off in one direction. It was made from meteor iron and carved with amazing precision. The limbs were covered in detailed lines and channels like an ancient circuit board.

      Kirby placed it in a compartment that sealed with a hiss. Then he turned back to Toby.

      ‘Good job. Now, let’s get you cleaned up and onto the next task.’

      Toby leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. He was so tired he fell instantly asleep.

      

      Pete appeared at the edge of Santos Dumont Airport in Rio de Janeiro. Nobody seemed to notice that he had arrived. He quickly studied his surroundings. The runways lay north-to-south. The black Boeing 747 was isolated at the north end. Beyond, the Rio Niterói Bridge spanned the harbour that opened up behind him. Through the smog to the southwest, Pete could make out the thirty-eight metre tall iconic statue of Christ the Redeemer, with its outstretched arms, keeping a watchful eye on the city from atop Corcovado Mountain.

      He turned his attention back to the aircraft. All seemed quiet. The police line kept a respectful distance away. Pete’s heart hammered in his chest. He was experiencing a mix of the thrill at the thought of his impending wealth and nervousness at his first criminal activity. All he had to do was teleport into the aircraft and then teleport out with the cash.

      That was when he discovered the flaws in his plan.

      The teleport superpower was exceptionally useful, but it took more effort to teleport greater distances. At home he could have zipped effortlessly around town, but he had exhausted it by teleporting to South America. The power needed time to “recharge”. That meant that even if he could teleport into the plane, he couldn’t get back out again straight away. And in that time the police might have stormed the aircraft and the money could be beyond his reach.

      The second flaw was that he had no idea what superpowers he had absorbed. He was more than aware of the Foundation’s collection of “useless” powers, having fallen victim to downloading several in the past. He hoped that when it came to a fight he wouldn’t blow bubbles from his fingertips or change the colour of his attacker’s hair with a flick of the wrist. He’s fallen foul to the bubbles before, and he had seen the hairdressing power online. That had baffled him and Toby for weeks.

      Pete took a deep breath and calmed himself. He knew he was panicking, trying to talk himself out of what he had done. His conscience sounded like Toby, and that infuriated him. He was his own boss now. He was doing this for himself. He would perform a quick smash and grab.

      Without further hesitation, Pete flew across the runway at full speed.

      A murmur ran through the police line as they saw a black object streak across the runway and smash into the aircraft’s hold. At first they thought somebody had fired a missile - but there was no explosion. The police chief smiled knowingly and turned to his companions:

      ‘Grupo de Operações Especiais!’ He breathed a sigh of relief. At last, GOE, the police’s elite Special Forces Unit was moving into action. That would prevent a bloodbath.

      

      Chaos erupted inside the aircraft. Pete punctured the fuselage like a cannonball. He tore through two pallets of neatly wrapped currency that exploded into the air, falling like paper snow. He came to a sudden halt in front of a startled hijacker.

      ‘It’s another kid!’ the hijacker yelled.

      Pete raised his hand and a blast of lightning propelled the hijacker against the wall. He slumped unconscious.

      The entire fuselage had been cleared of the seats and compartments usually found in a 747. This plane was owned by a bank and specifically designed to ferry its valuable cargo around the world. Four other hijackers stared at Pete, bringing their Uzi sub machine guns to bear.

      A fifth man stood over the crew, who were bound and gagged in the centre of the plane. Amongst them was a kid wearing thick glasses.

      ‘Kill him!’ roared the leader.

      The men with the Uzis hesitated. ‘He’s only a boy.’

      The leader grabbed a machine gun and sprayed Pete with the full ferocity of six hundred rounds per minute.

      Gun smoke filled the air as Pete was knocked to the floor, each bullet feeling like a punch to the ribs. The leader didn’t stop firing until the weapon was empty. He thrust it back into his henchman’s hand.

      ‘Disobey me again and you will be the first hostage to be executed! Throw the body outside!’

      Two of the thugs crossed to Pete. He was sprawled on the floor, but there was no blood. Odder still, Pete appeared to have grown! Pete climbed to his feet and the thugs got their first proper look at him.

      His cracked skin seemed bluer than ever. Muscles rippled under his clothing, and he was now the same size as the men.

      ‘Hit me again, I dare you!’ he snarled.

      The two men opened fire in unison. Pete staggered from the onslaught. But he still increased size.

      The men stopped, completely baffled.

      Pete laughed. ‘I’m absorbing the energy from your bullets! Every time you hit me, I’m going to get bigger and stronger!’

      Pete punched one guy so hard he slammed into another pallet of cash. The other gunman tried to reload - but Pete blasted him square in the chest. It was so intense that the man’s clothing caught fire, as did the pallet of money next to him. The man rolled in agony, dousing the flames.

      The smoke detector in the aircraft started to wail and a dense cloud of CO2 poured in from the sprinkler system to extinguish the flames.

      The lead hijacker started to yell and his remaining two gunmen fired blindly at Pete. A few shots clipped his arm, but did nothing more than transfer their energy to Pete. He was feeling great!

      He slammed both fists together and aimed into the dense CO2 cloud where he could see the flicker of muzzle flashes. The energy that leapt from his fists was so bright that it left an afterimage on his retinas. He couldn’t see what happened to the gunmen, but they were thrown outside as the rear cargo ramp was blown from its hydraulic hinges.

      The cloud of gas cleared through the door - and Pete could see the lead hijacker staring at him in awe. The man’s gaze then snapped to the bound crew and he snatched a grenade from his belt and yanked the pin out with his teeth - holding it threateningly above the captives.

      ‘One move and I’ll—’

      Pete moved. It was instinctive. He had no idea what would happen.

      He blew at the hijacker - a mist gushed from his mouth and covered the thief. The man just had time to move and Pete saw the grenade’s trigger spring off. It seemed to be the only sound as it hit the floor.

      Pete and the captives braced themselves for the explosion - instead the mist solidified into a transparent bubble that encapsulated the thief. The grenade detonated within the bubble with a muffled bang. The transparent walls took the force of the impact, but the hijacker inside didn’t. Everybody looked away from the grizzly sight.

      Pete tore the ropes from the captives. They looked at him fearfully.

      ‘Run!’ he bellowed.

      Without hesitation, they ran from the aircraft. Pete turned back to the money. Some of it had burned, but there was still plenty to take; millions in fact. Not that he could take it all, but all he had to do was fill his pockets before the police swarmed the aircraft. His bones cracked as he shrank back to normal size, the stored energy from the bullet strikes had dissipated.

      ‘Thanks for that! You were terrific!’

      Pete spun around to see the kid had remained behind. He was thumbing his mobile phone.

      ‘I said get out of here!’

      ‘It’s OK. I can handle it from here,’ said the boy, distracted as he stared at his mobile; adjusting his glasses. ‘What a bad time for my powers to go! I’m an idiot! I should have set my stopwatch running.’

      It dawned on Pete who this kid was. He snatched the phone from the boy’s hand and stared at the screen: he had opened the Hero app.

      ‘No you don’t’, said Pete as he crushed it in his hand.

      The boy paled. ‘You’re not a hero are you?’ he looked at the money in astonishment. ‘You’re stealing from the hijackers!’

      Pete began stuffing money in his jacket, in his pockets, waistband, anywhere he could put it. The boy grabbed his arm.

      ‘I can’t let you do that!’ he squeaked. ‘It’s not right.’

      ‘Beat it!’ Pete punched the kid. He didn’t want to hurt him, after all, he was un-powered. The kid still flew from the aircraft, rolling end-over-end on the runway. Pete felt a little guilty, the kid reminded him of his more innocent self and the fall must have hurt.

      Then he heard the sound of approaching vehicles. The police were ready to storm the plane. He zipped his jacket up to his neck and stuffed it full of cash. An armoured car screeched to a halt under the Boeing’s tail. The police chief lead his men out - a dozen automatic rifles pointed at him.

      ‘Freeze!’ screamed the cop.

      Pete accelerated straight up. He broke through the roof of the aircraft and hung several feet in the air to get his bearings. Loose banknotes trickled down the legs of his combat trousers.

      Below, the GOE team spread out and gazed up at him in wonder. He saw rifles raise... then they were hesitantly lowered.

      They’re afraid of me, thought Pete with some satisfaction. It took him a moment to register the thumping sound of helicopter blades behind him. A mean looking Helibrás AS 565 AB Panther military helicopter was pointing straight at him, weapons pods bristling.

      Pete shot off towards the mountains to the south. Once he cleared the airport he skimmed low over the bay, the water cutting a V-wake from the pressure. The helicopter turned to follow.

      Pete weaved between the pleasure craft dotted around the bay. Sunbathers on deck didn’t quite comprehend what they were seeing as he zipped past, money streaming from his trousers. The helicopter roared close behind.

      Ahead, Pete saw an island with a small peak on the right and a larger peak of quartz and granite on the left - the famous Sugarloaf Mountain. He zoomed towards the larger peak, hoping that he could ambush his pursuers around the mountain. He gained altitude, forcing the chopper to follow him in a steep climb.

      The Panther’s pilot tracked Pete with his head up display. He had stopped meandering, which made him an easier target. A small crosshair moved over him, and the pilot heard a tone indicating that the missile had locked on. He fired.

      The heat-seeking missile arced through the clear blue sky and hit Pete in the back.

      Pete felt like he’d been run over by a car. Despite his powers it was incredibly painful, and he was thrown aside. He felt his body crack as it absorbed the explosion and grew - his clothing stretched, seams threatening to burst - and then they did, spilling a cloud of money.

      Then his flying powers packed in.

      As he plummeted to earth, he could only assume that his absorption power must negate the flying one. What a way to discover that!

      His arms and legs flailed wildly and he hoped that his superpowers would cushion the fall. But since he was still aching from the missile impact, he doubted he would survive.

      Then he slammed onto the pulley wheels of a large glass-panelled cable car that stretched up to the peak of Sugarloaf Mountain. The entire car bounced on its cables. The sixty-two tourists packed inside screamed as the vehicle ground to a halt and swung like a pendulum.

      Pete rolled off the gear wheels and fell two metres onto the roof of the cable car, prompting further screams from inside. He peeked over the edge. It was a dizzying drop to the island. Without a flying power to help him, Pete felt a wave of vertigo and he gripped the steel arms that suspended the car.

      The Panther helicopter hovered alongside. He knew they would never risk shooting him in case they hurt the innocent tourists. Pete had the advantage. He raised one hand to shoot—

      Then the world seemed to ripple, like he was watching it all through the surface of a pond. It was an unsettling effect that caused him to grip the steel arm again with both hands.

      That’s when he noticed that the chopper was frozen in the air, rotors stationary. In fact the cable car itself was immobile mid-swing, but Pete could move freely.

      ‘What’s happening?’ he said to himself. His voice sounded muffled, like he was speaking in thick fog.

      ‘You are out of time,’ said a disembodied voice. It sounded like a dry whisper.

      Pete looked around. He couldn’t see anybody. ‘Who are you?’

      The voice came again; it seemed to come from everywhere. ‘My name is Lord Eon, and I wanted to take a moment of your time...’
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      ‘I want to speak with Lorna.’

      ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible at the moment.’

      Eric Kirby sat back in the chair; his expression indicated that conversation was over. Across the table, Toby wasn’t going to be ignored so readily.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because she is... deep undercover.’

      Toby crossed his arms. ‘Well I’m not going to help you again until I can speak with her.’

      Kirby slammed his fist on the desk and jumped to his feet, his face crimson with anger.

      ‘Dammit son! This is no time to act like a child! Lorna is indisposed, and your friend Emily? Her life is in the balance! So stop complaining!’

      Toby was taken aback by the uncharacteristic display of anger. The mention of Emily had made him feel selfish.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘This whole thing with Pete has me on edge. And I’m not used to going out there alone. I didn’t feel prepared.’

      Kirby’s expression softened and he sat back down.

      Toby pressed on. ‘But you are not telling me the full situation. The girl who attacked me; she was a Downloader. She said others were looking for me. And she also mentioned we have a piece of the Dilator already. The object that we recovered in Germany.’

      Kirby hesitated. Toby instantly suspected that the old man was deliberating which bits of truth to tell him. Still, something was better than nothing.

      ‘Yes. The Temporal Dilator section you retrieved was en route from a museum in Berlin. I apologise, but it didn’t seem relevant to tell you, as we are only interested in the parts we don’t yet have. As for the girl and the people she mentioned who were hunting you, I did warn you to keep an eye out. They are Downloaders recruited by the Council of Evil to retrieve the artefact.’

      ‘Why? I thought we were all in this together?’

      ‘Why? Why do you think? Whichever side has mastery of time will be the winning side.’

      ‘But I thought this was about capturing Lord Eon and putting him back behind bars in Diablo Island.’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course it is. But don’t be naive, boy,’ Toby smarted at his harsh tone. ‘Of course Lord Eon was being experimented upon when he was a prisoner. Any attempt to unlock his powers was done for a worthwhile cause. The Temporal Dilator was originally created to subdue him in the past so it must be linked to his powers. We don’t know how. However it is something we can use not only to stop him, but control him.’

      ‘And you promise that once we get this device he will be locked up again, and we’ll get Emily back from his clutches?’

      ‘You have my solemn promise.’

      Toby nodded thoughtfully. ‘OK. Before I go after the next piece I need to give my parents some excuse as to where I am, and I need sleep.’

      ‘Your parents have been given a cover story so don’t fret about that. As for sleep, you have one hour before you depart on the next stage of the quest.’

      Toby sighed. He was feeling exhausted already. ‘Where to this time?’

      Kirby called up the plasma wall map. More time codes were blinking on the screen. Toby noticed one was pulsing red in Brazil.’

      He pointed to it. ‘What’s that?’

      ‘A major time disruption. Eon’s handiwork. We’re dealing with it. But what concerns you is right here.’ The map zoomed into Greece. ‘Home of arguably the greatest supers who ever lived.’

      Toby stared at the map, then looked back at Kirby.

      ‘This time I’m going to need some real equipment, not the rubbish stuff you sent me out with last time. It wasn’t even waterproof.’

      Kirby laughed.

      ‘It’s not water you need to worry about this time.’

      Another blip of the map started to flash red. They both watched as a message flashed on the screen: TIME DILATION DETECTED. The map zoomed to the southwestern coast of Africa, in Namibia.

      ‘Is that Lord Eon again?’

      Kirby looked solemn. ‘Yes. He is rapidly extending his reach. We don’t have much time left.’

      

      Pete stared at the piles of cash stacked neatly on the table. It was almost fifty grand. From the size of the pile he estimated that an additional two hundred thousand must have slipped from his clothes over Rio de Janeiro. But the pile in front of him represented more wealth that he had ever owned in his entire life. It felt great.

      A gentle breeze flowed in through the open balcony and he crossed over and gazed through the window. He was in the penthouse suite that offered stunning views across the dark city... wherever he was.

      His muscles ached and his body was badly bruised, but nothing seemed broken except his glasses. Even with all the superpowers in the world he had still had to wear them. That was almost as depressing as having no friends.

      He threw his damaged spectacles on the bedside table and jumped on the spacious super-king-sized bed. It was the most comfortable thing in the world. He stared at the ceiling and thought what fun he could have with all that money. Unfortunately everything he could think of involved his old mates.

      He felt a pang of loneliness. He stared hard at the ceiling, trying to put them out of his mind. He concentrated on the blurred sprinkler - and was surprised when it snapped sharply into focus.

      Pete jumped off the bed in surprise. The entire room was in focus! He ran to the window and could pick out the traffic below in detail he had never experienced before. He could see perfectly without his glasses! Somehow his superpowers had cured his short-sightedness. He whooped with delight then collapsed back on the bed, elated and thoroughly exhausted.

      His mind replayed those last few hours atop the cable car. The invisible Lord Eon had offered Pete a simple proposition - to help him in a task or to die where he stood.

      Eon could see potential futures and had telepathically shown Pete the possible fates that lay ahead. If he shot the helicopter down it would spin out of control into the cable car, and even with all his superpowers, he would die in the fall. If he didn’t shoot it down, a sniper would pick him off. The shot wouldn’t kill him, but his expanding mass as he absorbed the bullet would cause the cable car to snap from the wire - with the same grizzly result.

      Pete had accepted the job without asking what it was. Then he had abruptly found himself in this hotel room, which had been pre-paid for and booked under the name: Don Lore, whoever he was. All he knew was it was great to live Don’s life!

      All he had to do was stay in the luxury room and wait to be ‘activated’. He had access to hundreds of TV channels, but the urge to spend the loot on the table and the burning desire to explore his superpowers meant he was rapidly growing bored. However, he felt exhausted, and within minutes he was in a deep sleep.

      It was the morning when he was rudely awoken with the telepathic knowledge of exactly what he needed to do. He sat upright, as if a foghorn had sounded under his pillow. Grabbing his clothes, he quickly cleaned his teeth before leaping off the penthouse balcony...

      

      Toby appeared on a hillside overlooking a picturesque turquoise sea. Several miles in the distance he saw a town of spotless white houses built along the steep cliff. Blue domes occasionally broke the white, but it all seemed very natural and still - and very traditional.

      Even though it was winter, the weather was pleasant. He walked through the dry grass towards a set of ancient ruins, a rocky memory of what once stood there.

      He recalled Kirby’s briefing before he left. The time fluctuations were coming from underground. His new phone was programmed with the exact GPS coordinates. All he had to do was follow the onscreen map then break through the ground to retrieve the third piece of the Temporal Dilator. This mission seemed easy enough.

      After a few minutes slowly walking through the knee-high ruins the GPS bleeped indicating he was on target. He had a backpack full of equipment, plus space enough to carry the heavy artefact. The repaired rifle was slung over his shoulder. The only apparent downside to the plan was Kirby’s revelation that, after analysing the last piece Toby brought in, he had found the mysterious properties that surrounded the artefact negated teleportation. Toby remembered that Lorna had had the same problem trying to recover the piece of the Temporal Dilator in Germany. He would have to be picked up after he sent a video-message back to Kirby.

      He ran a hand across the dry earth. It seemed solid enough. Kirby had told him that the ruins were Minoan, one of the ancient Greek civilizations. The name rang a bell, but he couldn’t think why.

      He looked around to check he was alone. He didn’t need strangers investigating why he was snooping around, and he certainly didn’t need any supervillains tracking him down.

      He pulled a small pistol-like object from his utility belt and pressed it into the earth. He squeezed the trigger and the device made a dull-thumping sound. Toby examined a small screen on the back of the “pistol”. It had fired a sound wave through the ground, and would pick up any reflected signals - sonar through the ground.

      The screen showed that there was an open chamber fifteen metres underground. Satisfied, he selected an extra power from his phone. He had downloaded some basics, but had insisted he needed access to POD on standby. Kirby had reluctantly agreed.

      Within seconds the superpower downloaded and the screen flickered as the power was transferred to him.

      Toby prepared himself, and then focused on his new power. Instantly his body turned to a fine dust that cascaded through the earth. It was an unusual feeling to be poured through the dirt. He was fully conscious and could feel when his body encountered any rocks. In that case he would simply flow around them.

      Toby trickled through a crack in the ceiling and reconstituted on the floor of the sunken chamber. It was like watching sand being poured into a Toby-shaped mould.

      He looked around his new environment and was immediately aware that somebody had been here before him. Chemical light sticks, fifteen centimetre tubes that activate when shaken, lay on the floor emitting an eerie green luminescence. They could burn for hours unlike the small glow sticks he and his sister used to buy at the fair.

      Toby gripped his rifle tightly. In the few hours he had returned to the Foundation they had modified it to hold six-attack powers. He could see the hasty welding, and in one place, liberal use of gaffer tape to hold the thing together. He sighed, his life was dependant on dodgy DIY.

      He proceeded out of the chamber, and into a perfectly square corridor. He reached a T-junction and his heart sank as he looked left and right. He’d had enough of tunnels in Cambodia. He saw a chem-light was still burning far down the left-hand tunnel that sloped steeply down.

      He followed the corridor to the marker - it was another junction, this one a crossroads. In every direction the corridor turned so he couldn’t see beyond. The place was like a labyrinth.

      He concentrated hard, and noticed the faint reflection of green light on one of the corner walls. Whoever was ahead of him had gone down the right-hand passageway and lit a flare around the corner.

      The passage turned and a series of carved steps led downwards. At the bottom was another marker. The steps were beautifully preserved and he caught carvings of ancient Greek life on them. His father would love this place too.

      For half an hour Toby followed the line of chem-lights past junction-after-junction. Whoever had left them had known there was a maze here and had wanted to ensure they could get out. It obviously wasn’t cavers - which only left one alternative. The villains were ahead on this one.

      Toby thought he must be down at least to sea level, if not lower. The air was warm and stuffy, and he was starting to heavily sweat.

      He turned yet another corner - then quickly ducked back for cover. There was somebody ahead!

      The corridor opened up into a huge chamber, the ceiling was over ten metres high. Four pillars stood in the centre of the chamber, carved into gigantic men holding the ceiling aloft. Toby risked another peek - they were men with bull’s heads. Minotaurs!

      Now it came to him why Minoan sounded familiar. It was the ancient civilization of King Minos who constructed an elaborate labyrinth under the city to contain the Minotaur. As far as Toby could remember, that was supposed to be in Crete, which lay to the south of his current location. He supposed it wasn’t beyond reason there were multiple labyrinths.

      The figure standing in the room was a girl, and Toby had to suppress a startled gasp when he recognised Jen. She was standing motionless. Several metres in front of her lay a massive golden statue of a bull’s head the size of a car. Its eyes blazed blood red, filling the room with a malevolent glow and an intense heat.

      Toby waited for Jen to move. But she didn’t. He started to get frustrated. He ensured the rifle was ready to fire and stepped out.

      ‘Don’t move or I’ll shoot you.’

      ‘Toby?’ Jen didn’t move her body, but she craned her neck around. ‘Hey, how’s it going, shrimp?’ She tried to sound casually, but there was a tremor in her voice.

      Toby was becoming suspicious. His eyes scanned the room for anything amiss.

      ‘Turn around slowly.’

      ‘Ah, that’s the problem - I can’t. And if you take another step, neither will you.’

      Toby’s foot froze mid-step. He glanced at the floor. It was covered in perfectly aligned hexagonal porcelain tiles.

      ‘Are they booby trapped?’

      ‘Uh-huh. If I take one step forward we’ll both be pancakes.’

      Toby looked up. The section of roof the Minotaurs held was substantially lower that the ceiling around the edge. In the chemical light he could make out hinges in the arms of the silent guardians. Jen must have spotted them too. They would slam the ceiling down on any unsuspecting treasure hunter.

      Now he was paying attention, he could see there was something held in the mouth of the golden Minotaur head, but the jaw concealed what it was.

      ‘Are you sure you triggered the trap?’ he asked.

      ‘Totally. The tile moved down a few inches and I heard a clunk. I’m stuck.’

      Toby grinned. He shouldered the rifle. This would be easy. He rose in the air and gently glided over the trick floor, to the golden head, which was dipped, as if bowing. This close he could see that the Dilator looked exactly like the one he already had.

      ‘What’s it like?’ asked Jen. From her vantage point she couldn’t see it clearly.

      ‘Wait a sec.’ He reached for it.

      Jen watched him with panicked eyes. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘What does it look like? I’m getting the artefact and getting out of here.’

      ‘If you touch that I’ll move my foot and that roof will come smashing down.’

      ‘Killing us both. You don’t look like the suicidal type. I’ll take the chance.’

      He reached for the artefact again—

      ‘Wait!’ she yelped. The pressure was really getting to her. ‘It might be booby-trapped too!’

      Toby hesitated. He wished he hadn’t left the shades behind; they had x-ray vision as well as night-vision. He could have seen if there were any traps. Stupid! He would bring them next time.

      ‘In that case I better grab it quickly and fly out of here.’ He looked at the roof. ‘And I reckon I can make it from here to the door before that falls.’ He would have to fly at full speed, but it looked possible. He hoped he wouldn’t have to.

      ‘Look, I’ll do you a deal. You help me out of here and we can argue over the artefact above ground.’

      Despite the tension, Toby laughed. ‘Why would I do that? You were quite happy to try and rip me apart in the jungle.’

      ‘Who left who lying injured on the floor? Who left who battling a giant mechanical freak?’ Toby knew she had a point. ‘Look Toby, I know deep inside that you’re a good guy. You wouldn’t leave me here to die.’

      Toby looked away. She was right. Even if she was a villain, he couldn’t let her die. And she was cute... he shook away that thought. She was looking at him with pleading eyes.

      He sighed deeply. ‘OK, this is how we’re doing this. I’m going to put the artefact in my backpack. Then I’ll fly across at full speed, pick you up and we’ll land in the corridor. Then you’re going to give me twenty minutes to get out before you follow. Do we have a deal?’

      Jen weighed up the various options she had. She had none.

      ‘Deal.’

      Toby licked his lips and reached for the artefact.

      ‘Wait!’

      He jumped, startled. He turned angrily to her. ‘What?’

      ‘Are you sure you can pick me up?’

      Toby felt a flush of pride. ‘Of course I can. I’m strong.’

      ‘Super-strong? Or...?’

      ‘Do you want saving or not?’ he snapped irritably.

      Jen held up her hands to indicate the argument was over. Toby turned back to the artefact. It was held in the bull’s jaws, with either end poking from the mouth. As far as he could tell there were no wires or mechanisms attached to it.

      He pulled the artefact. It wouldn’t budge.’

      ‘Be careful, Toby.’

      Toby had his back to Jen, but he pulled a face any way, mentally telling her to shut up. He tried again - it was held fast in the jaws. He placed both feet on one side of the head, gripped the artefact with both hands, and pulled hard. He groaned with effort - and the artefact began to haltingly slide out.

      ‘You’re doing it!’ shouted Jen enthusiastically.

      Toby pulled harder - and the artefact came loose. The Minotaur’s jaws snapped shut. He was sweating from the effort.

      ‘Great! Now get me out of here!’ demanded Jen.

      The artefact looked identical to the last one and was equally as heavy. He placed it in his backpack, and secured the weight. He realised he was bobbing dangerously low over the floor.

      ‘The weight is dragging me down.’

      Jen was furious. ‘You promised!’

      ‘I’ll drop the pack in the corridor and come back for you.’

      ‘Toby!’ there was tears in her eyes. ‘Please!’

      ‘I promise! If I fly you out now well both crash...’

      He trailed off. There was a cracking noise behind him like ice breaking, or—

      ‘Toby, the wall!’

      Cracks crisscrossed the wall around the Minotaur’s head. A fierce red light glowed behind. Toby realized why it was so warm.’

      ‘Magma? How deep are we?’

      ‘Don’t you ever read up where you’re going on a mission? Santorini is an active volcano! It did one of the biggest volcanic explosions on the planet in the last thousand years!’

      ‘Oh hell!’

      CRUMP! The wall chose that moment to give way and searing hot magma oozed through.

      Toby sped across the chamber. He tackled Jen around the waist - but as he feared they both sharply dipped to the floor. They were moving so fast that they rolled across the tiles, triggering more pressure pads.

      But one was enough. The moment Jen’s foot left the pad an ancient counter-balance swung into action. The mighty supporting Minotaurs lowered their arms, the square slab of solid granite they were holding smashed down on the tiles, obliterating everything beneath.

      Toby and Jen had rolled clear as the mighty weight fell to earth. He looked at Jen, not quite believing they had made it. But she was transfixed by something behind them. The magma was quickly seeping across the room, rolling over the granite slab. They could see that the wall had been supporting a magma tunnel that now spewed its contents into the chamber. But there was worse to come.

      The earth began to shake. The pressure of the released magma forced a built-up tidal wave of liquid rock to flow from the deeper recesses of the earth.

      ‘Run!’ screamed Jen.

      Toby followed as fast as he could with the additional weight of the artefact. The magma spewed from the tunnel and across the chamber in a mighty wave that chased them up the incline.

      The sped around a corner, the magma splashing after them seconds later. Toby was lagging behind, exhausted.

      ‘Jen! I can’t...’

      She turned to see the corridor behind Toby was nothing more than a wall of superheated rock. She held up her hand and fired her deadly shockwave.

      Toby froze - certain that she was going to kill him. By stopping running he knew he was seconds away from being fried alive.

      He instinctively ducked as the shockwave passed over his head and destroyed the ceiling behind him. Just when it looked like certain death, the corridor collapsed in a cloud of dust.

      ‘You alive, shrimp?’

      A dust cloud rolled up the corridor, dissipating through the crossroads Jen stood at. There was no movement, which meant the magma had been stopped. But Toby...

      Toby staggered from the dust coughing. He slipped his arm around her shoulder and allowed her to lead him out.

      

      Harsh sunlight nearly blinded Toby as they stumbled from a cave overlooking the village. From the smashed rock around him, it was obvious Jen had forced her own entrance into the labyrinth.

      They both sat on the grass to catch their breath.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Toby.

      Jen shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to have to fish the Dilator from molten magma.’

      ‘Oh,’ was all Toby could find to say.

      ‘Thanks for not leaving me to die.’

      Toby was offended. ‘What do you think I am?’

      She looked quizzically at him. ‘I think that you’re an enigma, Toby Wilkinson. Now, hand it over.’

      Toby laughed and tried to stand. Jen was quicker on her feet. She raised her hand as a warning.

      ‘The way I see it is we’re almost even, saving each other. But you snatched the last piece. This one’s mine.’

      Toby was stuck. He knew he couldn’t reach his rifle in time. He had no choice.

      ‘You promise to let me go if I give it to you?’

      Jen shrugged. ‘This time. Sure.’

      Toby slowly reached into his backpack and pulled out a black tube.

      ‘Is that it?’ asked Jen suspiciously.

      ‘Duh, no. It’s a protective case.’

      She took it. Weighed it in her hands. ‘I thought you said it was heavy.’

      ‘The case negates the weight. I didn’t want to have to drag it around like last time. Twist it open. If you want I’ll do it.’

      He reached for the tube but she pulled it out of his grasp. ‘I can do it myself. Don’t you move.’

      Toby backed away, hands raised. Jen twisted the top of the tube. It clicked but didn’t open. She frowned - then noticed that Toby was smiling and waving at her.

      ‘What have you—?’

      There was a loud bang as the teleport-grenade charged up and took Jen on a one-way trip halfway around the world.

      Toby cackled over his little trick; it wasn’t such a dumb invention after all. He’d forgotten it was in his pack until they were racing through the corridors when he was wracking his brain on how he could give Jen the slip.

      Serves her right, he thought. He walked to the village and made a video-call to Kirby, informing him that the mission was a success. The old man appeared on the screen, looking preoccupied. He nodded, confirmed CUCI lock and abruptly informed Toby a rescue craft was on its way.

      Toby hung up the videoconference. When he looked up his smile vanished.

      Pete was sitting on a wall waiting for him.
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      ‘Now what a coincidence,’ said Pete, shaking his head. ‘I wasn’t told it was going to be you.’

      ‘What are you doing here, Pete? Are you OK? You look awful.’

      Pete self-consciously stroked his parched cyan cheek. ‘I’m better than ever. Look, no glasses, I don’t need them any more.’

      ‘Does that mean you’ve calmed down now?’

      ‘No. Not at all.’

      Pete stood up and advanced towards Toby. Ordinarily Toby wouldn’t have flinched, but there was something about Pete’s poise that seemed aggressive and out of character. Pete circled him.

      ‘There’s a lot of things I don’t understand,’ said Pete. ‘I remember fighting Basilisk at the Hero Foundation, and then blacking out. What happened after that?’

      ‘You beat him. You did great, mate, a real hero. But you were covered in raw superpowers and fell into a coma for about a month.’

      ‘I had bad dreams... and good dreams. But I remember voices... distant voices.’

      ‘That was me and the others visiting you.’

      ‘Did my parents come?’

      ‘No, mate. I don’t think they know. The Foundation was keeping it all hush-hush.’

      Pete looked away, closing his eyes to stop the tears. He regained his composure.

      ‘Where’s Emily?’

      ‘I wish I knew. She’s been captured...’ Toby trailed off, he didn’t want to tell Pete too much until he was convinced he had regained his senses.

      Pete was thoughtful. He gently tapped his head. ‘I heard voices. They told me you killed her.’

      ‘Why would I do that? You know me! There’s no way I could do that. Listen to yourself. You’re hearing voices in your head. Does that sound reasonable? Come back with me and we’ll get some help.’

      He put his hand on Pete’s shoulder in a gesture of solidarity. Pete shucked him off and glared at him.

      ‘Don’t touch me. I have my own powers. For the first time in my life I have money and freedom to do what I want!’ Toby backed off in surprise. There was an unfamiliar aggression in Pete’s voice. ‘And I’ve got a job and some surprising new friends. People who respect me and listen to my opinions.’ Pete was getting angrier, ‘Not like you. You were always trying to take control. You never listened to me!’

      ‘You really have lost it, mate.’ He shoved past Pete and headed down the slope, towards the village. ‘I haven’t got time to talk to you. I’m on a serious mission. If you come to your senses, give me a call.’

      ‘Wait!’

      Toby stopped and turned around, he was angry with Pete. If he could so readily throw aside their friendship then what was the point in talking. Pete held out his hand, and for a moment Toby thought he wanted to shake.

      ‘You have something I need.’

      ‘I don’t have anything for you.’

      ‘You have the artefact in your bag. I want it.’

      Toby’s blood ran cold. He tried to recall what Pete had said about a job. Was he working for the Council of Evil?

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Open your bag.’ Pete took a threatening step forward. ‘Right now I don’t feel like kicking your backside all over this island, but I will if you don’t hand it over.’

      Toby had had enough of the threats. He squared off, nose-to-nose. ‘Go to hell, Pete. I need this to save Emily. It’s mine.’

      ‘Emily? What’s Emily got to go with it?’

      ‘You really are stupid sometimes, Lord—’

      Pete’s temper snapped. ‘Don’t call me stupid!’

      He slammed both hands into Toby’s chest. Toby heard his ribs crunch and he was thrown backwards. Due to the steep incline the town was built on, Toby sailed clear over one row of houses, but smashed onto the gently curved whitewashed roof of a row further downhill.

      A family were having a barbeque under a parasol below him. The sounds of a radio playing bouzouki music masked the noise of his landing. He groaned, feeling his ribs crack back into place thanks to his trusty regeneration power. He heard a thump as Pete landed next to him. He rolled onto his back, partly to see Pete, and partly to stop him from snatching the backpack.

      ‘That hurt!’ shouted Toby. He was well aware that once again he had no attack powers, and had to rely on his own wits. He grabbed Pete by the scruff of his neck, planted foot in his chest and threw him off the roof.

      Pete might be superpowered, but the attack was unexpected. He crashed onto the parasol, wrecking the table beneath that was laid with food and drink. He rolled off the table and onto the barbeque. The griddle hissed as his back burnt; he felt his jacket melt. He howled in pain and rolled onto the ground.

      A man leaned over Pete, shouting at him in Greek. Pete looked beyond him and saw Toby make a short flight from the rooftop to another.

      Pete snarled, pushed the man aside and took to the air - leaving the family to shriek in alarm.

      Toby landed on a roof further down the incline. The additional weight from the artefact was turning his flight into a series of long bounds. He glanced around and saw that Pete was flying straight for him. He bounced again to another roof a dozen metres away. This one had a wall that extended, with the cliff dropping to one side. Toby ran along the wall and aimed his rifle. As soon as he touched the grip the device whined to life.

      He turned to shoot at Pete - and at that moment the wall crumpled underfoot. Pete had fired an energy blast that dogged Toby’s heels. An entire chunk of wall crashed onto a house further down the incline.

      Toby managed to turn the fall into a short flight - but he landed awkwardly in the narrow street. With the town sharply rising up the hill he didn’t have a clear view of Pete. He wasn’t able to out-fly his friend, so he would have to keep low and use the rabbit warren of narrow streets to his advantage.

      He sprinted along at level street until he came to a crossroads where the road lead sharply up the hill to one side, and steeply down to the cliff edge on the other. He ducked as the wall behind him received the full blast from Pete. The domed roof building collapsed in a cloud of dust that obscured Toby. He fired the rifle blindly at Pete.

      Pete was forced to zigzag as laser pulses shot from the cloud of debris. When it cleared, Toby had vanished!

      Toby sprinted down the street at full pelt. He had taken several side roads, but now headed back towards the azure sea. Reaching another junction he glanced around - he could see Pete slowly flying over the town, scanning the streets - but he was looking in the opposite direction.

      Toby darted across the road, intending to take cover against a wall. Unfortunately he didn’t see the pair of Vespa scooters hurtling down the street. Their tinny horns blared and the two drivers swore so rapidly that Toby’s Parser couldn’t decipher it. One rider managed to skid his scooter sideways - the other slammed into Toby. The Rider flipped over the handlebars and clattered on the veranda of a deserted café. The scooter hit Toby at full pelt and both he and the machine rolled down the hill, crashing into a low wall.

      The noise was enough to get Pete’s attention. He flew overhead. The sight of the flying boy was enough to stop the angry Rider from chasing after Toby to retrieve his bike.

      Toby wiped blood from his mouth, which healed as he did so. He saw Pete approaching and glanced over the wall he had collided with - it was a straight drop to the sea! He had presumed that there was a harbour. He ducked as a shot from Pete tore a hole through the wall. Toby knew if he fell now, the heavy Dilator piece would take him to the bottom of the sea, and he couldn’t out-fly Pete...

      The hardy scooter engine was still putt-putting. Toby jumped aboard and revved the throttle. The little scooter shot away as the road exploded behind it.

      Toby zigzagged across the road to avoid further blasts from Pete. He shot across the ridge. The wall vanished and the side of the road gave way to a sheer drop.

      Without looking he fired the gun at the sky behind him, squeezing the trigger until the power-cartridge ran dry. With one hand on the handlebars he couldn’t switch the selector to choose another cylinder - another naff design flaw.

      He turned a hairpin bend, the rear wheel narrowly avoiding the edge of the ridge. Glancing down, two things struck Toby at once - a small fishing village nestled at the foot of the cliff almost directly below; and, half a mile offshore, there was a magnificent white cruise liner.

      Pete swung wide around the hairpin. Toby wasn’t moving terribly fast, but he was a small meandering target, and Pete had to admit that he wasn’t much of a marksman. Plus he had deliberately been aiming to miss; no matter how much he hated Toby, he didn’t want to kill him... did he? And he was certain that Toby was about to tell him something important before he had lost his temper. It was time to change tactics.

      A boulder hanging over the road ahead of Toby toppled as Pete shot the dry earth underneath it. The huge rock fell into Toby’s path. Toby slammed on the breaks and skidded sideways over the edge of the cliff. He rode the Vespa as it arced towards houses in the village below.

      Exerting every muscle in his body, he managed to use his power of flight to glide the bike aside - veering away from the houses, and towards the harbour.

      He released the handlebars at the very last moment and made the short flight to the ground. He rolled on impact, bouncing across the quay. The scooter slammed into a wooden fishing caïque. The entire wooden boat folded in on itself and quickly sank beneath the waves.

      Fishermen ran out to investigate the noise - but rapidly backed away as Pete landed on the quay. Toby was on all-fours, crawling away.

      Pete was feeling cocky. ‘Face it mate, I’m stronger and faster than you.’

      He didn’t see that Toby was adjusting the dial on his rifle. He rolled onto his back and fired. A blast of amber encased Pete. For once it was a useful assault. Pete couldn’t absorb the energy so he didn’t grow, and the casing kept him alive and firmly in place. At the very least it bought Toby enough time to escape.

      Toby had to get out of the village and await pickup. There was only one road from the village and that was a steep climb up the cliff. His other option lay on the water. If he could make it to the cruise ship, he stood a better chance at hiding. He scanned the harbour for anything he could use...

      Pete tensed every muscle and invoked another superpower. After a few seconds he heard the satisfying sound of his prison cracking.

      The cowering fishing men watched in astonishment as the amber shattered as flames erupted from Pete’s body. He stood in the centre of the village and bellowed victoriously. The flames extinguished with a dull whump, leaving no obvious signs of damage to him.

      ‘Toby?’ Pete yelled as he looked around. There were dozens of places he could be concealed. ‘There’s no use hiding. Look, just give me the thing and I’ll leave you alone. I’ve got better things to do! Places to rob, stuff to buy!’

      He pushed over a stack of empty crates; then yanked away a tarpaulin from a boat. No Toby. He looked up when he heard the faint sounds of a motor.

      Toby was skimming across the bay on a jet ski, he was already halfway to the cruise liner. Pete couldn’t help but feel a trace of envy, despite all the amazing things he could do, that looked fun.

      Toby clung on for life as the jet ski bounced clear out of the water each time it traversed a wave. He was trying to intercept the cruise liner, but it was moving much faster than him. An almighty splash to port signalled that Pete was shooting at him again.

      Toby coaxed the jet ski as close as he could to the cruise liner. Up close, the vessel was huge, a wall of white metal that curved gracefully from the sea. It was a wonder that something so heavy could float.

      The powerful bow waves that rolled from the side of the liner made Toby buck high out of the water making him a more difficult target for Pete. But no matter how hard Toby throttled the jet ski, the cruiser was slipping away from him. He steeled himself, then shot into the air as fast as he could.

      Toby knew it was a matter of seconds before the heavy artefact would weigh him down, but he needed to make it onto the deck. It was a close call - after thirteen decks, he reached the zenith, slowing to a halt as gravity clawed at him - but luck was with him as he felt the upper deck beneath his trainers.

      He was amidships; a large swimming pool took up the deck, packed with lazing holidaymakers. Waiters drifted between them serving drinks. Nobody had noticed Toby’s unorthodox arrival. Through the crowds of people, he saw Pete appear towards the stern. He had chosen a surreptitious arrival rather than cause a panic aboard, although his appearance caused a few heads to turn. Pete saw Toby and started pushing his way through the crowd.

      Toby bolted for a doorway and ran down a plush corridor. Tourists in front of him quickly parted with alarmed expressions. A door slammed behind him, which meant Pete was catching up.

      The layout of the liner was no less complicated than the labyrinth he had just escaped from. A staircase spiralled from this deck, linking several decks below, casinos and shops branched off at every level - it was like being inside a shopping centre. Toby leapt from the balcony, using his flight powers to soften his landing.

      Pete followed, but Toby was faster. More guests parted as he sprinted down the corridors. He caught glimpses of terrified faces as he passed.

      He pushed through a door and found himself in a spacious kitchen, busy with over a dozen chefs preparing meals. A grouchy looking chef waved his ladle at Toby.

      ‘You boy! Get outta here!’

      Pete kicked the door open and scanned the kitchen. Everybody froze. What disease was this blue-tinged boy bringing into the hygienic kitchen? Pete fired and Toby leapt for cover as a rack of pans above his head were hit.

      Chefs scattered for cover as chaos broke out. Toby tried to shoot back but his rifle had drained the amber charge. He flicked the selector and squeezed the trigger.

      Lightning forked across the countertops - flinging Pete across a worktop, scattering ingredients. Toby climbed to his feet and crossed to Pete; he was concerned that the blast might have been too much.

      ‘Pete?’

      Pete stood up - towering thirty centimetres over a stunned Toby.

      ‘Bad idea!’ snarled Pete flexing his expanded muscles.

      Pete raised his hands to shoot. Toby acted on instinct - he grabbed a large pan of boiling water and flung it over his former friend. Pete screamed in pain as his skin hissed and turned red. Toby bolted. A stove next to him was blown apart as he made it through the swing doors—

      Straight into a busy dining room. All heads turned his way - and then they screamed in unison. Toby realized why everybody had given him a wide berth as he’d run down the corridors. He’d been waving his gun.

      ‘Pirates!’ somebody yelled in panic.

      ‘No! It’s—’

      The door behind him flew off its hinges. Toby didn’t need to look. He ran through the rows of tables. Pete lumbered after him firing blast after blast. Tables and diners were flung everywhere and screams filled the air.

      Toby tried to shake Pete off by turning down every side passage he came to. He ran through a door and found himself on a fire escape. The stairs led up as well as down. He had planned to ascend - but then felt an energy bolt hit his shoulder. He rolled down the stairwell headfirst. Without his powers to save him, he would have broken his neck.

      Toby got to his feet and continued down. It was an almost comical chase - the staircase provided so much cover that it meant that neither boy could use their powers.

      Toby reached the bottom, convinced he must be below the waterline. The corridor had changed from wide luxury to narrow utilitarian. Pipes ran along the ceiling, and florescent lights flickered. He ran but there was nowhere to hide. Another blast from Pete knocked the wind out of him and he fell against the hull. Toby gasped for breath and felt his stomach churn; he thought he must be hurt pretty badly. He was also aware that water was trickling in from the hull under his cheek.

      Pete loomed over him and grabbed the backpack. ‘You could have just given me the damn thing. But you had to think you were better than me.’ Toby was too winded to reply. ‘You were going to tell me something back on the island. Something about Emily?’

      Toby felt a loathing for Pete, something he had never felt before. Doc Tempest had kidnapped his mother, and Basilisk had taken Pete - all things that had made Toby angry. But this was different. This was not some random villain threatening him. This was his friend. It was personal. He found his voice.

      ‘I was going to tell you... that she hates your guts and she hoped you’d died in that coma.’ He regretted the words as soon as he’d spoken them.

      Pete stared at Toby, his voice trembling with hostility. ‘I’m going to leave here now. You’re not going to follow me, or I might change my mind about not wanting to kill you.’ He turned and started walking away.

      Toby shook his head. ‘You’re not leaving here with the artefact.’

      Pete stopped. The lack of emotion on his face was somehow alarming.

      ‘You always wanted to play the hero, didn’t you? Well now you can choose. The artefact, or save the people on this sinking ship.’ He placed both fists together and fired a duel blast at the damaged hull behind Toby. Metal groaned as the double hull was punctured and seawater began flooding the cruise liner!

      In seconds an alarm had sounded, the captain barking orders to ‘Abandon ship.’

      The blast of the water knocked Toby off his feet and swept him down the corridor. When he managed to stand he saw the corridor was rapidly filling up - and Pete was nowhere to be seen.
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      Pete held the artefact he had snatched from Toby up to the light, examining it from every angle. He couldn’t guess what it actually was. He paced his hotel room and glanced at the clock. Then everything seemed to wobble and the revolving seconds hand froze. Pete could sense a presence, but couldn’t see anybody.

      ‘You’re late,’ he said as he looked around the room.

      ‘I arrive when I intend to therefore I am always on time.’

      ‘Well your on time is five minutes later than you said.’

      ‘You have the piece?’

      The air seemed to fog slightly and a tall thin man stepped from nowhere: Lord Eon. He was almost seven feet tall, pale skinned with neat dark hair and a neat beard. He looked about thirty, except for some deep creases on his face that belonged to an old man. He was dressed in an immaculate black suit.

      Pete held the Temporal Dilator up. ‘There you go.’

      Eon’s eyes went wide, but me made no motion to take it. ‘You have performed superbly. You truly deserve your rich reward.’

      Pete smiled. Praise and a reward, that’s what the Foundation should have been heaping on him.

      Eon made a sweeping gesture with his hand and the fabric of space was ripped apart as a small vortex appeared in the room. Pete watched with interest as individual atoms from the furniture were drawn towards it, bending completely out of shape like a surreal painting.

      ‘Cool black hole,’ said Pete. ‘Can I get that power?’

      ‘Close. It’s a gravastar. Throw the artefact inside.’

      Pete was surprised. ‘You want to destroy it?’

      ‘I merely want you to place it in the gravastar. Careful! Don’t get too close.’

      Pete tossed the artefact inside. It seemed to stretch incredibly thin as it fell. Eon closed the vortex with a clap of his hands.

      ‘Why did you do that? Come to mention it, what was it?’

      Eon closed his hands and the object vanished. ‘You ask too many questions Mr. Kendall. Why make life complicated? I have what I want, and you will have what you want. I have secured an island property for you off the coast of Cuba. It’s all yours.’

      Pete’s eyes lit up. ‘Really?’

      ‘Of course. I will have use for you again, but until then... enjoy the fruits of your labour.’

      Pete took a step forward - the hotel carpet instantly became white sand and the walls melted away to blinding sunlight. There was no sense of travel that he got with teleportation. He simply was somewhere else.

      He shaded his eyes and looked across the sandy bay. An emerald green lagoon lay beyond, populated by wild graceful pink flamingos. Behind was a huge perfectly preserved colonial mansion. And it was all his.

      Pete laughed out loud and gave a little victory dance on the beach - his beach. All his life he had strived to do the right thing, especially when they discovered the hero website, and where had it got him? Now, after the briefest of crime waves he had his own tropical island. Whoever said crime didn’t pay had obviously never tried it.

      Pete walked into his mansion house. His footsteps echoed on the pine floorboards. It was peaceful and quiet. He was completely alone.

      

      A crushing weight lay on Toby’s chest. Now that the battle with Pete was over, the anger he’d felt against his old friend had disappeared. It was replaced first by a heavy sadness. Losing Pete’s friendship was like losing a brother. Then the sense of sadness was chased away by guilt. If Toby hadn’t been so stubborn and such a control freak, Pete wouldn’t have felt that the hero website was being taken away from him and they would still be friends, fighting side-by-side to save Emily... her name conjured another bout of remorse. To save the world, he corrected himself.

      Toby’s emotions raged. He sat in Kirby’s office all alone, staring at the map. When he had insisted on returning home to see his parents and have a rest, Kirby had flatly refused. Toby had lost his temper and demanded to see Lorna. Again his request was denied.

      Something was going on that he wasn’t privy to, and he didn’t like it. So far this mission had almost killed him several times, and he had yet to face Lord Eon, the enemy he was supposed to be fighting. Instead he had just fought his best friend. He remembered Lorna’s worlds - would he sacrifice his friends to do the right thing? After battling Pete he had the nagging suspicion that he would. What kind of friend did that make him?

      Toby had frantically tried to save the cruise liner as it lurched in the sea. Everybody had been on deck, running for lifeboats. It was chaos and still no sign of the Foundation transport to help. He had used his phone to try to download more powers to save the sinking liner, but had been alarmed to see a banner flashing on the screen saying: access denied.

      He made a vid-call to Kirby and explained the situation. The old man went bonkers when Toby said he had lost the Dilator segment, and before he could explain any further he was teleported straight back to Kirby’s office.

      Toby had frantically insisted they should return and help save the liner, but Kirby silenced him and gave assurances that the Foundation had heroes on the job. He was far more concerned with how Toby had lost the artefact. He listened intently then shook his head sadly.

      ‘So the Council of Evil have a piece, and we have two,’ said Toby. ‘Is that so much a problem? You said it was the Council that helped imprison Eon last time. We could work with them for the common good.’

      ‘Indeed. But your pal isn’t working for the Council. He’s working for Lord Eon himself.’

      ‘How can you know that?’

      ‘We have... spies in all the right places. I assure you, Kendall has made a pig’s ear of things. We have a piece, the enemy has a piece and now Eon has a piece.’

      Toby frowned. ‘The Council has a piece? And I thought we had two? What about the one in the armoured car?’

      Kirby looked blankly at him for a second. ‘Yes, that one. It was stolen from our holding cell. It seems not everybody around here is to be trusted. I thought you would have realized that after fighting your friend.’ The snippy comment hurt Toby.

      Kirby had then left to see if the mess could be salvaged. He made no effort to disguise that fact he blamed Toby for everything going wrong.

      That had been almost two hours ago. Toby had tried to sleep on a sofa, but couldn’t. His mind was too active. What wasn’t he being told? He felt as though his missions were more than they seemed, but how?

      Feeling hungry, he tried to open the door, but the keypad wouldn’t respond. It probably only worked for Kirby since this was his private office. Toby walked around the desk, it was too new to be cluttered, and there were no snacks hidden in the empty draws.

      He thumbed the remote control on the plasma screen hoping to get a TV channel, but it wouldn’t budge from the world map. He noticed a small crack in the corner of the screen and wondered if Kirby had thumped the screen in one of the fits of anxiety he seemed to be having lately.

      With a sigh, and desperate to distract his inner-thoughts from their depressing monologues, he sat down in Kirby’s chair and tried to log onto the computer. It was switched off. Thumbing the power button got him nowhere. He checked the power cable was plugged into the monitor; it was there all right, but the other end wasn’t plugged in. A quick check at the back of the computer revealed that nothing was plugged in. In fact there was no power socket at all.

      ‘Great,’ he muttered. He was starting to get a panicky feeling, as though he was being kept in the room on purpose. That made him determined to get out, even though he had no powers and his equipment had been taken back into storage.

      He got up and re-examined the keypad on the wall by the door. It was a touch screen that not only reacted to the correct code, but also scanned the person’s fingerprint as they typed. Next he turned his attention to the door itself.

      A quick rap with this knuckles revealed it to be thick metal. If only he had enhanced-strength, he could prise it open. He dug his fingernails in the narrow gap and pulled; although he knew it would be a futile gesture...

      The door rolled effortlessly open. Toby gaped. It was indeed thick metal, but it opened by rolling along a groove in the floor and had no actual locking mechanism. Kirby had told him that the place was new, but this was ridiculous.

      The door opened into an empty corridor. Toby crept out. He didn’t know why he was being so cautious; after all, he worked here. However, he had no intention of provoking the old man’s temper, which had been at breaking point since this whole Eon crisis had begun.

      He walked to a large blast door that sealed one end of the corridor. This one proved immobile. His stomach was rumbling; there had to be a canteen around here somewhere. Defeated, he backtracked and turned a corner. It was a T-Junction. Ahead there was another door sealing him in, a bored looking guard slouched in a chair playing on his phone, earphones in. Metres before the guard was a short side passage that ended in a door that Toby did recognize: the equipment room.

      The guard didn’t look up as Toby quietly sneaked towards him and slipped into the side passage. He paused outside the equipment room. He could hear voices from inside.

      ‘This operation is getting out of hand!’ said an unfamiliar voice.

      ‘Once again I’m telling you that Toby is the best suited for this job! There is nobody else we can trust after everything that has gone on here, we need him.’ That was Eric Kirby’s voice. Toby smiled, glad that Kirby still held him in high regard.

      He peeked into the room but could only seek Kirby pacing inside.

      ‘After what happened in Greece—’

      ‘The other agents were a known commodity, something that the boy handled skilfully. The situation with the Kendall boy was completely unexpected.’

      Even though Toby was bitter about what Pete had done, he still took offence that they were referring to him as “the Kendall” boy. After all, Pete had been equally vital in preserving the Hero Foundation as he had been.

      ‘There is one piece remaining. That we must have.’

      ‘But we still don’t know where to look,’ complained Kirby.

      ‘I’m authorising all satellite resources be focused on the job.’

      There had been something troubling Toby about the conversation, and now he knew what it was. The unseen person was giving Kirby orders. As far as he was aware, Kirby had created and he owned the Foundation. This conversation meant there were people above him. More powerful ones perhaps...

      Kirby’s voice focused his attention. ‘That’s what I’ve been asking for all along. And once we retrieve the last segment?’

      ‘We’ll figure out how to proceed. If worse comes to worse we will have to liaise with the enemy.’

      ‘And Kendall?’

      ‘He needs to be eliminated.’

      Toby’s blood ran cold. His emotions were already on a rollercoaster, but he didn’t want to hear that. ‘Perhaps Toby could do the honours? He knows how Kendall thinks, and what to expect.’ They wanted him to kill his best friend? Toby’s mind was racing.

      ‘He has powerful allies,’ warned Kirby.

      ‘Then we will have to bring them down too.’

      Toby heard Kirby shuffling for the door, his cane tapping on the floor. He didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping. He tiptoed past the guard - and around the corner as he heard the door slide open. Kirby’s footsteps quickly echoed down the corridor.

      Toby ducked into the office and slid the door closed. He was sweating by now. He quickly scanned the office to make sure it didn’t seem as though he had been snooping, then jumped back onto the sofa as the door rolled open.

      Kirby looked at him with a frown. ‘Are you OK? Your face seems a little flushed.’

      Toby faked a smile. ‘I’m fine. It’s just a bit hot in here and I’m starving.’

      ‘I’ll get some food brought in. Unfortunately the air conditioning is not working, but I’ll get some cold drinks too. We are intensifying our search for the last artefact. As soon as we pick up a temporal dilation, it’s imperative that you are ready for deployment.’

      Toby was bursting to know who Kirby’s boss was, but knew he couldn’t say anything. ‘It would be better if I downloaded attack powers directly, rather than rely on these gadgets. It’s simply not practical. Those prototypes have nearly got me killed several times already!’

      Kirby shook his head. ‘As I have said before, we must control your consumption of attack powers. This is the best way.’

      ‘But if this mission is so critical—’

      ‘ENOUGH!’ snapped Kirby. The brief flash of anger across Kirby’s face startled Toby. ‘They are the rules. Full stop.’

      He must be under a lot of pressure, thought Toby. He lowered his gaze. He understood that Kirby would be as stressed as he was over the instructions to kill Pete, and acting like a prima donna wasn’t going to help.

      ‘Eon has struck again.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Zurich, Switzerland. He’s gone quickly from small towns to a major city.’ Kirby zoomed in on a red spot that was pulsing on the map. Toby hadn’t noticed it earlier as he’d been more interested in finding a TV channel. He felt stupid; he should have been alert.

      ‘How many people?’

      ‘Approximately three-hundred and eight thousand people. His biggest attack yet.’

      Toby felt a shudder of panic. ‘Dead?’

      ‘As good as. Eon is like a vulture scavenging their time. Like Emily, they are gone, trapped between the ticks of the clock.’

      ‘Why Zurich?’

      Kirby shrugged. ‘Because they make excellent clocks there? Who knows? His attacks are randomly spread across the globe. We know Eon is not motivated by money. He desires to grow more powerful by feeding from mankind’s Chronons. We must stop him before it gets worse.’

      Kirby turned back to the screen. ‘If he knew where we were the consequences would be disastrous. Even we, with all our powers, would be defenceless against the master of time.’

      Yet all we can do is wait, thought Toby. How ironic.

      

      In any other circumstances, gentle waves lapping on snow-white sand, on your own tropical paradise island would be perfection.

      However, Pete was deeply bored.

      He had walked around his island. Or rather more accurately, he had stepped through the front door of his mansion and straight out of the back door to find himself on the opposite side of the island. It wasn’t so much an island as an atoll with a few palm trees. Inside, the television was one of the biggest he had ever seen, but it lacked the basic function of a satellite connection, so showed nothing but signal-less blue screens. Even the fridge was empty. Lord Eon had been less than thorough in fulfilling his end of the bargain; although he couldn’t imagine the supervillain strolling down the aisle of a supermarket pushing a trolley with a wonky wheel as he stocked up with food.

      Worse than all of that, though, was that Pete had nobody to talk to. He couldn’t pick up the phone and invite Toby, Lorna and Emily around because a) he didn’t have a phone and b) he didn’t have any friends.

      Where had his life gone so wrong? At birth, he thought darkly. He shook those thoughts away. They were a path to depression. He had to admit that fighting Toby had been enjoyable. It was like play fighting on a grand scale. Pete didn’t feel the slightest remorse for sinking the cruise ship. He knew that what he had done was an act of supreme evil. Basilisk would be proud of him. The old Pete would have been wallowing in guilt. But for the new Pete, it was as though he could now observe his emotions from afar. He could impassively watch as he performed unspeakable acts, and the only thing he would feel was a curiosity as to why he felt so numb. Being soaked in the morass of superpowers must have melted his moral compass. On an intellectual level he knew his actions were wrong, but inside... he simply didn’t care.

      Toby could be dead. He let that thought circulate in his mind. Nothing, not the slightest twinge of emotion. Perhaps he should see a psychiatrist? He knew that was the first thing Emily would have said to him. He liked the way she spoke her mind. The thought of Emily brought with it a complex rush of emotions. So he could still feel something. That was a start.

      Jake stepped from the shadows. There had been no teleportation bang. Pete wondered how long he had been there, watching him go slowly mad.

      ‘Hunter! How did you find me?’

      Jake pulled something from his back. Pete leapt from the overstuffed couch he had been lying on - hand raised to fire—

      Jake held up a pizza box. ‘Whoa! Easy now. If that’s how you treat the delivery guy, I don’t think you’ll be leaving a tip.’

      He put the box on the table and Pete eagerly started to pull the cheesy slices apart. He had a mouthful before he realized that Jake wasn’t eating.

      Jake laughed at the expression on Pete’s face. ‘Do you really think I’m trying to poison you? I’ve already eaten.’ Jake sat opposite him and watched as Pete’s mouth mechanically chewed, suspicion never leaving Pete’s face. ‘I told you, I want to be friends now.’

      ‘After everything you’ve done to me?’

      Jake shrugged. ‘We were kids then.’

      ‘It was only a couple of months ago!’

      ‘Yeah but look at us now, eating pizza in paradise! And this is all yours I believe.’

      ‘Who told you?’

      ‘I have my contacts at the Council. In fact, I’ve got myself quite a good position there. I’ve been shaking things up. It will soon be time for a new change in management, so to speak. When that happens I think you’ll find there’s a place for you there. Somewhere you’re in control and not the stupid Hero Foundation.’

      Pete was curious, but contented himself with another mouthful of pizza. He noticed Jake was pulling a face.

      ‘Whu?’ he said with a full mouth.

      Jake unconsciously rubbed his own cheek. ‘What’s wrong with your skin? You’re falling into your pizza.’

      Pete looked at his hands. Large flakes of skin, the size of coins, dropped onto the pizza. He threw the slice down. More skin fell off. It didn’t hurt, but it was pretty disgusting. He could see blisters rapidly forming to replace the chunks.

      ‘I’m falling apart.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ll regenerate,’ said Jake, staring at the now disgusting-looking pizza.

      Pete’s skin problem had become worse over the last day, and didn’t appear to be healing.

      Jake got back to business. ‘Listen, how would you like to come with me to the Council HQ. It’s an island... little bigger than this.’

      The idea sounded appealing. Pete knew that the precise location of the Council of Evil’s base was a closely guarded secret. The Foundation was constantly searching for it. Plus, Pete still didn’t know whether his powers were permanent. If they were to fade away, he would need to download more from somewhere. He tried to hide his enthusiasm.

      ‘Why would I want to do that?’

      ‘I need somebody like you around. Somebody I can trust. There are people who would like to see me gone.’

      Now Pete laughed. ‘What makes you think you can trust me?’

      ‘Can’t I? I thought I was the untrustworthy one. Or did I get that wrong? Like I said, I need somebody like you. I can’t do what I’m planning on my own.’ Jake hated saying that, but it was true. In part.

      Pete couldn’t believe that somebody actually needed him. After tagging along with Toby, who took him for granted, being needed was something he longed to hear - and Jake Hunter was the last person he had expected to hear it from. He tried to act calm, but his face showed the excitement he felt.

      ‘OK. What have I got to lose?’

      Jake smiled. ‘Thanks. And since you have chosen to trust me, there’s something you need to know. Lord Eon is using you.’

      Pete blinked in surprise. How did Jake know he had been working with Eon?

      ‘I know he asked you to retrieve an artefact for him. That artefact is part of an ancient weapon that can be used against him.’

      Was this a trick? Pete didn’t know what to believe.

      ‘I also know he’s going to use you to get the last piece. If you deliver the last piece to him... we’ll, let’s just say the world will face a major crisis - and it won’t matter whose side you are on. Nobody will be able to stop him. In fact, it could be the one moment that the good guys and bad guys... and everybody in between, will have to work together or face certain annihilation.’

      Pete stared hard at him. Then laughed. ‘Is this a joke?’

      Jake solemnly shook his head. ‘The consequences of doing nothing are...’ Jake couldn’t think of a word to describe the absolutely pressing urgency of the problem. ‘...bad,’ he finished lamely. ‘Already ambassadors from both sides have started to talk. They’re calling it the Crisis Point - the end of civilisation as we know it. Everybody trapped in time and space and only Lord Eon left running the show.’

      ‘I don’t believe you. This is a trick. You want me to get the last piece and give it to you.’

      ‘It’s not a trick. But you’re right, I want that piece.’

      ‘Do I look stupid?’

      Jake fought every fibre of his being not to remain silent. ‘Of course not,’ he said in the sincerest voice he could muster. ‘I used to call you professor because you were clever. Much smarter than me.’ Jake was relieved that his self-effacing comment seemed to calm Pete.

      ‘True. So, in helping him... I’ve just helped in destroying the world?’

      ‘Yep. Pretty wild, huh?’

      ‘Lord Eon is a manipulator. He not only manipulates time and space, but people. He rewarded you with this island because it means nothing to him. Stopping anybody else from getting their hands on the final bit of the only machine that can stop him is worth more to him than all the money in the world.’

      Pete was still unsure what to make of what he was hearing. He could see Jake was serious, but how much of that was merely an act? And how could he suddenly start trusting someone who had made his life so miserable? Then again, hadn’t Toby been about to mention something too?

      ‘He destroyed the piece of the Temporal Dilator I gave him,’ said Pete.

      Jake nodded thoughtfully. ‘Maybe one piece can be copied. But if he gets his hands on another...’ Jake stood up and paced the room. Pete noticed that he kept to the shadows. ‘What have you been told about that girl you like, what’s her name? Emily?’

      Pete didn’t like Jake poking around his personal life. ‘She’s a friend.’

      ‘Sure she is. But what do you know?’

      Pete hesitated. ‘I was told... I thought I was told that Toby killed her.’ He recalled the voices he’d heard deep in his coma. That was the spark that had finally lit his rage. He also remembered Lorna’s voice. She had confirmed that Emily was dead.

      No. That was wrong. He thought harder. Tried to recall Lorna’s voice in the darkness. She had said that Emily was missing. Not dead. And Toby had looked confused too when Pete challenged him in hospital.

      ‘Lord Eon took her,’ said Jake.

      That piece of news was like a slap across the face. ‘What?’

      Jake sighed heavily. ‘Forget what you may have been told before. What I’m telling you now is the truth.’

      ‘But... but... why would he do that? Why Emily?’

      ‘He has been taking individuals from all over the place and now that he’s growing in power, his targets are getting bigger. He took Emily because she was unconscious when he arrived to try and intercept one of the pieces of this machine. She was a victim like everybody else. But in this case I think she was taken for another reason too. This all sounds weird, but I’ve been told that what we do now can affect events in the past. Wild huh?’

      Pete didn’t bat an eyelid. He read a lot of science fiction, but he also loved reading about new breakthroughs in science. Although he didn’t really understand half the stuff he read, he recalled an experiment called “the double split” that had seemed to prove that action now can affect events in the past.

      Jake pressed on. ‘Anyway, it could be that she was taken to provoke you into doing something... in the past.’

      Now Pete was confused.

      Jake grinned and held up his hands. ‘I’m only telling you what I’ve been told. I didn’t really get it all. But importantly, she is alive. And she can only be released if Eon is stopped.’ Jake could see that Pete was shocked. It was a lot of information to process - but they didn’t have the luxury of time. ‘Come on, we need to go on a little trip.’

      ‘Are we going to the Council now?’

      Jake smiled and waved his hand. A shimmering portal opened up in the air, a quantum tunnel to their destination.

      ‘Not yet. You need to see what your boss is capable of. We’re going to Switzerland.’
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      Toby had been on tenterhooks waiting for the satellites to pick up any chronological anomaly. When they finally did, Kirby suspected that there was a lag on the signal they were receiving - a deliberate sabotage attempt by the enemy. This seemed to tip him into panic and he had rushed his selection of Toby’s downloadable powers. Now, Toby had no clear idea what he had been given. At one point in the process he heard Kirby uncharacteristically swear and had felt a sharp tingle in his body, as though he had been given more three powers.

      Then Toby had been ushered into the equipment room, been handed a bag of gadgets and had a small pistol holstered to his belt. Next he had been shoved onto the teleport pad, with no time to ask a single question.

      Toby had arrived in a bare concrete basement, lit by a single light bulb. There was no clue as to where he was. After the jungle ruins of Cambodia and the subterranean labyrinths of ancient Greece, this wasn’t exactly the kind of environment he’d been expecting. A single door lead from the room. With Kirby’s incessant warnings that they might be too late ringing in his ears, Toby walked through it.

      He found himself in a huge room. Massive steel columns rose to the ceiling and behind him a steel staircase spiralled up to a hatch in the ceiling. Toby guessed that he was in the foundations of a large building, but what impressed him most was the archaeological treasure that poked from the dirt.

      The ground had been carefully excavated, revealing what looked like ancient Japanese ruins. Toby could make out the distinctive uplifted corners of a wooden hipped-gable roof. The top level of the building had been cleared, and electric lights strung inside illuminated the rest of Pagoda, which ran several stories underground.

      It must be here, thought Toby as he checked his phone, activating the chrono-scanner. A faint blip appeared. He swept the device left and right and frowned as the signal grew stronger to his right, away from the ruins. Then he angled the device upwards - the signal got stronger still.

      ‘Oh no...’ muttered Toby under his breath. Somebody had already beaten him to it and, judging by the moving blip, was running away from him.

      Toby raced up the staircase and pushed open the hatch. It lead to a cordoned off area of an underground car park. He hesitated at the sight before him - several vehicles were on fire, some resting on their roofs. Choking black smoke stung his eyes. Dozens of car alarms sang their ear-splitting song. The destruction was not Lord Eon’s modus operandi - that meant that the Council of Evil had got here first - but who had they been fighting if Toby was the first hero on the scene?

      Toby covered his mouth with his jacket and ran up the exit ramp. He reached the street, coughing and spluttering. A large crowd had assembled around the building and he could hear the sounds of approaching fire engines. The gathered crowd gave the first indications of where he was, but what took his breath away was the massive metropolis spread out before him.

      Huge buildings lined streets that were densely packed with cars and crowds of people who crossed the roads on super-wide pedestrian walkways. Billboards covered in Japanese writing filled every available pace. Huge glass and steel skyscrapers dominated the end of the street. A name on one, emblazed in red neon, caught his eye: Tokyo.

      Away from the smoke, the smell and noise of the mega-city assaulted his senses; it was overwhelming. Toby tried to focus on the task in hand and examined his scanner. The Temporal Dilator was moving, but it wasn’t far away. Toby looked around for a quiet place he could launch into flight, but there was nowhere for him to do it discreetly.

      He ran forwards, hoping that he had some kind of super-speed only to find that he was running on empty. The crowds were massive; he had never seen so many people in one place. He pushed forward and turned a corner - his target lay dead ahead.

      A loud boom caught his attention. He looked up to see a blue and white bus spinning through the air - straight for him! It crashed on to several cars and rolled towards him in a shower of twisted metal and broken glass.

      Toby raised his hands, hoping that some sort of defensive power would kick in. The bus filled his vision. A jet of ice shot from his hands creating a curved shield in front of him. The bus slammed to a halt against the ice. Toby gave himself a satisfied smile - which dropped seconds later as the ice shield shattered from both the weight of the bus and the humidity in the city. The vehicle slammed down on top of Toby.

      Luck was with him. He was standing directly under a shattered passenger window. He opened his eyes to find himself standing in the centre of the sidelong bus. People lay inside at odd angles and he could hear screaming and sobbing. He knew he should help the injured, but another explosion from outside made him realize that he was still in danger. Toby raised his hand skyward, to the broken window opposite, and launched into flight—

      Or rather jumped out of the bus and landed outside. With a sense of dread he realized that in his haste, Kirby hadn’t downloaded a flying power, only a jumping ability.

      Hordes of people had gathered around the bus, trying to free those inside. His Parser buzzed with concerned offers of help. Toby pinballed through the crowd. Ahead he could see a plume of smoke from the explosion he’d heard - and yet more crowds of people were screaming as they fled the unseen battle. If he wanted to run into danger then he was going the right way.

      Sliding across the bonnet of a car, Toby saw what was happening. The traffic had cleared around an intersection where Jen was crouching. She had something in her backpack, which she kept a hand on. Her other hand was splayed open, red energy crackling between her fingers. She was bleeding and looked rough as she fired her shockwave. But it wasn’t aimed at Toby.

      Her opponent was three and a half metres tall and jerked as the blast hit him. Energy surged over rippling muscles that swelled under the black jumpsuit he was wearing - which expanded as he absorbed the energy, growing an extra-half metre. It was Pete. Toby knew that each blast Jen was delivering was making his friend more powerful.

      ‘No!’ he screamed.

      Both Jen and Pete looked around - both firing at him at the same time. Toby raised his hands to conjure protection - it only partially worked. An ice shield formed but was instantly disintegrated by Jen’s shockwave - which allowed Pete’s pyrokinetic ball to hit him firmly in the chest.

      The breath was sucked from his lungs as they collapsed. Toby was carried fifteen metres across the street and through the second story window of a tower block. He felt his spine being pummelled as he bounced off several office desks, smashing monitors as he went.

      He lay in a huddle on the floor, unable to move. For thirty seconds he could only hear the sound of cricking bones as his healing power pressed his body back into shape. He was on the verge of black out by the time his lungs healed, finally allowing him to take a deep breath. He climbed unsteadily to his feet and looked out of the broken window.

      Jen and Pete were continuing their battle further down the street. It was utter destruction. He watched as Pete threw Jen through a plate glass window and into a car show room. Serves the villain right, thought Toby. But his emotions were torn because Pete was his enemy too. He couldn’t really champion either of them, and it looked as if he’d have to fight them both.

      ‘Dammit!’ snarled Toby. The powers Kirby had given him seemed next to useless. He used his mobile to access the hero app.

      A message flashed up: ACCESS DENIED.

      He thumped the device in anger. What was wrong with this piece of junk? He looked around the office and saw that several computers were still in operation in the far corner. His inbuilt CUCI could bypass any security needed to log-on and he would be taken directly to the page where he could download more powers.

      The log-on screen demanding a username and password glitched as the CUCI wirelessly seized control, but again the hero app refused him access. This was ridiculous! There was no way he could face two supervillains with only the powers he had now.

      He hit the videoconference app on his phone and called Kirby. A message flashed: SERVICE UNAVAILABLE.

      Toby had to stop himself from throwing the phone against the wall. He was completely out of touch with the Foundation, with no backup, no flying or teleport powers - in fact with no powers of any real use! When he returned he would have to have a serious word with Eric Kirby.

      Toby drew his pistol and checked it out. It was like the rifle but on a smaller scale. A green LED flashed on the butt, tiny lettering indicated it was a Wi-Fi signal. That was something at least, in theory he wouldn’t run out of ammunition.

      Toby jumped from the window and bounded into the intersection. Another bound brought him right into the middle of the fight. This time he wasn’t going to waste time with warnings. He shot at Jen, and took great satisfaction from sending her sprawling to the ground. At the same time he had his other hand raised and formed an ice shield as Pete swung a punch at him.

      ‘Pete! Wait! I don’t want to fight you!’

      Pete splintered the ice shield with a second punch, and then glared down at Toby. Toby was intimidated. Pete looked fearsome, and at twice normal size, unbeatable.

      ‘If you don’t want to fight, then you’ve got ten seconds to get out of here,’ growled Pete in an unnaturally deep voice.

      ‘Pete, listen to me. I know you’re working for Eon. I know you want the artefact Jen has - but Eon can’t have it.’

      ‘Nine!’

      ‘If he gets it there’s no way to stop him. He’ll be free to destroy the world as we know it.’

      ‘Eight!’

      ‘The Foundation won’t be able to stop him. The Council of Evil won’t be able to stop him - and you will be powerless too!’

      ‘I know all that! Seven!’

      Toby was confused. ‘Then if you know it...’

      ‘Six!’

      ‘Why are you doing this if you know it will mean the end of everybody - including you!’

      ‘I’ve warned you! Five!’

      ‘Pete—’

      ‘Where’d she go?’

      Toby looked around. Jen was nowhere to be seen. A quick glance at the scanner revealed that she was close by, unable to teleport while she had the artefact. It occurred to him that Pete didn’t have a scanner - so all Toby had to do was give him the slip.

      ‘I knew it!’ Pete growled. ‘You’re working with her!’

      ‘With her? Why would I be working with the Council? Listen to yourself! You’re crazy!’

      WHAM! Toby didn’t even see Pete’s fist until it hit his nose. The impact carried him over the traffic. It took him so long to land that his nose had regenerated mid-flight!

      Toby landed on a taxi roof with a crunch. Luckily the attack had moved him closer to Jen. Pete tried to launch himself in the air, but his heavy mass dragged him back down to earth. For once Toby had the advantage with his leaping ability. In three bounds he had doubled the distance between himself and Pete.

      He followed the scanner as Jen turned down another street, heading eastward. Unable to fly, she must be trying to get to someone or something that could get her out of the country.

      Toby reached a junction where the road curved north and south around what looked like a river or lake, beyond that was a wooded park. He saw that Jen was running southward. One jump and he could cut her off. Then he heard a familiar angry bellow.

      Pete vaulted from an overhead road bridge that joined the main boulevard. Cars honked their horns and swerved around him. He landed in front of Jen, tarmac cracking under his weight. Jen screamed as she scrambled to a halt.

      Pete raised his arms to shoot her but was distracted as a van skidded straight into him, its engine exploding in a cloud of smoke.

      Toby rationalized the situation. The main villain here was Eon. He wanted the artefact most. If Toby was forced to choose sides now he should help Jen to escape with the final piece of the Dilator. It went against every fibre of Toby’s being, but that was the right choice.

      He need not have worried. Jen still had her wits about her. She changed direction and ran straight for the river, clumsily climbing over the roadside fence. Toby watched as she cupped her hand around a Bluetooth headset she was wearing. He heard her shout, ‘Light Bridge!’

      The headset glowed as it downloaded a superpower. Toby was impressed.

      Jen extended both arms as she ran. A silver light threaded its way across the water, forming a bridge of light.

      Pete tried to follow, but the crumpled car wrapped around his leg hampered his movements.

      Toby ran for the river - he was unsure if he could leap that far. He launched himself centimetres from the water’s edge. He reached the wooded island at the same time Jen did.

      She shrieked as Toby landed next to her. Then her eyes narrowed.

      ‘You—’ the profanity was lost as she fired her shockwave. Toby hit the deck just in time.

      ‘Stop! I’ve got a proposition for you!’

      Jen stood over him, hands blazing with energy. ‘What could I possibly want from you?’

      ‘A truce. At least until we get rid of him!’

      They both looked around to see Pete tearing the van from his leg and throwing it effortlessly aside. He stared at them, unable to cross the water. Then he noticed a bridge on the northern side, and ran for it.

      ‘We don’t have much time,’ said Toby, standing with his hands up. ‘He’s absorbing energy, so every time we hit him, he grows bigger and stronger.’

      ‘So we’ve got to stop hitting him? Can we trap him somehow?’

      ‘I’ve tried that. When he grows bigger he can’t fly and that’s the only thing saving us right now.’

      ‘Why should I trust you? Especially after what you did to me in Greece. I spent a whole day stuck on Easter Island! Do you know where that is? It’s in the middle of nowhere!’

      ‘I’m sorry!’ shouted Toby, not quite believing that he was apologizing to the villain. ‘But you were trying to mug me! Look we don’t have time to stand around arguing, can we run and argue?’

      Jen scowled, but they both ran through the trees as fast as they could.

      ‘Don’t try any tricks on me like that, or I will shoot you in the head,’ warned Jen.

      ‘Promise,’ said Toby as sincerely as he could. He was already trying to figure out how to snatch the artefact away from her once they had given Pete the slip. ‘I’d rather you have it than Pete.’

      ‘Then that’s something we both agree on.’ She gave Toby a quizzical glance. ‘Who’d have thought two enemies could agree on something like that?’

      ‘Especially when one of them is on the run from his ex-best friend. Where are we?’

      They left the trees and found themselves trampling across a perfectly manicured garden. It was situated on the edge of a courtyard that was overlooked by a large white building, the bulk of which was hidden by the garden.

      Jen’s face dropped. ‘Aw... nuts!’

      ‘What?’

      Ten Japanese soldiers ran from the building. They were dressed in army camouflage uniforms and wielding deadly Howa Type 89 rifles. They screamed at Jen and Toby.

      ‘This is the Imperial Palace! We’re trespassing! I don’t speak Japanese. What are they saying?’

      Toby put his hands up. ‘You can guess.’

      ‘I haven’t got time for this!’

      The soldiers hesitated at the sight of the two innocent looking tourists.

      ‘Power fist!’ yelled Jen, startling the guards who all exchanged glances. Once again her headset glowed. She made a subtle sweeping gesture - and a telekinetic force blew three of the men to the ground.

      ‘Run!’ she yelled.

      Toby heard gunfire erupt behind them and tree trunks ahead of them splintered. He summoned an ice wall, which stopped one wave of bullets, but was soon destroyed. It bought them enough time to round the corner—

      Straight into a high wall topped with razor wire. Toby leapt effortlessly on top, squashing the wire underfoot. Jen hesitated below.

      ‘I’m stuck!’

      ‘Throw up your bag and I’ll lift you over.’

      Jen’s eyes narrowed. ‘You cheating little—’

      The soldiers rounded the corner - at the same time Pete burst from the trees. He roared in fury. ‘The artefact is mine!’

      The soldiers wheeled around, firing on the monster.

      ‘No!’ screamed Toby.

      But it was too late. Every bullet increased Pete’s size. He twisted and turned as his joints expanded. The soldiers watched in shock, their ammunition running dry. Pete was six metres of unbridled rage. He tore a tree up and threw it at a section of troopers who were scattered like bowling pins.

      Toby jumped down from the wall and grabbed Jen around the waist. She struggled.

      ‘Get off me!’

      ‘Shut up!’

      Carrying Jen, he bounded over the wall as Pete up-rooted another tree and used it to swat the remaining guards.

      Toby and Jen found themselves in a car park. They ran as fast as they could - ahead was another stretch of water, and Toby realized that the waterways were a large moat surrounding the Imperial Palace.

      Jen extended her arms, once again creating the light bridge. She ran across. Toby followed - and his feet fell through the glowing bridge and he dropped into the water. He kicked his legs and fought his way to the surface.

      ‘Help!’ he spluttered.

      Jen had reached the far side and the bridge vanished. She shrugged. ‘I knew someone like you couldn’t be trusted. If I gave you the bag back there you would have left me.’

      ‘No I wouldn’t! I saved you.’

      ‘That makes up for dumping me on Easter Island.’

      The wall exploded in a shower of masonry as Pete blasted his way through.

      Jen winked at Toby. ‘Keep him busy for me, shrimp.’ Then she ran away across a broad parade ground, towards a busy road that lay beyond the Palace gates.

      Pete thundered towards Toby. He was so big that Toby could feel the vibrations in the water. There was no way Toby could out swim him, so he dived downwards.

      Toby was blind as he descended. It felt like seconds passed before he finally touched the bottom. He hoped that his plan would work. He tensed himself—

      Pete reached the water where Toby had been. He jumped into the moat, kicking up a colossal wave of water. The water only came to his waist. He reached a hand in to where he thought Toby would be.

      Toby exploded out of the moat and into the car park, avoiding Pete’s grasp. In the distance, Jen was disappearing over the Palace gates. Pete waded through the moat as more Palace Guards appeared. Gunshots peppered the water, distracting Pete.

      It took Toby four bounds to cross the expansive grounds and leap over the Palace gate. He looked at his scanner: Jen was close. Luckily the Foundation had made the device properly waterproof. The same couldn’t be said for his pistol; water still poured from the weapon.

      There was no sign of Pete behind him, but Toby could hear continuing gunfire. Seconds later a pair of military helicopters roared overhead, no doubt heading for the giant Palace intruder. That should keep him busy, thought Toby. He set off after Jen, unable to shake the feeling that somehow he was abandoning Pete. After everything they had been through it didn’t seem right to leave his brother-in-arms behind.

      Toby tried to force those thoughts away. Pete had left him on a sinking ship. In fact, Pete had caused the ship to sink. Pete had made his decision. Now Toby was left to fight on his own and the stakes were high. It wasn’t only about freeing Emily from the clutches of Lord Eon; it was about saving the world, yet again. Rather than make him feel inspired and special, that thought gave him a crushing feeling of loneliness.

      Toby had come to a busy crossroads. Following the tracker signal, he turned left. He stopped outside a massive red-bricked building. Jen had entered: Tokyo Station.

      Inside it was packed with people. Toby stopped and swung the chrono-scanner around in a circle. Jen was so close it was difficult to lock on to exactly where she was in the crowd. He pushed forward to the ticket barrier in time to see Jen disappearing into a long sleek train just as the doors slide closed.

      Seconds later the train began to pull out of the station, precisely on time like all of Japan’s public transport. But this was no ordinary train. This was the Japanese Shinkansen - the world famous Bullet Trains.

      Toby watched as the impossibly sleek 500 Series Shinkansen glided from the station. He would have to act fast if he was going to board the 186 mph train without any major superpowers.
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      Jen walked down the spacious aisle of the bullet train to her designated seat. She placed the backpack next to her, touching the Temporal Dilator fragment inside for reassurance.

      She had made sure there were multiple plans in place for her escape. The bullet train was one of them. It was headed for Osaka on the western tip of Japan where her superiors would pick her up. She sat back and relaxed, gazing through the tall windows as the train started to pick up speed.

      

      The JR 500 glided through the city like a predatory silver snake. The long tapering cockpit looked as though it belonged on a jet fighter. Each of the eight passenger cars moved under its own power making the train the fastest and most expensive in the world.

      Toby had leapt over the barrier and bounced to the end of the platform in three long strides as the train cleared the station. He wildly leapt for the train missing by a centimetre the twenty-five-kilovolt wires that ran overhead, and landing on the rear carriage. His sweat-slick palms started to slide across the smooth body as it accelerated. He tried to find a handhold but there was nothing to grab except the pantograph that buzzed with the high-powered charge that it conducted from the overhead wires. Toby would be fried if he tried to grab hold of that, and no superpower he had would save him.

      He slid backwards, towards the tracks - then he suddenly stopped moving. He must have some type of adhesive power. Toby breathed a sigh of relief. Now all he had to do was find a way into the train.

      He scrambled onto the side of the Shinkansen, sticking to the smooth curved surface. He scuttled across several windows, fortunately the passengers were too busy reading or sleeping to notice him pass.

      He reached a door and pulled on it. It didn’t budge. Not for the first time he wondered what Kirby’s thinking had been in equipping him with such useless panoply of abilities.

      He punched the glass - and immediately regretted it as his fingers broke. He gritted his teeth as they healed. Then he caught movement ahead - a white train was coming towards him - another bullet train, approaching fast.

      Toby drew his gun and fired at the glass. Nothing happened, except that more water dribbled from it. Toby didn’t have time to complain. He fumbled for anything in his backpack that could help but because he was attached horizontally across the side of the train, half his gadgets fell out as he reached for them.

      As the approaching train reached him, Toby flattened himself against the Shinkansen. There was barely enough clearance between the two trains, but Toby’s ears popped from the violent change in air pressure and he felt himself being pulled free.

      The unpleasant experience was over in seconds, but everything sounded muffled, as if he had water in his ears. The train continued picking up speed as they entered Tokyo’s suburbs. They passed under several bridges, and Toby thought each one would decapitate him. He had to get inside the train.

      In a fit of desperation he placed his hand over the window and let his ice shield cover the glass. The window cracked and Toby smashed his elbowed into it. It broke into harmless pieces and he crawled through the narrow portal.

      He found himself in an empty carriage. He smiled. Jen couldn’t escape from a moving train. Retrieving the artefact would be easy.

      He swept the scanner around. Jen was sitting ahead of him. Toby walked through two carriages before he saw the back of her head. She was sitting in the aisle seat with the backpack against the window. Toby sat in the spare seat across the aisle from her.

      ‘Hello again,’ he said.

      Jen was startled to see him. Her hand instinctively grabbed the backpack. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I thought you might be worried about me,’ he said sarcastically.

      ‘Why would I ever be worried about you?’

      ‘Well, after I saved your life, I thought you might be worried about mine.’

      ‘I’m not, and now we’re even.’

      ‘Actually I recall saving your life in Greece too.’

      Jen looked away, she had forgotten about that.

      ‘So why don’t you hand the artefact over and then we’ll call it even?’

      ‘You stole the last one from me!’

      ‘But you’re still alive and in one piece. And you’ll be alive for longer if we can activate the Temporal Dilator and use it to stop Eon from tearing a hole in time and space.’

      Jen looked curiously at him. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      It was Toby’s turn to look puzzled. ‘Because I think saving the world is a good thing to do.’

      ‘Do you really think your people are interested in that? Sure, they want to stop Lord Eon - we all want that, but at what price? Is it worth saving the world if your side is going to exploit Eon’s powers for their own gain?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know. You lot are the same.’

      Toby didn’t want to admit ignorance, but his silence spoke volumes. Jen laughed, she was enjoying this.

      ‘Oh, shrimp, you really are clueless!’ Toby scowled at her, but she ignored him. ‘Look, the Dilator is thousands of years old; so is Lord Eon. It was created in the days of real heroes, crafted from a meteor that broke up when it entered the earth’s atmosphere. It doesn’t defeat Eon, it neutralizes his power by absorbing his Chronons.’

      ‘There’s a big difference between neutralizing it and exploiting it.’

      ‘Not really. If it sucks up the Chronons that give Eon his power then where to you think they’re stored?’

      The answer was obvious. ‘In the artefact itself.’

      ‘Bull’s-eye, shrimp. And that’s why Lord Eon can’t touch them himself. It would drain his power. He doesn’t want the parts of the Temporal Dilator to put the machine together, he wants them destroyed! That’s why the old heroes scattered the pieces. They were too valuable to destroy in case Eon or any other Temporal raider ever threatened the world again. But that’s not enough for your side. They want to synthesize Eon’s powers for their own benefit. Now that Eon is loose again, everybody is scrambling to retrieve the Temporal Dilator for themselves. Your lot included.’

      ‘But you know your side will just abuse that power?’

      Jen laughed. ‘Sure, because that’s what we do, right?’

      ‘That’s why I’m taking it from you, so don’t make a scene. There are other passengers on the train and there is no need for then to get hurt.’

      ‘Was that a threat?’ asked Jen, her eyes narrowing. ‘Is it going to be the cruise ship all over again?’

      ‘That wasn’t my fault!’

      ‘Sure it wasn’t. If you’re thinking of taking hostages, that’s low. Even for a two...’ She trailed off. ‘Look behind you.’

      It was Toby’s turn to laugh. ‘Oh come on! You don’t seriously expect that to work on me do you? I wasn’t born yesterday!’

      A sound like a giant hammer slamming an equally huge anvil suddenly rang through the train. Passengers screamed as the train rocked on its tracks.

      Toby whirled around to witness a jagged hole appearing in the side of the carriage. The wind blasted in and passengers were sucked from their seats.

      Pete was flying alongside the train - now back to normal size. His eyes were glowing molten red from the laser vision that had carved the side off the train. He swooped inside, landing on the seats. Screaming passengers fled the carriage.

      ‘Give me the Dilator and things don’t have to get messy.’

      ‘No way!’ shouted Jen and Toby in unison.

      Blue flames erupted around Pete’s hands as he nodded at Jen. ‘You were quick replacing us with a new little super team.’

      ‘I’m not working with her!’ said Toby.

      ‘Looks like to me. Last chance.’

      Anger flushed through Toby. He was already irritated that the Foundation hadn’t trusted him enough to explain the truth behind his mission. Perhaps they thought he wouldn’t approve of them synthesizing Eon’s powers? And on top of that he was furious that his friendships had been torn apart - Emily captured, Lorna... well she could be anywhere, and Pete turned to the dark side.

      He felt his hands tingle, a familiar sign that an attack power was brewing. He was hit by a sudden wave of hope. Kirby had been adamant that he wouldn’t load Toby with any assault capabilities, but in his haste to get him out of the Foundation he must have done so. But why didn’t he tell him?

      Pete jumped off the seat and walked down the aisle. ‘I’m not waiting. Give me the artefact and you both walk out of here. I know you don’t have any attack powers, Tobe. You would have shot me ages ago.’

      Toby raised his hands and stood up. He motioned for Jen to do so. ‘You’re right, Pete. But you do know that Lord Eon will kill you when you deliver the last piece of the Temporal Dilator?’

      ‘That’s not your problem. I’m your problem.’

      ‘You know, Pete, every time you have powers you get cocky. That’s your weakness.’

      Pete didn’t see Toby’s hands move - but a sizzling cord of energy whipped out and slashed him across the face. Pete felt his skin burn and he staggered backwards.

      ‘Run!’ shouted Toby. He had been hoping for an electrical attack or a fireball, but the energy whip that snaked from his fingers served the purpose. He pushed Jen down the carriage.

      They ran through the automatic door between carriages.

      ‘He’s coming!’ warned Jen.

      Pete was already charging down the aisle. He’d absorbed Toby’s attack and was centimetres bigger. The automatic doors opened as he approached.

      ‘Duck!’ yelled Jen.

      Toby instinctively crouched before he realised what Jen intended. ‘No! It’ll only make him—’

      BAM! Her energy blast shattered the glass doors and peeled open the end of the carriage back like a sardine tin. It was so intense that Pete was thrown backwards.

      ‘...Bigger,’ finished Toby lamely. ‘That’s not a lot of help.’

      ‘I didn’t see you suggest anything better! Besides, I thought it was a rather good idea. Now he can’t fly.’

      ‘So?’

      Jen pointed back at Pete. The carriages were drifting apart. Her blast had destroyed the coupling. Pete was in the section being pulled by the head of the train and even though every carriage was propelled under its own power, the gap was slowly widening. Despite himself Toby was impressed.

      ‘Now let’s go,’ said Jen as she ran away. Toby scrambled to his feet and quickly followed. They had reached the second carriage before he looked back. The distance between the two halves of the train was half a carriage length - but Pete was taking a running jump.

      They ran into the next corridor as Pete made the jump - making it by the skin of his teeth. He balanced on the edge, a step away from falling under the train.

      Jen and Toby had already increased their lead into yet another carriage.

      ‘We’re at the back of the train!’ shouted Jen. ‘What are we going to do?’

      Toby looked around for a solution, but without a way of trapping Pete there was little they could except keep running.

      ‘Outside!’ he shouted.

      ‘Are you crazy?’

      Toby tried to open the door, but the safety lock held it firmly in place while they were moving. ‘Can you open this?’

      He stood back as Jen blasted the door from its runners.

      ‘Follow me!’ Toby scuttled along the side of the train, his powers keeping him attached.

      ‘I can’t do that!’ shouted Jen over the wind.

      ‘Reach out! I’ll pull you up.’

      Jen reached out and gripped his hand - and Toby saw his chance to snatch the Dilator. With his feet sticking him to the side of the train, he reached out his other hand and pulled the backpack off Jen’s shoulder.

      ‘Hey! You creep!’

      Toby released her hand. ‘Sorry. But you’d do the same.’

      Jen stood in the open doorway, battered by the wind, arms akimbo - as Pete tackled her to the floor. She screamed as they smashed through the seats.

      Toby scuttled on top of the train, keeping his head low to avoid the overhead cables. He checked the Dilator was in Jen’s pack before securing it in his own; he wouldn’t put it past her to have led him on a wild goose chase. But it was there. All he had to do was call for a ride home.

      Beneath him an explosion ripped through the windows either side of the train. He guessed that Jen was being pummelled. To his surprised he felt ashamed at leaving her alone to face Pete. His old friend was out of control, capable of anything. Even murder.

      Toby tried to ignore his feelings. She was a villain and deserved what she got. The Council of Evil could save her. He scampered to the edge of the train and hit the video call button. Seconds later Kirby answered.

      ‘Do you have it?’

      ‘Yes and I need to get out of here pronto!’

      ‘We’re on our way.’ The signal cut at the same time that the entire carriage lurched and he heard Jen scream.

      Toby felt low. He had abandoned a girl to get beaten up by Pete. Even if she was a villain... Toby slapped his forehead.

      ‘Tobe, you muppet!’ It didn’t help shake the feeling of guilt. He sighed, being a hero was about doing the right thing, even if that meant saving the bad guys.

      ‘I’m going to regret this,’ he mumbled as he swung through the broken window.

      Jen was bleeding and badly bruised. Pete was towering over her, two and a half metres tall, curved talons extended from his fingernails like tiger’s claws. From the slash marks across Jen’s chest he had already attacked her with them.

      ‘Pete you coward! Hitting a girl while she’s down?’

      ‘Who’s down?’ snarled Jen, spitting out blood.

      Toby ignored her. ‘I thought you wanted the artefact. I have it right here.’ He patted his backpack.

      Pete looked confused. ‘I thought she had it?’

      ‘I told you I didn’t!’ screamed Jen.

      For a second Pete looked remorseful. Then he turned on Toby. ‘So you let her take all the punishment while you ran? I should kill you right now!’

      ‘No you won’t. You’re the sad, pathetic loser you’ve always been. The kid who was always beaten up because he wouldn’t fight back.’

      ‘I’ll fight back now. I’ll fight anyone. Especially you. You never stood up for me in school!’ They both knew that wasn’t true, Toby had always tried to watch his friend’s back, but now didn’t seem the time to correct him. ‘You never wanted me to access the hero website, you never wanted me to have any control or power of my own. It all had to come though you!’

      The hatred in Pete’s voice shocked Toby. He realized that there was nothing he could say or do. They were bitter enemies now, whether Toby liked it or not.

      ‘I don’t need you no more. I don’t need you or the HERO Foundation. I have my own powers. My own friends.’

      ‘And what will you do when they run out? You’ll just be that kid again, the one everybody picks on.’ Toby instantly regretted saying that. ‘But there’s still time for you to get help. Come back with me.’

      ‘Forget it. There’s nothing you can say to change my mind.’

      ‘I bet Emily could.’

      Pete hesitated, and then regained his composure. ‘Maybe, I can persuade her to join the Council of Evil? They have some great perks. It would prevent you from using her too.’

      ‘So that’s who you’ve sided with?’

      ‘I’m weighing up my options. You see, for once, I have something I have never had before: a choice.’

      ‘Do you really think the Council will exist after Lord Eon destroys the Dilator; the only thing that can stop him? He’s out for himself. He’s going to bring both sides down!’

      ‘I know that now. That’s why he’s not going to get it.’

      Toby blinked in surprise. ‘Then who...?’

      ‘That piece of the Dilator is going to the Council of Evil, and they will reward me for it! A real reward, not like the pat on the back the Foundation will give you.’

      Pete’s betrayal hurt Toby more than any of their previous arguments. He’d actually gone to the dark side. ‘Mate, when this is over and Eon is back in whatever pit they throw him in, I’m going to come after you. I’m going to come after you and bring the Council down around your head. The whole Foundation will back me.’

      Jen was looking confused. ‘What are you talking about?’

      Toby looked at her - and a question popped into his mind. ‘Why are you fighting him? You two are on the same side!’

      He started backing away, but the confused look on Jen’s face made him stop. ‘What!?’ Before Toby could react the world whip-whapped around them. All three staggered as they each experienced their own déjà-vu.

      ‘Eon’s here!’ growled Pete.

      They looked around - but couldn’t see Eon.

      ‘Show yourself!’ shouted Toby feeling braver than he felt. A colossal force hit the carriage. Everybody was thrown to the ground as the train lurched off the track.

      ‘Hold on to something!’ screamed Jen as they were thrown around like clothes in a washing machine.

      The train rolled over-and-over, finally coming to a rest in a paddy field.

      Fire ripped through the engines and in seconds the carriages were alight. Pete punched a hole in the roof of a carriage and staggered out, followed moments later by Toby and Jen.

      ‘Everyone OK?’ asked Toby, out of habit.

      ‘Give me the piece.’

      ‘No!’ Toby’s energy whip uncoiled from his fingers towards Pete.

      Despite his bulky size and his cyan, disintegrating skin, Pete managed to look innocent. ‘I didn’t say that.’

      ‘Do I have to ask again?’ said the voice.

      They all spun around to see Lord Eon standing in the field. He looked out of place, overly tall, in his perfect three-piece suit, hovering centimetres above the muddy field. He extended his hand, not flinching as one of the carriages exploded.

      ‘You’re not having it, Eon,’ said Toby defiantly. Even though he’d been in tighter spots than this he still felt scared. He’d always with the backup of his friends before. Now he was unsure whose support he did have.

      ‘Then I shall take it from you, boy.’

      ‘I don’t believe you can. If you touch it, it will absorb your power. Maybe I should throw it to you, and we can play catch?’ Toby slid the backpack off his shoulder and pretended to throw it. That made Eon flinch.

      Eon stared at Toby like he was something he’d just found on the bottom of his shoes. ‘I would kill you all right now. But you still have a service to perform.’

      ‘Go to hell!’ said Pete. ‘I’m not working for you anymore. I know you’re using me and that doesn’t happen anymore. You’re his enemy, and you’re my enemy - two against one. Good odds.’

      Pete stood next to Toby. Toby glanced at his ex-friend and got the faintest of nods in support. Jen surprised him by standing alongside too.

      ‘Make it three,’ she said.

      Eon didn’t look perturbed. ‘For years I festered on Diablo Island, unable to use my gifts. However, there was one power I had that they couldn’t strip away.’ He tapped his temple. ‘The power of thought, the power of imagination, the power to plan my own escape.’

      Toby was confused. ‘Plan your escape? But you got out when they were trying to spring viral. It was an accident.’

      ‘I got out, because I reasoned what events would have to occur in the future to allow my escape now. We stand at the head of time. Before us lies the unknown. Even I cannot travel beyond the moment. I can merely guess what it will be. But the past is a complex thing. What we do now influences it.’

      ‘Two things,’ grunted Pete. ‘You’ve lost me; and I don’t care.’

      ‘Oh, you will. In fact, in a way you already have. If only you knew the correct historical records to look at.’

      Lord Eon raised his hands and closed his eyes. Pete and Jen fired their powers at exactly the same time - but that didn’t prevent the world from warping.

      Toby saw Jen reach out to grab him - and they were instantaneously in another place... and another time.
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      Toby had thought that he had grown used to the sickening feeling teleporting induced, but the waves of nausea hit him hard. Pete was on his hands and knees retching. The teleport must have scrambled Pete’s powers because he was now back to his regular size. Toby looked around - Jen was nowhere to be seen. It looked as if Eon had only teleported the pair of them.

      Toby’ took off his backpack and searched through it. The Temporal Dilator fragment was missing! He recalled the final few seconds as Jen had reached for him. She hadn’t been trying to save him; she had been saving the Temporal Dilator. Part of him felt angry, but another part of him hoped that she had taken it beyond Eon’s reach. But questions remained. Why was she fighting Pete if he had switched allegiances from Eon to the Council? But the most important question at the moment was where were they?

      The spluttering noise of a petrol engine got his attention. He turned slowly around, taking in their surroundings. There was a broad airstrip behind him, carved from the dense surrounding jungle.

      ‘My head feels like it has been hit by a hammer,’ said Pete as he climbed to his feet. ‘Where are we?’

      ‘I think the better question is when are we?’

      Pete followed Toby’s gaze. ‘Wow!’ he exclaimed.

      Three bombers lined the runway, gleaming new in the hot noon sun. What was immediately obvious was that instead of jet engines; they propellers on each wing.

      ‘Lancaster Bombers,’ said Pete in awe. The throaty sound of petrol engines came from a pair of Spitfires that were accelerating up the runway.

      ‘I have a very bad feeling about this,’ said Toby.

      ‘Tobe, look.’

      A pair of soldiers marched across the runway towards them, wooden-stocked M1903 Springfield rifles pointed menacingly. The soldiers wore the deep green, American uniforms that both boys had seen in World War II movies.

      ‘Hold it right there, boys!’ shouted a Sergeant in a southern drawl. ‘You know you’re trespassin’?’

      ‘Why has Eon brought us here?’ whispered Toby as he raised his hands.

      ‘I don’t know. To get us out of the way? Why don’t we just blast these jokers?’

      ‘Let’s find out where we are first.’

      The Sergeant studied them with deep mistrust. The Private behind him nervously kept the gun trained on them. He obviously thought they were a threat.

      ‘What’re you kids doin’ all the way out here? You spyin’ on us?’

      ‘No, sir,’ said Toby nervously. He might have powers to get out of the situation, but he knew he couldn’t dodge a bullet as short range.

      Pete lowered his hands and took a step forward. The jittery Private took several paces back, raising the gun higher.

      ‘Don’t wave guns at us. We’re supers.’ Toby was impressed with the confidence in Pete’s voice.

      ‘I told ya, Sarge!’ squeaked the Private.

      ‘Shut up, Private!’ The Sergeant motioned his gun towards the buildings on the other side of the airfield. ‘Then you won’t mind coming with us will ya?’

      Pete shrugged casually. ‘Whatever. But don’t think for a second that those guns can hurt us.’

      The soldiers lead them to a knot of wooden huts. Toby’s stomach was churning, both from nervousness and the unexpected jump through time. He was amazed how Pete was taking it all in his stride. Normally Pete would be the nervous one, but his expression and gait showed that he was brimming with confidence. Toby wondered if there was such a superpower as confidence, because Pete had it in abundance. As much as he hated to admit it, joining the Council of Evil had done Pete a world of good.

      ‘Wait here,’ ordered the Sergeant. He entered a hut, leaving the nervous Private watching them.

      ‘You really supers? Or you yanking my chain?’ he asked in a trembling voice.

      Pete smiles and lifted his hand. Sparks danced across his fingers. The Private was mesmerized.

      ‘Wow! Someday I gotta get me some of them!’

      ‘Some day you will be able to,’ muttered Toby.

      The Sergeant appeared at the door and whistled for their attention. He beckoned them inside with his finger.

      A large map of the immediate area was laid on a central table. Pins and metal markers displayed positions of troops and equipment. The corner of the room was dominated by bulky radio and radar equipment. Three operators sat with their back to the boys, listening to radio chatter. A young man stood over them, animatedly talking. Then, he turned around and studied the boys.

      Toby and Pete gasped - they recognized him straight away. It was Eric Kirby. He looked decades younger and wasn’t walking with a cane, but the gleam in his eyes was unmistakable. He wore a white, armoured body suit that was highlighted with a red “CC” logo on his chest. Bright red belt, boots and a cape finished off the cliqued uniform. He looked every bit the antiquated superhero.

      Kirby studied the boys curiously, idly twisting a ring on his left index finger. Toby recognised it as an early incarnation of the Foundation logo.

      ‘So you boys claim to be supers?’

      ‘Eric Kirby!’ exclaimed Pete.

      Kirby looked at him suspiciously. ‘How do you know my name? I’m Commander Courage!’

      Toby interjected, it didn’t feel right to tell Kirby about the future. ‘Your exploits are legendary to all Downloaders.’

      Kirby frowned. ‘What’s a Downloader?’

      Toby mentally kicked himself. Of course there was no Internet now. In fact the computers of the age were nothing more than basic valve and resistor contraptions. ‘It’s what we call supers where we come from,’ he said lamely.

      ‘We’ve got powers alright,’ said Pete, displaying the flickering sparks between his fingers.

      ‘Indeed you have. But the question is, which side are you fighting for?’

      Toby glanced at Pete, willing him not to tell the truth. Luckily Pete was thinking ahead.

      ‘On the Allies’ side of course.’

      ‘And you are here why?’

      Toby and Pete exchanged looks. Toby improvised. ‘We were teleported in from HQ. I’m Toby and this is my fr... friend, Pete.’

      ‘I heard the bang, sir,’ said the Private. ‘And I saw ‘em appear across the runway. Right outta thin air!’

      Kirby nodded. ‘Good, and in the nick of time. Although I was hoping for Primes a little older. But unfortunately this war is turning out to be fought by the increasingly young.’ With a flick of the hand, Kirby dismissed the two soldiers. ‘You may leave us.’ He looked critically at the boys’ clothes. ‘I don’t think much of your uniforms.’

      Pete looked at his stylish black jumpsuit and shrugged. Toby was in his jeans and trainers, and looked perfectly normal. It seemed old people didn’t have taste, even when they were young.

      ‘Where exactly are we?’ asked Toby. Kirby looked at him with a trace of suspicion. ‘HQ were thin on the details,’ Toby added with a shrug, hoping that he sounded genuine.

      ‘Mexico.’

      Pete and Toby had been here a little over a month ago. Then a gang of supervillains had kidnapped Pete. Toby, Lorna and Emily had rescued him. That experience was the start to Pete’s villainous switch.

      ‘Worm!’ growled Pete, clenching his fists so hard that flickers of lightning arced down to the floor.

      ‘I’m glad they briefed you about some of the mission then. The Axis forces haven’t reached these shores yet, although our regular troops are patrolling the coasts for secret submarine refuelling depots. However, there are contingents of villains who are using the conflict for their own nefarious purposes. Worm has set up base somewhere in the jungle and is assembling his forces. He is waiting for the war to weaken the world enough for him to take control. It’s our job to find him and put a stop to it.’

      A wailing klaxon sounded from outside, and seconds later gunfire cracked through the air.

      ‘Or him to find us!’ finished Kirby as he ran over to the radar screens.

      ‘Sir, we have ten incoming targets below one angel!’

      Kirby ran for the door. ‘Come on boys, time to prove you can fight!’

      Outside, a platoon of soldiers was running across the runway. An anti-aircraft gun spun on its fixed pedestal and fired flak into the air. The shells exploded in the sky with dull POM-POM sounds.

      Kirby, Pete and Toby looked up at the sky, searching for the enemy.

      ‘Can you fly?’ asked Kirby.

      ‘Not today,’ shouted Toby. Kirby gave him a curious look, and Toby realized how sarcastic his reply had sounded in a time when powers couldn’t be chosen.

      Pete hovered in the air. ‘I can.’

      Kirby closed his eyes and swept his palm across the jungle. He fixed on one point, using his second-sight to see beyond the trees. ‘There! Aerial henchmen!’

      Seconds later Worm’s first wave of men flew over the tree line. They wore green one-piece uniforms and each had a set of bi-plane wings strapped to his back, powered by four tiny propellers. Pete laughed, they looked so out of date. The sky-troopers carried small multi-barrel Gatling guns, which they unleashed with deadly force. Pete stopped laughing - a bullet was a bullet.

      Pete flew straight for the lead thug, out racing the trail of Gatling fire as the man tried to shoot him down. Pete was quicker and nimbler than the primitive flier. He corkscrewed around so he was above the man - and unleashed his blue fire. The wood and canvas flight-pack was vaporised and the man fell to earth with a wail. Pete laughed and flew to the next man.

      Kirby’s troops scattered as the dirt was pocked with heavy gunfire. Without superpowers, the aerial assault was lethal, killing one man on the ground. Kirby bounced across the open spaces with balletic grace, appearing amongst groups of his soldiers so he could protect them from the barrage by casting his energy-shield around them.

      Grounded, Toby felt useless as the sky-troopers soared overhead. One swooped low, strafing him. He summoned his ice shield to absorb the bullets, while his other hand lashed out with the crackling light-whip. The coiling whip snaked around the man’s leg, burning into his skin. As the plasma filament grew taught it tethered the man who - with no other place to go - was forced into a nosedive, crashing head first through the roof of a building.

      Pete was easily dispatching the circling fliers, but he was moving too leisurely and the enemy had managed to injure several soldiers below. Toby lashed the whip out again, severing the wing of a passing flier. The henchman spiralled into the trees.

      ‘Toby! I sense Worm is approaching! Be ready!’ yelled Kirby from across the airfield.

      Toby looked around, wondering where the attack would come from. Then the ground shook and a sleek bronze machine erupted from the earth - it was Worm’s prize possession, the Nematode. An opening at the front gnashed through the ground, and shredded through a Lancaster Bomber parked above it. Two dome windows on the front of the machine gave it an insect-like appearance, and inside Toby could see the familiar bald, blunt head of Worm.

      Toby sprinted towards the vehicle, unsure how he could stop it. Pete had seen Worm’s arrival as he dispatched the last of the fliers. With a snarl of rage, he swooped low.

      Bullets ricocheted from the Nematode’s hull as the circling soldiers opened fire. Pete unleashed a powerful blast that rocked the machine and caught the fuel tank of a parked Lancaster that exploded in a cloud of black smoke.

      A hatch on top of the Nematode slid open and its sonic cannon rotated out on a clockwork assembly. The weapon was covered in valves and wires and resembled an elongated bullhorn. It swivelled towards Pete and a bass-heavy sound wave shot out and slammed into him. He was flung backwards, his mass increasing as he absorbed the energy - but his flight powers gave up. Pete plummeted to the tarmac below.

      A pair of Spitfires circled the area, machine guns chattering. Toby was forced to leap aside as their enfilade tore the ground next to him and smashed into the Nematode.

      The sonic cannon whirled around blasted one of the spitfires from the air. Toby ran in front of the Nematode as it crawled forward. He saw Worm inside staring straight at him. Toby uncurled his energy whip and held his ground. It was enough of a distraction for Worm to miss the second Spitfire with his sonic cannon.

      Worm made a cut-throat gesture at Toby and angled the cannon straight down at him. Toby shot his ice blast across the canopy window, frosting it. Then he leapt aside as the sonic weapon pummelled the ground where he had been standing seconds before.

      Unable to see, Worm wildly spun the cannon and fired. Kirby protected a group of soldiers by deflecting several shots with his shield. Pete blasted the flanks of the machine with everything he had. His face was twisted with rage.

      The Nematode fuselage started to buckle and smoke as the remaining Spitfire roared in, pummelling the weak spot.

      Worm made a tactical retreat. Unable to see his enemy, he angled the Nematode into the ground and swiftly dug through the limestone, vanishing like a shark underwater. The earth the machine scooped from the front was passed through the Nematode and ejected at the back, blocking his escape route.

      Pete screamed in fury, continuing to shoot at the ground. Toby slowly approached. ‘Pete! Whoa, calm down. He’s gone.’

      Pete stopped, but the look of hatred remained on his face. ‘I’m going to kill him.’

      This time Toby didn’t doubt his sincerity. ‘He’s gone, Pete.’

      ‘He destroyed my home. He kidnapped me and he put me in a cryogenic freeze. If it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t have been in that coma!’

      Toby didn’t know what to say. Pete was overlooking the roll Worm’s conspirators had played: Basilisk, Trojan and Viral. However, in a way, he was right. Without Worm in that equation Basilisk would have been unable to attack the Foundation and perhaps Pete would not have changed. And maybe that would mean they wouldn’t be standing here...

      Toby’s head hurt. Kirby - the old Kirby - had explained the problems with time paradoxes. He had also said they were impossible.

      ‘Pete, you can’t kill him here.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Toby moved closer, he didn’t want Kirby to overhear. ‘Because we already met him in the future - our present,’ he corrected himself.’

      ‘But if I kill him now then none of that would have happened to us.’

      ‘Exactly. It’s impossible. Look, Kirby told me how this works. You can’t change the past. This has already happened!’

      ‘That’s impossible,’ snarled Pete. ‘Because we would have had to have been stuck here in the 1940s already...’

      Pete trailed off, trying to work it out.

      Toby recalled when he had first seen Worm. The villains had been breaking Viral out of Diablo Island and Worm had hesitated when he saw Toby. It was as if he recognized him. Now Toby knew why.

      ‘We’re here now,’ said Toby patiently. ‘It doesn’t matter that, for us, this is our present. To the rest of the world everything we do here has already occurred. It’s history. History we so happen to be in.’

      ‘What’s to stop me shoving my hand in his face and blasting a fireball down his gob?’ pressed Pete.

      ‘Because if you were in a position to do it, it would have already happened! Look, you can’t go back in time and stop wars or save people from dying because you simply were not there to begin with. You might have been standing right next to the person you wanted to save, or in the next street, but something stopped you from saving them.’

      Pete wasn’t buying the explanation. He’d seen too many films where the space-time continuum had been altered. He’d rather believe the fiction than facts. He glared at Toby.

      ‘See what you do? You always try and take control,’ he snapped.

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘You’re telling me right now what I can and cannot do.’

      ‘Because it’s impossible!’

      ‘Flying is supposed to be impossible, but I can still do it.’

      Toby tried to calm him down. ‘Pete, listen—’

      ‘No you listen. The only reason I haven’t punched your face through is because I don’t want to be stuck back here like an antique. I’m only working with you until we get back home, and then if I see your face in my business you’re in trouble.’

      ‘What happened back in Japan? We were side-by-side then. Back to being mates.’

      ‘An alliance formed only to fight Eon. After that, you and the brat girl would have been next.’

      Toby was intimidated. He nodded, for the first time in his life feeling what it was like to be bullied. He knew there was no way he could fight Pete without access to more superpowers. He glanced at his phone, not surprisingly there was no signal. For once he couldn’t blame his service provider - they wouldn’t exist for another fifty years.

      Kirby ran over to them as fire crews tackled the blazes around the camp. ‘Are you chaps OK?’ Toby nodded. Kirby was beaming. ‘You were both impressive. That was a very brave thing to do, standing up to the Nematode like that.’ The last comment was aimed at Toby. Pete rolled his eyes.

      ‘So now what? Where is he?’ snapped Pete.

      Kirby looked at the two boys. He could feel the tension between them. ‘Our practical forces have taken quite a hit here. It’s difficult to get replacements sent over. At this rate we’ll never find Worm’s base.’

      ‘Can’t you use your second-sight power?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Alas, no. Worm has found a way to block it, that’s why I couldn’t sense the attack until they were upon us. We have to rely on solid manpower to track him down.’

      ‘I know where he is,’ said Pete quietly.

      Kirby looked at him questioningly. Toby closed his eyes. Of course they knew. In the future his dad had discovered the ruins of Worm’s secret base. In the future they had already been there...

      

      The three supers pushed their way through the dense foliage, and for Toby it brought back memories of a time when he had been determined to save Pete. He was with his friend again but knew that Pete would no longer return the favour and save Toby’s life. Toby brooded on how quickly friendships can fall apart.

      ‘We’re close,’ said Pete. He had flown ahead to reconnoitre the jungle and had found the twin Mayan pyramids where Worm had his base. One of them had an array of antennas poking from the flattop.

      Kirby brushed foliage aside, and then froze. ‘Keep quiet,’ he whispered. ‘There are guards everywhere.’

      The boys peeked between the branches. Sure enough the area between the jungle and the pyramid was crawling with Worm’s alert henchmen. The area wasn’t as overgrown as Toby had remembered, and a clear path now ran between the two pyramids.

      A door led into the nearest structure, a metal “S” attached to it. Toby had originally thought it was a snake, rather than a depiction of a worm. A worm was less impressive.

      ‘We need to storm the building through that door.’

      Toby shook his head. ‘No. Once through there it’s a spiralling corridor all the way up. If we can’t do it stealthily then we’d end up battling every step of the way.’

      ‘How could you possibly know that?’

      Toby blushed and looked away, mumbling, ‘It’s an ability of mine.’

      He looked up the structure’s steep stepped sides. When he was last here the top level had looked solid but had been camouflaged with a holographic wall. That technology did not yet exist, and he could see a panoramic window had been installed across the wall instead.

      ‘We can enter through the top though.’

      ‘But we’d still have to get past the guards,’ said Kirby thoughtfully. ‘We’d have to create a distraction to lure them away. Pete, perhaps you could... Pete?’

      They both looked around. Pete had vanished. Toby looked back at the pyramid and saw Pete had flown to the top, completely unseen by the guards.

      ‘He can’t do it on his own!’ exclaimed Kirby. ‘We still need a diversion.’

      

      Pete landed on top of the pyramid. He didn’t care what Toby said, he was going to kill Worm. His hatred for Worm was matched only by his desire for self-preservation. He knew that even if he could turn back time, the animosity he felt for Toby was not going to go away, but at the very least he could still save his friendship with Emily.

      And if he had to sacrifice others for that goal, so be it.

      

      Toby watched Pete take aim directly at him. Even from this distance he could see the fierce expression on Pete’s face and he knew exactly what Pete was going to do.

      ‘I think we are the distraction.’

      Pete blasted the trees in front of Toby and Kirby. Kirby’s shield protected them both from splinters of wood that floored several of the guards. They were thrown onto their backs - and thirty well-trained soldiers aimed their guns straight at them.

      

      Exposing his “friends” to the enemy was a small price to pay to save himself. Besides if he could change the future - they would never know what he had done!

      Pete watched as the guards scrambled into action below. They would be distracted enough not to see Pete punch through the panoramic window and leap inside Worm’s lair.

      The diminutive supervillain was at the controls of the large cryogenic chamber that Pete had been trapped in over a month ago - or almost seven decades in the future depending on which way you counted.

      Worm spun around in alarm - his eyes widening at the sight of the blue-faced, cracked-skinned, muscular boy in front of him. He was a far cry from the gawky bespectacled kid Worm would meet in the future. No wonder he wouldn’t recognize him.

      ‘Who are you?’ he snapped.

      Pete didn’t reply. He summoned a fist of fire and hurled it at Worm.

      

      Kirby’s shield shimmered in the air as thirty guns blazed simultaneously. Under such an onslaught the shield was beginning to crackle and fade.

      ‘Shoot them with something!’

      ‘I don’t have anything!’ Toby rummaged in his bag and pulled out the only three gadgets that hadn’t fallen out when he’d been clinging to the side of the train. He recognized one. ‘Hold on to something!’

      He selected a shiny metal sphere with a row of LEDs around the circumference. He thumbed a recessed trigger and watched as the lights illuminated in a domino effect. He hurled the ball into the centre of the mob and threw both hands around a tree trunk.

      The sphere exploded with a very un-dramatic pop. The thirty guards suddenly froze in place. Toby stood up with a satisfied grin. Kirby was looking at him with admiration.

      ‘What was that contraption?’

      ‘Paralysis Bomb. These guys won’t be moving for hours.’

      ‘How does it work?’

      Toby knew he shouldn’t give too much away as the technology was still decades from being discovered. ‘Oh, you know. It’s complicated,’ he mumbled. ‘Let me keep some of my secrets. Now let’s stop Pete before things get really messy!’

      The moment he said that a fireball erupted from the top of the pyramid and Worm rolled down the building’s stepped sides, crying out as he bounced from each one. Halfway down his body crumbled into dust and poured the rest of the way down the structure, only to reform back into Worm at the bottom of the steps, lying flat on his face and dazed from the pummelling that Pete had given him. One of Worm’s powers enabled him to do that so he could travel through the dirt. It was the same power Toby had been able to use in Greece. How had the Foundation managed to steal that from the villain?

      ‘Get him before he tries to escape!’ yelled Kirby as he rushed forward.

      ‘He won’t go anywhere,’ said Toby confidently. He remembered that, without the Nematode, Worm was unable to travel through the solid limestone that made up most of the Yucatan Peninsula they now stood on. That’s one of the reasons the pyramid had made a perfect prison for Worm.

      Toby felt a thrill when he realized that history was unfolding around him. He knew that Kirby would imprison Worm in his own cryogenics machine inside the pyramid. He also knew that something terrible would befall Kirby, wiping his memory of all these events.

      Pete landed in front of them. ‘Let me at him!’

      ‘Not a chance! You can’t change history! Will you listen to me?’

      Pete swatted his hand like he would a fly - and Toby felt the psychokinetic blast slam into his chest and suck the breath from him. He was lifted into the air and walloped against a tree. But he didn’t fall, Pete maintained the power and held Toby above the ground.

      ‘You never know when to shut up, do you?’ he snarled. ‘Maybe I should shove you in the cryo-chamber and see how you like having your blood frozen?’

      Kirby looked between the two of them. ‘What is going on here? I thought you were friends?’

      ‘Some things are beyond friendship,’ growled Pete and, with a twist of his hand, he flung Toby repeatedly into the side of the pyramid. The pain was overwhelming and Toby could feel his regeneration powers constantly healing bones that were broken again seconds later. It was the internal bleeding that would kill him as his powers fought to save him.

      ‘Stop it!’ yelled Kirby.

      ‘Or what?’ shouted Pete. ‘I’ve had enough of you and your stupid Foundation! Using people like me to download your powers to do your dirty work because you Primes are afraid of getting hurt. You put our lives on the line and give nothing in return!’

      Kirby didn’t have a clue what Pete was venting about. It would be many more years before the Internet existed, let alone the technology to synthesize powers and download them through the hero website. It was something that would surface in Kirby’s subconscious many years later. Without realizing it, Pete had given the superhero the spark that would create the very thing he was complaining about.

      Pete stopped pounding Toby against the wall. Toby remained suspended in the air, limp and close to blacking out. He could just see Pete through the blood oozing from his scalp. His and could feel his abilities fighting to regenerate his shattered body. The chain of events that occurred next happened so fast that Toby had trouble following them.

      Pete used his freehand to shoot at Worm. The close proximity should have meant certain death for the villain but—

      Kirby leapt in front of his prisoner. The fierce energy blast slammed directly into him. Toby watched in horror as the blast threw Kirby’s body across the clearing, his ultra-white uniform black and smouldering as he crumbled, unmoving on the ground.

      Pete was so shocked that he had just attacked the head of the Hero Foundation that he forgot about holding Toby up. Toby collapsed at the foot of the pyramid.

      When Toby sat upright he saw Worm was on all-fours, scrambling away from Pete who was stalking him. The bloodlust was evident in his eyes and cobalt fire dripped from his hands.

      ‘Please spare me!’ whined Worm.

      Toby didn’t have the powers to stop Pete - but he had the gadgets. He pulled a bolas from his bag. The future-Kirby had rattled off instructions on how to use it, but Toby hadn’t really been listening. He chided himself for not being professional and hoped he could improvise.

      Toby swung the bolas over his head, the momentum charged the superpower stored inside each tethered weight. As Pete was about to incinerate Worm, Toby released the weapon—

      It was a perfect shot. The bolas wrapped around Pete’s arms, pinning them against his body as he fired. His super-blast tore into his own leg and he howled in agony as his flesh was burnt away to the bone. It was a horrific sight to witness, and it was fortunately blocked when the bolas released its power and trapped Pete inside an opaque body-hugging bubble that silenced his screams.

      Worm didn’t want to wait around. He ran across the clearing and almost made it to the trees - before Toby’s energy-whip snaked around his throat and pulled him to the ground so hard that Worm’s head cracked on a rock, knocking him out cold.

      Toby looked around at the three prone figures. His mind was racing at how Pete’s selfishness had caused the situation to deteriorate so rapidly. Finally healed, he walked across to Kirby. The man had a jagged cut across his temple, but Toby could still feel a pulse.

      Toby started to cry both from the relief that nobody had been killed and the shock that his own friend had been willing to sacrifice him to Worm’s men.

      He managed to leap up the pyramid in three stages, dragging Worm’s prone body behind him. He couldn’t risk the villain getting loose as he had no way to stop him if he did. He placed Worm in the cryogenic chamber and sealed him in the deep sleep from which he would not rise from until Toby’s father found him in the future.

      Toby shook his head. No wonder that the future Kirby had no recollection of what had happened today. It wasn’t him who imprisoned Worm after all, and Toby had only done it out of necessity.

      His plan to leap down from the pyramid was thwarted when he discovered that his downloaded powers had run out. Toby hoped that he wouldn’t face any other threats.

      He carefully climbed down the ancient structure. On reaching the bottom he was alarmed to discover that Pete was missing. He couldn’t find any trace of where the traitor had gone. Toby tried to push the thought from his mind and instead focused on helping Kirby.

      

      It had taken Toby a day to get back to the airbase, dragging Kirby on a stretcher he had made from broken branches tied together with vines. He had found enough water to drink, but he was now starving and shaking from fatigue.

      Army medics took Kirby away and tended to Toby’s needs.

      ‘You don’t look bad for a kid who’s been lost in the jungle,’ commented the medic as he dabbed Toby’s forehead.

      ‘I need food.’ Toby closed his eyes as he felt a sudden wave of dizziness.

      ‘You don’t look bad for a kid who’s been lost in the jungle,’ repeated the medic as he dabbed Toby’s forehead. Toby’s eyes flicked open and the medic looked at him in surprise. ‘What’d I say?’

      ‘I’ve just had déjà-vu,’ said Toby urgently.

      The medic looked puzzled. Then the world flexed once more and Toby was hurtled through time.
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      The flickering neon light compounded Toby’s headache. He shielded his eyes and looked around the room. It was a bare medical room without a single other patient. He sat up and swung his legs out of the bed. He tried to recall the last few... hours? Days? He had no idea.

      He recalled Kirby talking to him, but his voice was distorted and distant. Toby had awoken a few times to see the same unsmiling nurse who had stood over him after Pete had broken out of the hospital. This was certainly his week for head injuries and he wondered how much permanent damage he may have sustained.

      Then it occurred to him that he was back. The room was modern, the clothes he wore were exact replicas of what he had been wearing for the last few days but they were new.

      The door opened and Kirby strode in looking more frustrated than ever. He didn’t offer any greeting when he saw Toby was awake.

      ‘Suriname and Qinghai Province in China. They’re gone.’

      ‘Gone where?’ said Toby, trying to stop his head from spinning.

      ‘Time has ceased to exist there. Lord Eon has taken them, stolen the time from millions of people.’

      ‘Why those locations? It doesn’t make any sense. Neither of those places are together... are they?’ Toby was good at geography, but not that good.

      Kirby called up a map on a large display screen like the one in his office.

      ‘They’re almost on opposite sides of the world.’

      ‘But why?’

      ‘Why, why, why? Is that all you ever say?’ snapped Kirby. Toby felt his cheeks burn. What kind of attitude was that to show somebody who saved your life, no matter how many years ago it had been?

      ‘Sorry I asked,’ he muttered. ‘Not that you bother telling me anything in the first place.’

      Kirby took a deep breath and calmed down. ‘Lord Eon does not see the world like we do. There are no countries, no mountains, no weather, nothing like that. He sees the world in an abstract form. He can only see in time and space, atoms and quantum forces. The other places he seized around the globe were nothing more than random probes into our world. He was feeding and testing for weak points in time. Now he has found two virtually opposite.’

      ‘How can he use that?’

      ‘Think, boy!’ snapped Kirby, once again losing his patience. ‘Think of the north and south poles. What do they do?’

      Toby crossed to the plasma screen and stared at the map. He noticed the corner of the screen was chipped in the same place as the one in Kirby’s office. In fact, it was the same screen. Was money so tight they had to recycled furniture?

      ‘They’re cold,’ said Toby, recalling the time he’d spent fighting Doc Tempest in Antarctica. When this didn’t get a flicker of a smile from Kirby he got more serious. ‘And they form the magnetic poles.’

      Kirby clicked his fingers. ‘Exactly. In this case Eon is forming chrono-poles. Think of them as diverting time and space as we know it around the planet. The stronger he gets, the more powerful this time stream becomes - and we all get sucked into it. Like being pulled into a black hole except we won’t die. And we will all be unable to escape. Already our sensors are picking up a growing number of Time-Storms appearing along this new “pole”.’

      Toby was only half-listening. He was looking at the signet ring on Kirby’s right hand. The opposite hand he wore it on in the jungle. Kirby clicked his fingers again. ‘Pay attention!’

      Toby forced his gaze back to Kirby. He had a growing sense that something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

      ‘How did I get here?’

      Kirby frowned at Toby. ‘Don’t you remember?’

      Toby shook his head. ‘Look, I know the situation with Eon is critical, but I’m feeling a little freaked out right now and need you to backtrack to how I came here.’

      ‘You remember Japan?’

      ‘I remember fighting that girl, Jen and Pete for the piece of the Temporal Dilator.’

      ‘Yes, the crucial piece that you lost to the enemy,’ said Kirby harshly.

      Toby ignored him. ‘Then Lord Eon appeared and...’

      ‘And sent you and Pete back in time. This we know.’

      ‘Do you know what happened next?’

      Kirby avoiding making eye contact. ‘You didn’t say.’

      You really don’t remember, thought Toby. ‘You were there.’ Kirby’s gaze remained unblinking. ‘It was during the war, when you were looking for Worm.’

      ‘Ah yes. Well as you know, I have no memory of that event. After I incarcerated Worm... I remember nothing else.’

      Toby frowned wanting to test how much Kirby really did remember, but another question was more pressing. ‘Why did he send us there?’

      Kirby looked thoughtful. ‘Eon would have sent you back in time for a reason. What happened?’

      Toby didn’t think now was the right time to correct Kirby’s own history.

      ‘We put Worm in cryogenic storage,’ he said carefully. ‘He wanted me there to do that... my God! I know why he needed us there! You said it yourself, events in the present affect the past! If I hadn’t run into Eon in Japan he would not have sent Pete and me back to the nineteen forties. We wouldn’t have stopped Worm and put him in deep freeze. If he wasn’t in deep freeze then my dad wouldn’t have woken him and he would never have met Basilisk.’

      Kirby’s eyes were wide as he picked up Toby’s train of thought. ‘So Basilisk wouldn’t have been able to break into Diablo Island to spring Viral. An act that caused the subsequent prison riots and Eon’s eventual escape.’

      ‘And by taking Emily, Lord Eon provoked Pete enough to make sure we would end up fighting against one another...’

      Toby was blown away by the implication. Eon himself had said he needed the boys. ‘He needed me alive now to make sure the past happened. He was retro-planning his escape! He planned for us to go back!’

      ‘The present effects the past,’ mutter Kirby. ‘Incredible. He didn’t have to change time because it had already happened.’

      ‘You can’t change the past, only the future,’ intoned Toby.

      Kirby snapped out of his daydream. ‘So it is thanks to you that Lord Eon escaped. Congratulations.’

      Once again Toby felt his face flush. He recalled something that Kirby had said weeks ago when they were at the old Foundation Headquarters before they’d been destroyed. Kirby had made a passing comment that Toby didn’t know what it was like to have a friend betray him. He must have been referring to the fight Toby would have with Pete in Mexico. Which meant he knew more than he was letting on.

      ‘You already knew what would happen, didn’t you? You almost said it back at the original Foundation HQ. Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you warn me about Pete?’

      Kirby brushed his hand as if to discard the idea. ‘Nonsense! You’re imagining things. Now, focus on matters to hand. That Jen girl got the last piece of the Temporal Dilator so they have two.’

      ‘Then why don’t we ask to work together against a common enemy?’

      ‘Not a chance. Our spies have reported that they have already replicated what they think the piece Eon destroyed looks like.’

      ‘Can they do that?’

      ‘Maybe. We’ve tried but had no success, but it appears they have tracked down fragments of the original meteor. Your friend Jen is picking up the replicated Dilator pieces from a lab in Chicago and assembling them there. So you will steal the items en route. Lord Eon is already casting his net wide, so you will have to take what we have. Once you steal their components then assemble the Temporal Dilator and activate it. The fate of the world hangs in the balance on this. If you have to kill the girl, then gather some courage and do it. Now eat and get your strength up.’ He pointed to an unappetizing plastic tray with its compartments filled with congealed unidentifiable stuff. ‘I will prepare your departure.’

      Kirby strode from the room leaving Toby alone once again.

      Something wasn’t right. He knew Primes were cowards, so why weren’t they gathering an army of Downloaders to do the mission like the villains were? And where was Lorna in all of this? What was she doing that was so vitally important? Why was he being kept isolated and his powers limited?

      After the pain he had been through with Pete, Toby had had enough. He wanted answers. He crossed to the door. It was sealed like the one in Kirby’s office. And, in the same way, the lock was useless. He had no trouble sliding the door open.

      Toby stepped into an empty corridor. There was no sign of Kirby. He was at a dead-end with another heavy door at the far end. This one wouldn’t open no matter how hard he tried. He was trapped.

      Toby punched the wall in frustration - and his hand passed right through! For a second he thought that he had super-strength, but then remembered that his powers had abandoned him in Mexico. He examined the wall: it was thin plasterboard. Weird.

      With growing anxiety, Toby pulled chunks of the wall apart until he created a space big enough to climb through. He stepped into the darkness beyond.

      Judging by the cool breeze and the echoing acoustics he was standing in a large space. It took his eyes several seconds to adjust - and then he gasped.

      He was standing in a large empty warehouse. Behind him, wooden trellises supported plasterboard walls. He walked around the structure realizing that Kirby’s office, the equipment centre and the medical ward were all... fake sets. It was like he was in a movie studio.

      ‘This is seriously weird,’ he muttered to himself.

      Across the hangar he could see light seeping through the edges of a door. He crossed the cavernous floor space and listened. He heard muffled talking beyond. He glanced around for anything he could use as a weapon. Stacks of wood and spare set dressings were propped against the wall. There was a tool chest brimming with potential weapons. He took a heavy wrench and gingerly opened the door.

      The corridor was brightly light and two burly guards were standing outside dressed in black uniforms. They did a double take when they saw Toby step from the doorway wielding the wrench. He knocked one out and dived aside as the second guard scrabbled for his gun.

      In blind panic, Toby threw the wrench at the man, clobbering him square between the eyes. He fell, unconscious. With great effort, Toby dragged both bodies into the studio. He didn’t want to take their bulky rifles but he found a stun gun in their utility belts. That would do.

      Toby closed the door behind him and tiptoed down the corridor. He reached another sliding doorway that opened as he approached.

      He found himself outside, on a curved walkway that lead to another building made of white towers and domes. It looked futuristic. Toby crossed the walkway. Peering over the balustrade, he saw waves crashing below and realised that the walkway connected two islands together. To his right was a large island that stood from the sea on a sheer spar of rock. The network of buildings there looked like a mini-city. He saw other walkways leading from yet more islands circling the central mini-city. It was an impressive complex.

      Toby ran across to the smaller island. Another door opened automatically as he approached and he entered a warm, air-conditioned corridor that branched in two separate directions. He had no idea which one to take.

      Then he heard a familiar voice. Eric Kirby was speaking from a nearby room. He edged to the door, worried that it might automatically open if he got too near and alert Kirby of his presence.

      ‘The boy has failed twice!’ said a voice Toby remembered hearing last time he eavesdropped Kirby’s conversations.

      ‘But he is good,’ insisted Kirby. This time Toby didn’t feel happy about the adulation. ‘He can do this. Who else are we going to send? We can’t trust anybody!’

      ‘You should go yourself?’

      ‘Me? As soon as they recognise me the Temporal Dilator would be placed beyond our reach.’

      Toby was desperate to see who was talking and wished he had superpowers to get inside unseen. Life was much too difficult when you had to rely on your wits.

      Toby noticed a mesh grille high on the wall. It must have once been a narrow window to light the room. It wasn’t big enough to climb through, but he might be able to peer inside. Toby jumped - his fingers digging into the lip of the sill. He grunted as he lifted his chin level to the mesh. His muscles burned from the effort, reminding him how unfit he had become depending on his superpowers.

      The room beyond was relatively bare, with only a table, a computer and a few chairs. It looked like a bland office. Kirby was sitting at the table, looking anxious. Toby could only see the back of a huge man who looked as if he had no neck.

      ‘And I can’t go either!’ said the neckless man.

      ‘So we’re stuck with the boy.’

      ‘We can always send more Downloaders.’

      ‘Like you did in Germany? Look where that got us! They’re selfish and undisciplined. Toby has values and morals and we can use them to play him to our advantaged.’

      Toby’s arms started to shake from the effort of keeping himself up. Kirby stood, scratching his face.

      ‘I suppose it’s only for one last mission.’

      ‘Exactly. Then you will be the saviour of the day. It will be all hail “Momentum”,’ said Kirby sarcastically. Toby had heard that name before but he couldn’t think where. ‘And I want my rightful position in the new Council as we agreed.’

      Toby nearly fell at the words. “The Council” could only mean one thing - and it reminded him how he knew the name “Momentum”; he was a member of the Council of Evil! Why had Kirby betrayed them all?

      ‘After what’s been going on around here, there won’t be much of a Council left if you don’t hurry!’

      ‘This damn disguise is giving me cramp!’ complained Kirby as he stood. He shook his head - and Toby saw his skin sag as if it was make from rubber. His face stretched and deformed until it snapped back into the unfamiliar face of a grey-haired middle-aged man. ‘That’s so much better!’ said the fake-Kirby.

      Toby fell from the mesh and landed hard and loud on the floor. His head was reeling - Kirby was a shape-changing villain... that meant Toby had been working for the Council of Evil all this time!

      The past few days rocketed through his memory like a bullet train. Jen had said he was the enemy... but she never used the words hero or villain. He had just assumed he knew which side he was fighting for. It explained why he had been confined to a fake set and his powers limited. Of course they wouldn’t want him to download any attack powers in case he worked things out and turned on them. That was why he couldn’t access the real the Foundation’s website while in Japan - he had been barred!

      Which could only mean the Hero Foundation thought he had switched sides with Pete!

      They thought he was a rogue-hero.

      Jen had hinted as much when she said people were looking for him and her bosses wanted to speak to him. Now that he knew, he felt that the truth had been obvious from the very moment he opened his eyes after Pete’s escaped.

      The door swished open and the shape-shifter ran out.

      ‘I thought I heard—’

      He froze when he saw Toby, his face and body snapping back into the shape of Kirby. But it was too late, Toby knew.

      “Kirby” lunged for him, but Toby stabbed the stun gun into the man’s stomach and pulled the trigger. The shape-shifter howled and his face rapidly flickered through dozens of disguises before he fell on the floor, paralyzed, his face stuck in an ugly combination of his last three guises.

      Toby sprinted down the corridor as Momentum waddled from the room. He saw that the shape-shifter was down, and glimpsed the back of Toby rounding a corner.

      Toby reached a crossroads; two of the junctions had sturdy looking steel doors. He ran towards one and it opened on his approach. He ducked through, spinning around as the door closed. He rammed the stun gun into the lock and short-circuited the mechanism. His plan worked and the door jammed.

      Momentum pounded it from the other side. ‘Open up!’

      Toby smiled at his own ingenuity. A siren suddenly wailed across the complex, an automated male voice repeating the words:

      ‘Alert! Prisoner escape!’

      Toby turned around - and froze.

      The room was a large canteen - and it was filled with several dozen Council of Evil guards and assorted supervillains in an eclectic mix of costumes. They were all staring at him, some with forks forgotten midway to their mouths.

      ‘Oh boy,’ muttered Toby.

      Then everybody seemed to move at once. Guards went for the weapons and the Primes threw down their lunch trays. There was no escape for Toby.

      Momentum broke through the door. True to his name he had taken a long run up, gaining momentum with every footstep. By the time he hit the solid-steel blast doors he possessed the destructive force of a missile.

      He smashed through several tables - scattering the hired help like matchsticks before he skidded to a halt. Toby saw he was snorting like a bull. He raised an accusing finger at Toby.

      ‘I want him alive!’

      The room moved as one in pursuit of Toby.

      Toby sprinted for all he was worth down the corridor, dodging around stacked tables and computers on trolleys. It was like fleeing in a high-tech school. His shaky legs were forgotten as survival instinct kicked in. Behind him the corridor was a mass of jostling guards and villains. The frontline unleashed their barrage of weaponry in one massive volley—

      Lightning bolts, jagged icicles, fireballs, sticky webbing, lasers and glue blobs smashed into the walls, floor and ceiling. Sparks blasted computer equipment and fireballs caused everything else to explode.

      Toby skidded around a corner as the ceiling collapsed behind him. He could say one thing about the Council of Evil - they were really poor shots!

      He knew the rubble wouldn’t hold them for long. Already he could hear a plethora of superpowers being used to shatter the barricade. He turned another corner and ran into two guards who were sprinting in his direction. They automatically raised their weapons.

      ‘They’ve got the prisoner back there! We need backup!’

      The guards nodded and ran towards the noise. Toby’s gamble that they wouldn’t know what the prisoner looked like had paid off.

      He ran down another corridor, this one offered panoramic windows out across the sea and the violent waves crashing below. There was no escape that way without powers. He reached a door midway down and took the risk of turning in there.

      It was another office. This one was a mess. The walls were plastered with a map of the world that was covered in pins. A sign said they showed Downloader density on the villain's website.

      Boxes lay stacked against one wall. They were full of super-shades, the sunglasses he’d used in Cambodia. He shoved several pairs into his pocket, in case they would prove useful later.

      But other than the door through which he had come in, there was no way out. He caught the sounds of an explosion deeper in the complex and guessed that his pursuers had finally cleared a path through the fallen ceiling.

      He looked around desperately - then back to the villain’s website usage chart. He couldn’t use the Foundation’s online portal... but could he use the Council’s?

      With shaking hands he accessed the desktop computer. Like the hero website, this URL was a constant swirling mass of characters; impossible to copy and access from memory. You had to be invited to join either super-platform.

      Or be able to access the Intranet.

      The screen logged him straight onto the COE Intranet; the internal network that wasn’t accessible to the outside world. A few clicks of the mouse, and he found what he was looking for - the download screen. This was the first time he had ever seen it, and straight away he could see how the villains had simply pirated the design and technology from the Hero Foundation.

      He scrolled through the stick-figure icons. Like its hero counterpart, the villain site didn’t label what the powers were. He could be downloading anything. He clicked on several familiar looking options. The screen flickered as the system transferred the powers. They’d even stolen the new method of transferring powers.

      Toby heard the angry mob approaching. It would be a grossly unfair fight - one he had little chance of winning. He glanced back at the screen and spotted an icon similar to one he and Pete had discussed months previously, back in the days when they would explore the list and guess what powers the icons represented. He hoped that Pete had been right about this one.

      Before he clicked he took one last look around the office and tore a map from the wall. He stuffed it in his jacket just as the mob ran past the door. Most didn’t even look in the room, but a villain with a one-piece bodysuit, covered in porcupine-like spikes, stopped and stared at him in surprise.

      ‘He’s here!’ yelled Spiky.

      Without looking, Toby clicked on the icon and then raised his hands. He felt the power transfer, and somehow knew how to control it. He activated the unusual superpower.

      He winked at Spiky then allowed himself to be sucked into the computer screen as his entire body was digitized in a second.

      He was now in cyberspace and heading away from the Council of Evil at the speed of light.
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      Cyberspace was a twisting world of interconnected tunnels of light. The walls were so transparent Toby could “see” beyond them, to the complex network of tunnels and supernova flashes of processed information. Bright lights of every colour and shape zoomed past him in the tunnel; they were pieces of data being bounced around the system. Some fragments were tiny glowing envelopes representing emails, others were fiercely glowing red balls of fury that were heavily encrypted files.

      Toby was now nothing more than a mass of electrical impulses, yet he could still sense the world around him as he bounced through the network faster than he had ever moved before.

      A massive cluster of lights the size of a city lay ahead, revolving in a tightly packed sphere that resembled a swirling galaxy. It was one of many servers that Toby found himself being bounced from. Once inside he was surrounded by digital representations of everything - from banks whose pillars and bricks were made from glowing binary numbers to shops of every description. Personal social network pages flashed like billboards with glowing red portals preventing the casual viewer from accessing personal information. Toby swerved out of the way of a giant hand that reached out for him - it was a digital avatar, a personal representative of the user in the real world.

      The experience was exhilarating, but Toby knew he had more pressing business to hand. He had to focus on his destination. He needed to get to Chicago, and as close to Jen as possible.

      He locked onto a Chicago server and felt a magnetic pull as his body was drawn down yet more tunnels and through dazzling nexuses. A faint pulse on the horizon indicated that his destination was close. He hit a server and a virtual representation of Chicago appeared around him, constructed from millions of tiny moving lights. He recognised the iconic Sears Tower - now all he had to do was find Jen. He thought about locating her CUCI. The hero website used the regular byways of the Internet to transfer its powers, and likewise the CUCI information pulsed out across the net as well as on its own dedicated wireless frequency.

      He found her signal, shining like a beacon and rushed towards it - but bounced off a flaming wall that sprung up before him. It was surprisingly painful. The firewall blocked his access. He would have to find another exit - and fast.

      

      Jay Daniels was eleven, and he was a serious game-head. He had already won several State games championships, and when his parents saw the cash prizes he was capable of winning, they actively encouraged him to stay inside and play games. Except for the arduous trips to school, Jay hadn’t been out of the house for almost a year and his chair was beginning to get too small for his expanding bottom.

      He was on the final level of his new game Soul Destroyer. Once he had beaten the end of level baddie he would have mastered the game, ready for his World Championship pro-gaming event and the million dollar prize.

      He was so immersed in the game that when the TV screen flickered and Toby was thrown into the room, landing amongst scattered crisp packets, Jay didn’t even blink.

      Toby climbed to his feet, wiping crumbs and a sliver of cold pizza from his jacket. He nodded casually at Jay.

      ‘How you doing?’ Then he ran from the room.

      Jay stared at the controller in his hand - then back at the screen.

      ‘Awesome!’ he declared.

      

      Toby sprinted out of the apartment block. It was getting dark outside and streetlights were slowly turning on, but there was still enough light to see down the street. He had chosen an exit ahead of Jen’s route. While he was immersed in cyberspace he was able to access an online map and the local information was instantly absorbed into his brain. He made a note to download this power next time he had to cram for an exam.

      Jen had turned off Highway 55 and was heading north on South State Street. A convoy of three military style armoured cars rolled past him and his internal beacon flashed showing Jen’s CUCI. She was in the lead vehicle.

      Six police motorcycle outriders flanked the convoy; three police cars went ahead, sirens wailing to clear a path. The armoured cars were followed by four black SWAT vans, no doubt brimming with heavily armed, but super-powerless, Enforcers. The Foundation were clearly expecting him, and they weren’t taking any chances. If he flew over he would be shot out of the sky. He would have to hope the rest of his pirated powers would work.

      Toby ran towards the lead truck and then quantum tunnelled into the cab. It was a quieter and more accurate mode of travel than teleportation.

      He appeared on the seat next to Jen. She turned and screamed at him. The driver next to her, weighed down in body armour, looked at him with wild eyes.

      ‘Wait!’ yelled Toby.

      Jen was fast - her hand was already clamped across his throat, pinning him to the window. Toby felt her high-voltage touch burn through every nerve of his skin and his body jerked, numbing his extremities. Smoke poured from his skin. The pain was excruciating.

      ‘Stop,’ he wheezed.

      Jen stopped the current, but kept a hand across this throat. Immediately Toby’s body started to heal.

      ‘Keep moving,’ she ordered the driver. ‘This could be an ambush.’

      ‘It is,’ croaked Toby. It was difficult to talk with the pressure on his throat. ‘But I’m on your side.’

      Jen laughed. ‘Yeah, right!’

      ‘I’ve been set up! I swear!’ Jen frowned and loosened her grip, but she made it clear if Toby tried to move she wouldn’t be so lenient. ‘I thought I was working for Kirby. But he was a shapeshifter working for Momentum.’

      ‘The Council member?’

      ‘Yeah. They made me think I was working for the Foundation, they had a set and everything. I thought you were the villain.’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Why do you think I saved you? I’m not a bad guy!’

      ‘I suspected that you hadn’t fully crossed the line. That there was still some old Toby inside that could show mercy. But after you sank that cruise liner...’

      ‘That was Pete! And the person I thought was Kirby said he’d despatched a Hero crew to rescue people.’

      ‘Nobody helped, Toby. It was a terrible disaster and everybody blamed you for it.’

      ‘I was teleported away before I could do anything. Don’t forget, Pete got that piece of the Temporal Dilator from me. He gave it to Lord Eon! Why do you think every time you were in danger I tried to do the right thing? I could have left you alone with Pete in the Bullet Train, but I didn’t.’

      Jen hesitated. ‘That’s why you were fighting Pete... I thought it was odd once he crossed to your... to the villain’s side.’

      ‘I assumed you two were working together, and I thought it was weird you were fighting each other. You must believe me! I’ve been used. It wasn’t until Eon threw me back in time and I met the real Kirby that I realized the contemporary Kirby was acting completely differently from normal. But I don’t understand how it all happened.’

      Jen released him, but didn’t lower her guard. ‘When Pete escaped from the hospital we found you had gone too. Eric Kirby was left unconscious on the floor. We assumed that you had both attacked him and fled.’

      ‘Why would I do that?’

      Jen shrugged. ‘That was the mystery, but we figured it was connected to your sister’s relationship with Jake Hunter.’ She saw the puzzled look cross Toby’s face. ‘You do know about Jake, don’t you?’

      ‘He was dating my sister. I do know that.’

      Jen shook her head in amazement. ‘Toby, Jake is an agent for the Council of Evil!’ Toby was thunderstruck. He couldn’t think of anything to say. Jen continued. ‘We don’t know whether your sister knew that, but when she vanished, well, we didn’t know what to think. Love can make people do weird things. And if your sister has switched sides, and we knew Pete already had, then it was a small step to believe that you had.’

      But Toby was still thinking about Jake. ‘I didn’t know... Jake a villain?’

      ‘They call him Dark Hunter.’

      Toby rubbed his temples. It was all so obvious.

      ‘Did he know we were heroes?’

      ‘When he visited Pete at the hospital, after the destruction of our HQ, he did. He needs Pete to help him with a problem. We don’t know what it is. In some ways Hunter did us all a favour by convincing Pete not to work with Lord Eon. Maybe there’s a hero somewhere inside him,’ she said with a thin smile.

      ‘Where is Lorna? Kirby told me... the shapeshifter told me that she was on a special mission for the Foundation.’

      ‘I’m afraid not. We don’t know where she is. We do know that she was last seen with Hunter.’

      Toby felt anger course through his veins. ‘I swear I’ll bring down the Council for this!’

      ‘I think Hunter’s doing a fine job on his own. He was appointed to the Council of Evil some weeks ago. Shall we just say, the boy doesn’t disappoint. Anyway, assuming I buy your story about being misled, why are you here? You should hand yourself into the Foundation. There are a lot of upset people looking for you, which has been difficult since your CUCI was removed.’ Toby looked at the scar in his wrist - so that’s where it came from. Momentum and the shapeshifter must have taken it out and replaced it with one compatible with the villain website ‘They think you’re a traitor.’

      Toby had a million questions buzzing around his head but Lord Eon was the immediate problem - if he wasn’t brought down then neither side could win.

      ‘I overheard Momentum say that you were developing replica Dilator pieces in a lab to recreate the missing ones but on the train you said the pieces couldn’t be replicated. To be honest I’ve lost count who has what. They told me the Dilator part I saved in Germany was stolen, but I suppose that’s a lie?’

      ‘We still have the part you saved in Germany. You... sorry, the Council got the Cambodia piece and I got the one in Japan. Which leaves the one Eon destroyed, which we think we may have copied. And of course I would tell you they were impossible to copy, I thought you were my enemy! I’m amazed I survived Eon’s rampage. The whole of Tokyo has been removed from the grid. That’s nearly thirteen million people he is leeching from.’

      ‘So the Council only has one part of the Temporal Dilator?’

      ‘That’s the one we need. We haven’t been able to replicate it.’

      ‘Then I have some good news. It’s on its way here.’ Jen didn’t understand. ‘That’s why I came. The Council are planning an ambush.’

      ‘Where?’

      The convoy reached the intersection at East 18th Street where the city’s midway rail line joined the famous elevated older green line. The convoy was making a left turn as the elevated train tracks above them collapsed with a crunch of concrete and steel.

      Jen and Toby were thrown forward in the cab as the truck slammed on its brakes. A massive wall of dust washed over the vehicles, killing visibility.

      Toby jumped from the cab and looked around, his eyes stinging from the dust. He couldn’t see a thing. He groped into his pockets and pulled out a pair of super-shades. The world around him was bathed in thermal colours.

      He could see Enforcers leap from the SWAT vans, but they were unable to see any targets. Toby saw Jen flailing next to him. He grabbed her arm and forced a second pair of super-shades on her.

      ‘Get the Dilator together! I’ll hold them off.’

      She ran to the back of the truck. Toby walked through the dust. There was no sign of the attackers.

      Toby walked in a wide circle - still he couldn’t see anybody. Then he heard Jen scream for help:

      He ran back towards the trucks. A light breeze was starting to scatter the dust. He could see Jen with her back to a truck, a bulging pack over her shoulder. In front of her, climbing from the last security truck was Pete. He was standing a good two feet taller and held two pieces of the Temporal Dilator in a case - one he had stolen from the back of the truck, and the one Toby had saved in Cambodia.

      Behind him stood ten COE guards, all pointing weapons at Jen.

      ‘I don’t really want to kill you,’ snarled Pete. ‘So just give me the damn bag.’ He held up the pieces he already had. ‘And then we can deal with Eon.’

      ‘You’re all monsters!’

      ‘I’m no monster. I’m what everybody made me.’

      ‘You did this to yourself, Pete,’ said Toby stepping forwards.

      Pete was startled to see him. ‘Tobe! You survived!’

      ‘No thanks to you.’

      ‘I thought I’d... you were dead,’ said Pete.

      Did Toby hear a trace of concern in his voice? Pete’s expression remained a snarl. ‘You’re surrounded and powerless, Tobe. So shut up and give me the Dilator pieces. Don’t make this any harder than—’

      Toby was growing bored with the monologue. He sensed movement in the dust next to him - the reassuring shape of armed Enforcers. Toby didn’t let Pete finish his demand - he fired at his friend.

      Slimy glue-like balls spat from his mouth and stuck Pete to the ground, spreading around his body. Because there was no energy to absorb, Pete didn’t increase bulk, but he was firmly rooted to the spot. It was worth the bad taste in Toby’s mouth; although he had originally raised his hand thinking the glue would shoot from there.

      The Enforcers opened fire at exactly the same time as the COE guards. Toby lunged for Jen, dragging her for cover under the armoured truck.

      It was complete mayhem outside as both Enforcers and COE goons scattered for cover.

      ‘We’ve got to help the Enforcers!’ shouted Jen.

      Toby looked out. His thermal vision revealed Pete had torn away the glue bonds and was pushing a COE trooper towards an empty SWAT van. They both climbed inside, the trooper behind the wheel. Obviously Pete had thought having two pieces was victory enough, and, unable to fly or teleport while he had the pieces, had found another means of escape.

      ‘He’s getting away!’ said Toby as he pulled Jen from under the truck. They ran in pursuit, but the van was much too fast. ‘Let’s fly!’ Toby lifted into the air.

      ‘I can’t! I’ve got two parts here,’ said Jen indicating to her pack. ‘Besides, I don’t like flying. I can’t do it.’

      Toby hesitated. He needed to stop Pete from his rendezvous with the COE but he couldn’t risk leaving Jen and the Temporal Dilator pieces behind in the middle of a battle.

      ‘What can you do?’ he asked desperately.

      Jen lifted her super-shades onto her forehead and smiled, pointing to a police bike lying on its side. ‘I can ride one of those!’

      

      The powerful Kawasaki motorbike was the first real motorbike Toby had ever ridden, and it was almost as exhilarating as flying. He clung to Jen as she skilfully weaved the bike through traffic, towards the SWAT van.

      They were heading downtown. After a few hair-raising turns they shot over one of the many bridges straddling the Chicago River. The gap between vehicles had narrowed - which was Pete’s cue to make an appearance.

      He booted the SWAT van doors off their hinges, forcing Jen to skid around them. One door slammed into the windscreen of a car next to them. Pete followed it with a powerful cobalt blast that tore up the road, narrowly missing the bike as Jen deftly veered aside.

      Toby returned fire - a series of energy hoops shot from his fingers, growing like smoke rings until they hit the side of the van, sending it onto two wheels. The driver fought to keep control, bringing it back onto four wheels as Toby spat out yet more glue-balls. One accidentally plastered across the windscreen of an oncoming car - another stuck Pete’s hand to the inside roof of the van just as he fired again. His blast tore a hole through the vehicle roof.

      ‘Nice one!’ shouted Jen.

      Pete fired with his free arm - blowing up a delivery truck right in front of them. The force of the explosion threw both Jen and Toby to the ground. The bike skidded on its side in a shower of sparks. If it had been for their regeneration powers they would have been road kill.

      Toby helped Jen stand. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘Just about. Where did he go?’

      They looked wildly around - the SWAT van had taken a side street. Toby slid his shades back on and switched to x-ray vision and Jen immediately became a skeleton as she moved to the bike, which looked like a mass of black and semi-transparent parts.

      Toby squinted harder, willing the super-shades to increase their range. They made the traffic that was halting around him become completely transparent. Walls of the skyscraper in front of him peeled away until he could see the street on the far side - and the tail end of the SWAT van skidding around a corner.

      ‘I see him!’ he yelled.

      Jen pulled alongside and Toby climbed aboard the motorbike, which was a weird experience, as he could no longer see it - in fact when he looked down he could see through the road surface to the sewers beyond.

      ‘Which way?’ shouted Jen as she accelerated so fast that the heavy Kawasaki popped a wheelie. She followed Toby’s pointing finger.

      ‘Back across the river.’

      The traffic melted away from Toby’s vision as it got nearer. He targeted the SWAT van.

      ‘Left! Left!’ he screamed.

      Jen looked at the massive tower to their left - there was no way through it. ‘How?’

      Toby sighed as the truck turned another bend - it looked like Pete’s driver was lost. ‘Jen, are you blind?’

      ‘Well I can see the massive skyscraper in our way!’

      She turned down the next road, but the SWAT van was in the road parallel, visible only to Toby.

      ‘Which way?’

      ‘There!’ said Toby pointing at a passing row of shops. ‘We’re gaining! Go right! Right!’

      Frustrated he pulled the super-shades from Jen’s forehead down over her eyes and toggled the switch. Immediately the buildings melted away and she could see the truck was close.

      ‘There!’ shouted Toby. ‘See it now?’

      Jen nodded. It looked like the side street ahead would bring them behind the van. ‘Hold on!’ she yelled and leaned to the right.

      A multitude of screams filled Toby’s ears as they took the side road, but he could see nothing. The motorbike suddenly ploughed through a window, the impact almost dragged them off the vehicle.

      Toby lifted his super-shades up to see what was going on. He couldn’t believe it—

      ‘Jen! What are you doing?’

      She pulled her super-shades up and was horrified to discover they had driven into an indoor shopping centre. What she had presumed was a side street was in fact the wide mall hall. She could only yell as they approached the top of a set of escalators—

      Shoppers watched in awe as the motorcycle ramped off the top level of the mezzanine - over a dining area - and through a huge window on the far side.

      The bike landed on top of a taxicab, crushing the roof. Jen wrestled with the controls, but it was a miracle they didn’t fall off as they dropped from the taxi, to the road. The SWAT van was now straight ahead.

      Pete had watched their amazing exit and ducked as Toby spat several more glue blobs at him. They missed their target as the van bumped other vehicles aside.

      The vehicles zigzagged streets - Toby caught a street sign: East Monroe Street.

      They passed the huge lattice structure of the Jay Pritzker Pavilion on their left - then followed the SWAT van as it jumped a red light and smashed its way through an intersection.

      Jen skilfully shot through a gap between two trucks. The street became open and park-like. Ahead they could see countless boat masts in the Marina. Beyond, the twilight sky was a mass of overactive clouds. Lightning crackled in the heavens. Toby felt a sense of dread - Lord Eon was approaching.

      ‘Aim for the wheels!’ yelled Jen.

      She arced the motorbike wide into the oncoming traffic. Cars honked their horns as she weaved between them. It was dangerous but it gave Toby the angle he needed. He spat globules at the van’s wheels—

      He scored a perfect hit. The two side wheels immediately locked as the sticky substance swelled over the tyres. The driver wrestled the controls but the van slewed sideways and toppled over, scraping across the road in a shower of sparks.

      Pete was jettisoned from the vehicle. He rolled hard, knocking aside a pair of cars as he gained mass. He flipped acrobatically onto his feet and ran into the Marina.

      ‘Follow him!’ Toby yelled.

      Pete was limping, his regeneration powers appeared to be slow in activating. Perhaps his powers were starting to wear off?

      Toby and Jen easily caught him as he ran across a wooden boardwalk that stretched between expensive yachts. He cradled the two Temporal Dilator pieces to his chest.

      Toby flew off the bike and glued Pete’s feet to the wooden deck as he orbited him. Pete stopped for a moment, but with a grunt of effort he lifted his foot, pulling the board with it.

      Toby struck him with a power ring, and Pete sprawled across the ground, growing bigger.

      Pete laughed. ‘Whatever you do to me, you’re only making me more powerful! You can’t beat me!’

      Toby pointed at the Time-Storm that was approaching from the southeast. ‘We’ll both lose if Eon gets here! Give me the pieces!’

      ‘Come and get them,’ taunted Pete.

      ‘I don’t have time for this! Be reasonable.’

      ‘There you go again, telling me what to do! Not this time! If anyone is going to save the day, it’ll be me. On my terms!’

      ‘One last chance, Pete,’

      Pete hurled a bolt at Toby slamming him off the boardwalk and into the deck of a yacht. Toby howled in pain.

      ‘Or what?’ snarled Pete.

      Jen stepped forward - hand poised. ‘Unlike Toby, I’m not your friend. I don’t have any qualms about frying you.’

      ‘You won’t shoot me because you won’t risk damaging the artefacts.’

      Jen hesitated. Pete smiled.

      ‘You see, I have control now.’

      Then a yellow jolt suddenly coursed through Pete’s body, paralysing him and freezing the surprised expression on his face.

      ‘Sorry, mate, but you really have to learn to stop the cocky victory speeches.’ Toby pulled the two weighty artefacts from Pete’s hands.

      ‘What did you do to him?’

      ‘It’s a cool paralysing power I downloaded.’

      ‘From where?’ Jen asked suspiciously.

      ‘From the villain website,’ said Toby sheepishly. ‘Help me put this thing together.’

      He ignored Jen’s questioning glance and examined the two parts he had. They were the squid-like, with long branching tendrils. He knew one was the replica made by the Foundation.

      ‘They both look real.’

      ‘The Foundation found part of the meteor that was originally used. The material is the same, we better hope the shape is right.’

      ‘It looks like I remember.’

      Jen extracted the remaining two artefacts from her backpack. One was the black pencil-case sized box that Toby and Lorna had recovered in Germany. Inside was a large diamond with a fine mesh of meteor iron wrought around it.

      ‘This was what was in the security truck in Germany,’ she explained. ‘It was how Eon was originally caught and stored in Diablo Island. That’s why the Foundation had it in the first place.’ She held up the final section. It was a T-shaped, thin pin. ‘And that is what I got in Japan. We’ve have to figure out how all this goes together.’

      They both looked around as the wind increase force. They watched in horror as the Time-Storm rolled across the city. They were so close they could see that the clouds reached to the ground. People were fleeing from them - but it was futile, the storm was moving too fast. The clouds embraced the giant skyscrapers and rolled towards the superheroes. They were only seconds away.

      Toby tore his gaze back to the pieces of the Temporal Dilator. He loved puzzles, although he’d prefer not to be under the pressure of having the world end if he couldn’t put one together. Then he got it; it was remarkably simple.

      He slid the gem between the tendril fingers of one artefact. It was a perfect fit. The second “squid” fitted perfectly on the other end, the tendrils forming a cage around the gem. It all locked into place with a smooth click of exquisite craftsmanship. The gem began to glow a gentle amber colour. Jen picked up the T-piece.

      ‘What about this?’

      Toby’s answer was sucked away as the Time-Storm swept over them. There was a sudden and total silence.

      Toby opened his eyes. The stillness was so intense he could hear the blood pounding in his ears. He looked around and could see the cloud receding. He was inside the Time-Storm. Jen was next to him. They both seemed fine.

      ‘What happened?’ her voice sounded warped and oddly out of sync with her mouth. It was like watching a badly dubbed film.

      Toby noticed the waves in the Marina were frozen in place. ‘We’re too late,’ said Toby. The whole city has gone. And us with it.’

      ‘But we’re not dead?’

      ‘No child.’ They spun around to see Lord Eon was standing at the end of the boardwalk, impeccably dressed as ever. ‘You are my eternal prisoners. You exist, like me, in between the ticks of the clock.’

      ‘He’s feeding off our Chronons,’ said Toby.

      Eon rolled his eyes. ‘Ah, science is always so un-poetic!’

      ‘You mean you’re feeding off our own personal time,’ said Jen recalling her briefing.

      Eon nodded.

      ‘But we can still fight you,’ said Toby. He flicked his fingers at Eon - and nothing happened. He blinked in surprise and flicked again.

      ‘Ah, superheroes. You are all so failingly reliant on you powers. Here they do not exist. It takes nano-seconds for your brains to command the powers and for them to manifest. Here, no such unit of time exists. Therefore your powers are useless.’

      Jen tried to use hers, but had the same results. Toby looked at Pete - whatever was swirling in his system had stopped and he now looked like the good old Pete, weedy and unthreatening. He groaned as he stood up, the paralysis had worn off.

      Toby held up the assembled artefact. ‘We still have this.’

      A flicker across Eon’s face betrayed uncertainty. ‘A useless trifle I am afraid. I have destroyed part of the Temporal Dilator. It cannot work.’

      ‘And we recreated it,’ said Jen with a smile.

      Toby took a step forward and Eon instinctively backed away. ‘Do not threaten me, boy. I have mastery of time and space. I am the wielder of a Core Power. There are others like me whose skill taps into the major forces in the universe. We are unstoppable. And this day, I win. I control time; I control eternity!’

      Toby took another step forward with the artefact. Eon stepped back again.

      ‘And this gizmo can take it all away. It can suck every Chronon from your body and render you powerless.’

      Lord Eon smiled, but there was a trace of fear there. ‘You cannot work out how to use it, or you already would have.’ Toby’s expression told Eon all he needed to know. ‘And would you really risk the life of your friend to try?’

      Pete suddenly screamed. Toby and Jen spun around to see him hoisted into the air by an invisible hand; his arms pinned to his side. The air shimmered next to him - then the landscape around it distorted and formed a swirling gravastar. There was no dramatic hurricane force wind or thunderous noise, only Pete’s screams as his skin stretched like rubber as he slowly moved closer to the vortex. He looked like a cartoon character as his entire body was pulled, an atom at a time, towards the black hole.

      ‘Tobe! Help me!’ screamed Pete. ‘I’m sorry! Please! I don’t want to die!’

      Toby took a step towards his friend - but Jen held him back and shook her head.

      ‘Toby! Please!’ wailed Pete. His voice registered intense pain.

      Tears rolled down Toby’s cheeks. He turned to Eon who was smiling.

      ‘Drop the artefact into the portal and your friend lives. If you don’t then you will watch him die and I will still get the artefact. And as punishment I will let you live. Your eternal feeling of guilt and shame will cause more pain than I could administer.’

      Toby stepped towards Pete, but again he felt Jen’s hand squeeze his shoulder.

      Pete’s entire body was hideously warped - he looked like a fine watercolour painting that had had liquid thrown across it.

      ‘Tobe... I’m sorry... I don’t want to die like this...’

      A shudder ran through Toby’s body. Should he abandon him, like Pete had done to him in Mexico? He shrugged Jen off and turned back to Eon.

      ‘I can’t let you kill him. He’s still my mate no matter how much we’ve been fighting.’

      ‘Toby! No!’ screamed Jen. She reached for him again, but Toby pushed her away. He cradled the assembled heavy Temporal Dilator with one arm. ‘This is yours Eon. Forever.’

      Lord Eon’s brow knitted at the odd comment. He caught Toby’s hand move as he rammed the T-piece in a narrow hole at the end of the Dilator.

      Toby had spotted the hole just before Eon had materialized. It was the only place for the T-bar to go and it fitted like a key in a lock. He heard it click and twisted the spar.

      The artefact grew so bright he was forced to drop it as he shielded his eyes. He heard Eon scream - but he could also hear Pete’s tormented agony.

      The entire world seemed to buckle then his ears popped and Eon, the vortex and the Time-Storm simply vanished.

      Toby dropped to his knees, exhausted. Jen was at his side.

      ‘You did it!’

      Toby looked around the city. It seemed normal. The storm had vanished. People walked past with confused looks, but to them Eon’s appearance had been a nano-second blip in time. The only aftereffect they suffered was an intense feeling of déjà-vu.

      The artefact lay on the boardwalk, smouldering slightly. Toby looked around. There was no sign of Pete.

      Jen laid a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Toby, I’m sorry. But you did the right thing. You couldn’t spare the life of your friend, or anyone else, if it was weighed against saving the world.

      Toby couldn’t speak. He was crushed with grief. He had killed his best friend.

      

      The next twenty-four were a blur, mostly because fatigue caught up with Toby’s sorrow. Eric Kirby himself had teleported to the scene and an Enforcer unit had cleared away the Temporal Dilator.

      Kirby had tried to explain to Toby that Eon was trapped in the crystal, and it was being returned to Diablo Island, but Toby was uninterested in the details.

      Kirby had teleported Jen and Toby back to the Foundation headquarters, the real one this time. Toby refused to say a word to defend himself, so Jen had to explain how Toby had been kidnapped from the hospital when both he and Kirby were knocked unconscious.

      Kirby relayed some of the facts from their investigation of the incident. The man with the strange eyes who had originally stormed the hospital and caused the whole incident had been under the Momentum’s control. But it seemed that he had been working with Jake Hunter on a plan to free Pete from the Foundation hospital. The numbers he muttered were linked to a subliminal recording they found playing in Pete’s ward. It was an elaborate code, delivered under hypnosis, to ensure Pete had full control of his powers the moment he woke from the coma.

      The Council had known that Toby was one of the Foundations rising stars and it seems they hatched their elaborate plan to see if they could control him and to ensure they could gather the Temporal Dilator to stop Lord Eon. The Council couldn’t trust anybody from their own ranks and when they had tried to use Downloaders, well Toby had witnessed their incompetence first-hand in Germany. By convincing Toby he was working for the Foundation they had used his scrupulous morals to do their dirty work.

      With Eon’s powers at their disposal, the Council of Evil could have made life truly terrible. Fortunately, there had been a lot of internal problems at the Council of Evil. Caused in part by Jake Hunter.

      Eventually Toby had decided to speak. He told them about his encounter with Eric Kirby in the past. Kirby nodded, confirming Toby’s story.

      ‘It was all part of Eon’s elaborate plan to make sure he was freed from Diablo Island. Controlling events now to affect the past. Rather ingenious, but probably very easy if you can manipulate time.’ Kirby looked thoughtful, then smiled and placed a friendly hand on Toby’s shoulder. ‘I should never have doubted your loyalty. And I should say thank you for saving me all those years ago.’

      Toby didn’t reply. He had lost too many things. Kirby picked up on his thoughts.

      ‘Come with me,’ he simply said.

      

      They had made their way through the Foundation hospital, past the wards that were still being reconstructed after Pete’s rampage. Kirby opened a door and placed a finger over his lips.

      Toby looked inside and his heart-skipped a beat. Emily was lying on a bed, fast asleep. He resisted the temptation to run over and wake her. He stepped quietly inside.

      ‘Is she OK?’ he whispered.

      ‘Perfectly fine, if a little disorientated. She reappeared right where you left her in Germany. Unfortunately that was right in the middle of a busy autobahn, but she’s OK.’

      ‘And Lorna?’

      Kirby looked hard at him. ‘She has got herself caught up with Jake Hunter, I’m afraid. She is alive, but the circumstances are complicated. Rest assured we have our best agents dealing with the situation.’

      ‘I’ve got to help her.’

      ‘You may be too late for that. Since you have been missing, presumed rogue, she has been very upset. Those events are another tale that is coming to an end.’

      Kirby’s mobile phone chimed, interrupting Toby’s next question. He ushered them all from Emily’s room and took the video call.

      A young woman appeared on the screen, wearing a headset. Behind her was the bustling activity of a Foundation control centre. ‘Sir, we have picked up the signal you requested. We have a security camera feed.’

      ‘Put it through,’ commanded Kirby. He angled the phone so Toby and Jen could see.

      A video clip streamed through. It was a footage taken from a security camera hung in the corner of a bank. Toby watched as a supervillain smashed through the door and fired streamers of energy. Then the camera went black.

      ‘Who was that?’

      Kirby used his finger to scrub back through the footage and froze the picture. It was blurred, but there was no mistaking—

      ‘Pete?’ exclaimed Toby. Kirby nodded grimly. ‘But how? I thought... we saw...’

      ‘You saw him vanish. I suspected that you managed to defeat Eon before he killed Pete, but I couldn’t prove it. For the last twenty-four hours we have been trying to locate Pete’s CUCI. Unlike you, he still possesses the one we gave him.’

      The guilt Toby had been feeling washed away. He laughed, releasing the tension that had been brewing inside.

      ‘He’s alive!’

      ‘He’s alive all right. But it appears he’s still on the villain’s side.’

      ‘Pete’s not evil,’ snapped Toby. He had no idea why he was defending his ex-friend who had attacked him and betrayed him on numerous occasions.

      ‘Maybe not,’ said Kirby. ‘But he is seriously misguided. We may be able to get him back, but I do believe he is still your problem.’

      Toby was already thinking one-step ahead. He knew Kirby would want him to track down his old friend, but Toby had other ideas. The Council of Evil had used him, warped Pete and lured his sister.

      ‘If I go after Pete, that’s not really the root of the problem is it?’

      ‘Correct. But as you know with the Council of Evil, no matter how much it seems ready to implode with all its internal feuds, is still a powerful force. And more importantly, we have no idea where it is located.’

      Toby pulled a crumpled map from his jacket and spread it against the wall. It was the one he had stolen from the office in the COE Headquarters. He tapped the GPS co-ordinates on the paper.

      ‘We know now.’

      Kirby stared at the map in astonishment. Toby noticed that Jen was smiling broadly.

      It was time for payback.
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      Lord Destructo was, in a word, unbeatable.

      An expert on causing chaos, he swung the battle-axe with such devastating force that he swiped three enemies in half with a single swing, laughing evilly as he did so.

      ‘You’re goin’ down!’ goaded a painfully thin robed man with a crooked, pointy nose. A cone of light erupted from his palms.

      Destructo was fast, in the blink of an eye he defected the blast with a hexagonal shield. The energy ricocheted back on the thin man and he vanished in a puff of smoke.

      ‘I am invincible!’ roared Destructo. He was thoroughly enjoying himself. It had taken a long time to rise to such power, and he was determined to make the most of it. Another wave of warriors raced towards him, swords raised.

      ‘Get him!’

      ‘I’m gonna lob your head off, dude!’

      ‘Nobody messes with me!’ bellowed Destructo. He dropped his sword and shield and jumped agilely to his right. Despite his massive bulk he moved with fluid grace, emulating moves of seasoned free runners.

      Destructo bounced from a wall - pirouetted gracefully over his opponents’ heads - then landed and dealt a flurry of martial arts blows that were almost impossible to follow.

      Two of his opponents vaporised into nothing, the third was sprawled on the ground, his weapon cast aside.

      ‘No way, man! Gimme a break!’

      Destructo retrieved his battle-axe and advanced menacingly. ‘Lord Destructo gives no mercy!’

      ‘Trevor!’ The voice came out of nowhere. It threw Lord Destructor off his murderous rampage. For a moment he thought his secret name had been uttered and looked around for the culprit.

      ‘Trevor!’

      It was enough of a distraction for the guy on the floor to roll to his sword and stab it into Destructo’s gut. The villain recoiled, dropping his axe.

      ‘He shoots! He scores!’ hollered the swordsman jubilantly. He raised the blade for another blow.

      Destructo’s hands suddenly glowed bright red - a shimmering heat ray disintegrated the swordsman. For a second, there was nothing left but a charred skeleton holding a sword, then it vanished.

      ‘Trevor! Your dinner’s going cold!’

      Lord Destructo froze as the console game was paused. Trevor Jones irritably threw the controller down. He yanked off his headset and glared at his open bedroom doorway.

      ‘In a minute! You nearly got me killed!’ he bellowed at the top of his lungs. His mum’s timing was typically bad. Why was it parents always knew the moment you were having the most fun, just so they could interrupt it?

      ‘Now, Trevor! I won’t tell you again!’

      ‘Good! I’m not hungry anyway!’ he muttered under his breath.

      He looked at his alter ego on the screen. It represented months of playing online and missed homework. It was a work of art, but his mum wouldn’t appreciate that; apparently eating with the family was much more important. Now he would surely die if his character didn’t find a safe refuge.

      Trevor sighed and picked the controller up to save his game play. Out of the corner of his eye, the character seemed to move. It was a subtle thing and impossible because the game was still paused.

      He squinted at the screen... but nothing happened. His thumb hovered over the game pad, a click away from saving the game and giving up. Then he caught the movement again in his peripheral vision.

      This time the movement continued when he stared directly at it. The graphics were distorting, each pixel shimmering. Trevor was concerned; now was not the time for the game to crash. His thumbs danced across the controller - no response.

      ‘Don’t do this to me!’ He punched every button on the pad, just in case it magically restored the game. ‘Great!’ he spat at the screen. Resetting the console would erase the entire day’s worth of play. Weighed down with reluctance, he reached for the power button—

      And the screen suddenly exploded! The television itself remained intact, but the room was filled with swirling pixels as though a swarm of miniature bees had entered the room.

      Trevor swatted at them as they rolled across him. It was like being inside a sandstorm. He felt sharp tingles of electricity as pixels struck him in their thousands, forcing him to his knees.

      A loud clump made the floor shake.

      Through tear-filled eyes, Trevor watched in horror as something stepped out of the screen - something huge and muscular and alarmingly familiar.

      It was Lord Destructo!

      Trevor gasped in shock - a bad move as his mouth was suddenly filled with pixels, fizzing in his mouth like popping candy and stifling his scream.

      He fell on his back, scrambling away on all-fours as Destructo pulled himself to his full height. Even through the swarm, Trevor could see the creature was not quite real. His features were angular, made from thousands of polygons, just like in the game. The textures on his body seemed flat and unconvincing when set against his bedroom. Trevor backed against his wardrobe - he could go no further.

      Destructo flexed his arms, staring at them as if for the first time. He looked satisfied. Then he raised both fists to the ceiling and roared. The sound was a cross between a foghorn and an electronic warble.

      ‘Trevor! I told you to turn that off!’ came the distant voice of his mum from downstairs.

      Trevor tried to call for help, but his mouth was full of solid pixels. ‘Now get down here, or you’ll be in trouble!’

      Destructo’s gaze suddenly fell onto the cowering boy. It was difficult to gauge a reaction on the polygon face, but Trevor thought it must be delight. The digital avatar leaned forward and easily picked him up by the scruff of his shirt.

      The monster spoke... or tried to. What came out was a garbled distortion that cycled through pitch and frequency until the sounds started to emulate words that sounded like a bad radio transmission.

      ‘It has worked! I am free! Finally!’

      Trevor lashed out. His knee clanged into the fiend’s very solid private parts, a strike that that would have felled anyone else. Then Trevor had a stroke of luck. His shirt ripped at the seams and he dropped to the floor. For once, he was thankful he was overweight! He scrambled for his bedroom door and managed to open it - before the swarm of pixels slammed it shut, almost trapping his fingers.

      Destructo lunged forward and grabbed Trevor firmly around the neck, lifting the boy off his feet. The avatar’s mouth hyperextended, like a snake’s jaws, and Trevor caught sight of the dark tunnel beyond, stretching impossibly far. Electricity crackled in the yawning cyber-gullet.

      It was the last thing he saw before he was consumed whole by the digital abnormality.

      ‘Right!’ screamed his mother from behind the closed door. ‘I’ve had enough! I’m banning you from wasting your time on that computer!’

      She swung the door open and looked around the empty room. The place was a mess, like a hurricane had torn through it. That was normal. What was unusual was the fact Trevor was missing. She had heard noises from the room seconds earlier, and the windows were all closed.

      She peeked in the wardrobe, just in case he was hiding there. She didn’t notice the console turning itself off; the green power light turned hostile red.
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      Toby Wilkinson’s concentration was starting to drift as he looked across the rooftop to the skyscraper opposite. He was standing fifty metres above the city and the biting cold wind was so relentless miniature icicles were forming on his runny nose. He had once been stranded in Antarctica, but somehow Toronto felt much colder. He sighed as his mind wondered.

      Working with a team required trust between teammates, but he wasn’t feeling very inspired with his choice of companions. He was used to saving the day with his sister, Lorna, and their friends Pete and Emily, but that had all gone wrong and friendships had been torn apart. Pete had drifted to the Council of Evil then found his way to lead a new group of rogues called Forge, created by Mr Grimm - a back-stabbing “hero” Toby had once trusted.

      Forge was originally created as the more neutral choice between the Foundation and the Council, but in truth their activities were just as self-serving and they appeared to vacillate between the two extremes in an anarchic fashion. That was probably down to Pete, he had never possessed great leadership skills.

      His sister, Lorna, had dated Jake Hunter who was their school’s toughest bully and one of the world’s most lethal supervillains. To be fair, she hadn’t known he was a villain at the time. But now she did know, she still seemed to like the creep and Toby couldn’t figure out why. She was starting to turn into one of those freaky girls who wrote to serial killers on death row.

      To top it all off, Emily, who Toby had started to quite like, had begun pining for Pete and had embarked on a mission to guide him away from the self-destructive path he had embarked upon.

      Who said life was simple?

      Eric Kirby, the head of the Foundation, had promised Toby that once the new cadets were trained, then the Foundation would gather its forces and attack the Council of Evil headquarters. Toby was one of the few superheroes that had been to the mysterious island complex and survived. He escaped with valuable details of the Council’s top-secret location.

      Toby had unexpectedly found himself promoted as one of the Foundation’s most trusted assets, and as such he was starting to be too valuable to use in dangerous situations. That meant he was now forced to train the newbies. The only perk of the job was that he was working with Jen, a rather attractive sixteen-year-old Japanese American, who he had met while fighting one another. She looked more mature, easily passing for eighteen, and she was yet another complication in his chaotic life.

      ‘See anything new, Shrimp?’ asked Jen over his earbuds.

      Toby was brought back to the situation in Toronto. As much as he liked Jen, he hated her nickname for him. He was sure she did it to wind him up. Toby squinted and felt a rush of dizziness as his vision zoomed in on the windows of the tower across the street.

      ‘Nothing’s changed. The hostages are still in place.’

      Twenty hostages were pressed against the windows on the penultimate floor of the skyscraper. They were leaning forwards with all their weight on their hands. The idea was that if somebody tried to come in through the window then the hostages would fall as the glass broke. Toby had to admit it was an effective solution. Nothing had changed for the last three hours and that was worrying Toby because he had no idea how long his three downloaded powers would last.

      While at home, he’d selected on the hero app before leaving. The Foundation had given him a slim touchscreen mobile phone that had several raw powers preloaded in tiny cylinders built into the body, teleportation being the one he used to get to the crisis scene.

      He had pleaded with Kirby to have access to more than three powers, but the bar was firmly set after everybody witnessed the mutating effects over-consumption had on Pete.

      Toby shivered, that had been a bad day. They had been on the Foundation’s floating headquarters when a supervillain called Basilisk had attacked. Pete had bravely attacked the fiend, but the resulting fight saw Pete hurled through multiple vats of raw superpowers. Nobody had ever absorbed so many different powers in such vast quantities and it had imbued him with the gift to combine powers into new ones. The side effect was that his body and mind had been twisted. That’s when Toby truly lost his best friend.

      The unreliable duration of the powers was another factor Kirby refused to address for the same reasons - a longer duration would require a greater dosage. The only way around it was by downloading “one use” powers via his wireless earbud. That was voice controlled, and one of the Foundation’s cooler new inventions.

      Another factor bothering Toby was that he was supposed to get back home to attend a family party. He knew Lorna would cover for him if he was late, but if he didn’t show then he would be in trouble. His parents had already hinted at confiscating his computer if he didn’t buck his ideas up.

      ‘We’ve got to get in there and do something,’ said Toby restlessly.

      ‘You heard what the boss said. We observe and wait,’ replied Jen over the headset.

      The “boss”, in this case, was a superhero called Chameleon. He was a Prime, somebody born with latent superpowers rather than a Downloader like Toby. Chameleon wanted the regular authorities to handle the situation because the gunmen didn’t appear to be wielding any superpowers. Toby’s team was only on standby if anything went wrong. The world had had too many close calls recently due to warring heroes and villains and it was becoming a strain to keep the existence of superpowers from the Media, and each event made it more difficult. Chameleon felt that if the regular authorities could deal with the situation, then so much the better.

      Toby shivered as he scanned the windows. He stopped and backtracked as he noticed movement behind the hostages. Several masked men were unrolling coils of coloured wires. Toby watched as the gunmen strung the wires to blocks of putty-like C4 plastic explosive and attached them to the walls behind the hostages.

      ‘Uh, Jen? We’ve got a big problem.’

      ‘You need to go to the toilet again?’ she fired back.

      ‘No. This is a little more serious... although I really needed to go then. I was bursting,’ he added defensively. Even superheroes had to answer to the call of nature.

      ‘You’re rambling, Shrimp.’

      That was the problem with talking to Jen, he liked the sound of her voice. She was a distraction he didn’t need right now.

      ‘The hostage takers are wiring the floor with explosives.’

      ‘That’s so not good,’ replied Jen, the master of understatement.

      Toby switched his gaze to the streets below. The police had cordoned off the area, although a huge crowd of media and thrill-hungry spectators watched from behind barriers.

      Vans had started to arrive issuing more cops. Toby had been hoping to see some of the bright red jackets of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, but was disappointed to see they looked just like regular officers.

      Some heavily armed SWAT-like guys had pulled up in a van and slowly advanced on the front entrance.

      ‘ETF has joined the party,’ commented Jen. Toby had been told to expect them. The Emergency Task Force was a team of tactically trained police officers who specialised in exactly these types of circumstances. Toby had hoped they would turn up earlier, now it was looking a little too late.

      ‘They have no idea what they’re running into. Maybe it’s time to deploy Dumb and Dumber?’

      Jen chuckled. ‘You’re terrible. They’re lovely guys.’

      Toby was referring to the two new Downloaders they were charged with training. Chameleon had told him they were the best, but if that was the case, then there was no hope for the Foundation.

      ‘Well?’ prompted Toby. He looked across to the building on the opposite side of the hostage situation where he knew Jen was watching. He couldn’t see her though.

      Below, the ETF had forced their way into the lobby. That single action had violated the hostage takers’ list of demands. The elevators were out, so the ETF would be forced to laboriously make their way up the staircase.

      ‘Jen? Can you hear me?’

      ‘I’m thinking,’ she snapped back. She always got tetchy with him under pressure. ‘I don’t see that we have any choice.’

      ‘Well... we could always go in instead.’

      ‘Right, and what have you downloaded that would help?’

      Toby didn’t reply, she was right. They had both selected powers suited to observe the situation. Neither possessed any combat powers to take the gunmen out and downloading any more could easily overwhelm them. If things went bad, then they could only hope that Chameleon turned up with reinforcements; but he wasn’t even in the same country.

      ‘Toby, send them in.’

      Toby grunted in reply and pulled out his mobile phone. He hit the app to initiate a video chat. Almost twenty seconds passed before a cheerful face appeared with a slice of pizza halfway to his mouth.

      ‘Yo!’

      Toby inwardly groaned. Dumber had answered the phone.

      ‘Hayden? What took you so long answering? You’re supposed to be on standby!’

      ‘I had to pay the pizza guy, man. Chill!’ Hayden’s surf-boy looks perfectly matched his voice.

      Toby wished he could punch the screen so his fist would come out on the other end of the line and chin Hayden.

      ‘We need you and Moron Two to get in there and rescue the hostages.’

      Hayden grinned his dazzling smile. ‘Far out!’

      ‘Be warned, there is a police team in the building and the gunmen have planted explosives...’ Toby drifted off as he was talking to an anchovy. Hayden had thrown his pizza close to his camera and ran out, not even bothering to terminate the call.

      Toby glanced at his watch. If they could resolve things in the next fifteen minutes he could still make it home without getting into trouble.

      Somehow he doubted it would be that easy.

      

      Arid Larkin was a small time crook with big plans. This was the most daring job he had ever taken on, and he was pleased it was going so smoothly. Their employer had planned every aspect of the raid with minute precision, and it had paid off. There had been no casualties, the police had behaved exactly as expected and they had broken into the vault on the fiftieth floor with relative ease. Now their satchels had been emptied of their explosives and filled with plans and prototypes a new generation of quantum computer processor that would see all twelve men rich beyond their wildest dreams once they had delivered it to their employer. All they had to do was get it out.

      A silent alarm flashed on the netbook computer sat on one gunman’s lap. It was linked to sensors they had placed across their building to detect forced entry. The men were too well trained to have to speak. A series of complex hand signals told his companions that fifteen armed police had stormed the lobby and were ascending on the north staircase.

      Larkin glanced through the window searching for the helicopter he knew was coming. They had issued lengthy ransom demands to the police, not that he cared about results, it was only a stalling tactic. When their own helicopter had arrived they would blow up the top floor - hostages and all. That would keep the emergency services busy.

      Then he saw the fast moving chopper approach them. He turned and signalled to his men to get ready. When he looked back the helicopter had vanished.

      He squinted, certain he had seen it. He pulled the heavy facemask off, the hostages were all pressed against the window so they wouldn’t see his face. Even if they did, they would be blown into very small chunks soon.

      He shielded his eyes against the sun and stared through the window. He spotted the helicopter again - but there was something seriously wrong. The aircraft was rushing towards him - rotor first, as if thrown by a mighty hand.

      A gust of wind suddenly blew through the office block - and the hostages vanished from their positions against the windows.

      ‘What is going on?’ he bellowed.

      His companions looked around in shock - they had all seen their hostages vanish in front of their eyes. They all looked out of the window as—

      The helicopter smashed through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Gnashing rotor blades tore up the floor, ceiling and any furniture in the way.

      Larkin ran for his life as the wall of swirling rotor blades advanced metres behind him. He threw himself over a bank of metal filing cabinets, just in time, as the C4 explosives caught in the blades, detonated.

      Toby watched from the rooftop opposite, his mouth slack as the entire top corner section of the building erupted in a massive fireball. The explosives had been wired together, but the whirling rotor had reeled them all in, resulting in the focused blast and ensuing mass devastation.

      The hostages had been whisked to “safety”. In this case they were all on the rooftop and screaming as he building shook around them and flames punched up from the corner office.

      Toby’s gaze switched to Hayden who was hovering several hundred feet away. The grin had slipped from the cadet’s face. He was the one who had intercepted the chopper and thought it would be an awesome idea to throw it at the bad guys.

      Larkin poked his head up from behind the dented filing cabinets. The floor ended centimetres away and the corner of the building was missing as though some giant monster had bitten it off. Jagged metal girders hung limply out of the floor and walls. The explosion had taken out the floor above, but not the roof above that - which was the very top of the building where the hostages stood. Everything seemed on fire, and the suspended quarter creaked as it wobbled over the drop, fuelling the screams of the hostages above.

      Larkin had no idea what had gone wrong, and he didn’t want to wait to find out. He careered further into the building, he knew he had to find another means of escape.

      Hayden suddenly landed in the hallway blocking his path. Larkin looked frantically around, the kid must have jumped down from the floor above, that was the only explanation. What troubled him was the fact the boy wasn’t more than sixteen and he was smiling.

      ‘Man, that was, like, impressive! But we’ve got your number now, dude. You’re under arrest.’

      Larkin went for the pistol in his thigh holster - but it wasn’t there. It must have fallen out when the helicopter crashed. He double-backed. There was something about the boy that made him not want to start a fight. It was the way he was inanely grinning. Larkin bumped into two of his men as they raced down the corridor. He didn’t care where the others had gone, they were only hired muscle.

      They rounded another corner - and the boy was standing there, blocking his path! Impossible!

      ‘Guten Tag!’ said the smiling boy. Larkin hesitated - it was impossible that he had overtaken them, but his accent was distinctively German. ‘The hostages are safe and you are going nowhere, ja?’

      ‘Get him!’ Larkin screamed at his two companions. They went for their firearms. The kid swept both of his hands apart and the two men were plucked off their feet and thrown through the thin corridor walls - crashing into the offices beyond.

      ‘That’s impossible!’ screamed Larkin in terror. He turned and fled the way he had come.

      He hurtled back into the partially demolished office and was brought up short by the sight of his team bound together with the detonation cord they had primed the explosives with. The kid was there, tying the knot. He looked nonchalantly up.

      ‘Hey. You giving up already?’

      ‘How do you do that?’ demanded Larkin. He was looking around for any weapon he could use.

      ‘Do what?’

      Larkin’s eyes fell on an explosive satchel that miraculously hadn’t detonated. He ran for it, sliding along the paper-strewn floor to scoop it up. He jammed a detonator into the explosive and held it aloft.

      ‘Touch me and we all blow up!’ he yelled.

      ‘Man, you’re crazy, you’ll die too.’

      ‘It’s better than going to jail!’

      Larkin suddenly noticed the boy’s double run into the office. He stopped, assessing the scene.

      ‘Two of you? How can there be two of you?’

      ‘Jurgen’s my identical twin, bro.’

      For a second, the bizarreness of the situation was overriding the danger. ‘But you don’t sound the same.’

      Jurgen snorted a laugh. ‘Duh! Identical in looks. Father took Hayden to American, I lived in Germany with mother,’ he explained in his thick Germanic accent.

      ‘Easier to tell us apart,’ laughed Hayden. Neither seemed phased by the bomb. ‘Now why don’t you give in, man? The hostages are safe on the roof,’ a chorus of screams from the rooftop didn’t seem to faze him, ‘thanks to Jurgen’s super-bad speed, and the rest of your buddies ain’t going nowhere.’

      Larkin hesitated. It suddenly made sense why his employer hadn’t attempted the theft himself when faced with an army of supermen. Larkin lowered the explosive satchel.

      Hayden nodded. ‘Cool. You’re a smart dude after all.’ He unhooked a phone from his belt and thumbed a digit. ‘Yo, Tobe, Jen. Bad guys are nabbed, good guys are saved.’

      ‘Who are you?’ asked Larkin, completely out of his depth.

      ‘Ain’t it obvious?’ Hayden extended his arms like a showman, he was enjoying every moment of showing off. ‘We’re superheroes, dude.’

      Larkin noticed Toby and Jen fly in through the gouge in the corner of the ceiling. His mouth fell open in shock.

      ‘You can fly?’

      Toby ignored him, instead he rounded on the twins, pointing at the destruction. ‘Look what you did!’

      Jurgen’s bottom lip stuck out defiantly. ‘We finished the mission did we not?’

      ‘Have you ever heard of “collateral damage”?’ shrieked Toby.

      ‘Go easy on them, Tobe,’ said Jen in a measured voice. ‘I’m sure your first time in the field wasn’t plain sailing?’

      Toby bit his lip. His first time was a story he didn’t want to get into right now.

      Larkin held up his hand, he felt like he was suddenly back in school. ‘Excuse me?’

      Nobody was listening.

      ‘Don’t side with them, Jen,’ groaned Toby. ‘You can’t seriously expect this to be classed as a successful mission?’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      Jen brushed her long jet-black hair over one shoulder and crossed her arms, a sure sign the conversation was over.

      ‘Yes I do. The hostages are all safe, these bozos have been stopped.’

      ‘EXCUSE ME!’ bellowed Larkin. Now everybody looked at him. He raised the explosive satchel high. ‘Now I have your attention, maybe you’ll want to listen to me. This ain’t over.’

      ‘I’m pretty sure it is, bro,’ said Hayden flippantly.

      ‘Shut up!’ Toby hissed at him. Then he turned to Larkin and spoke in a much calmer voice. ‘It is over. Put the explosives down.’

      Larkin laughed. Some of his arrogance was returning. His employer had prepared a backup plan; Larkin had thought there would be no need to implement it.

      He edged over to his tied up men. The heroes gave him a wide berth. They had several powers between them, but none of them had the power to survive an explosion.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere,’ said Jen defiantly.

      Larkin reached his men, but rather than try to undo the knot, he picked up a bulky backpack and slipped it on.

      ‘I think you’ll find that I am leaving you. Blondie put the hostages on the roof.’ He nodded at Jurgen and smiled evilly. ‘Excellent.’

      Then he threw the backpack across the office, towards the ceiling. The four heroes instinctively tracked the backpack as Larkin charged for the edge of the building and leapt outside.

      Hayden shoved Jen out of his line of sight and craned his neck forward.

      ‘NO!’ screamed Toby.

      But it was too late. Fine laser beams shot from Hayden’s eyes and detonated the backpack. Toby only had time to tackle Jen to the floor as the C4 explosives inside detonated, talking out a massive chunk of the ceiling overhead.

      The corner of the roof groaned as support beams were obliterated and the corner of the roof dropped down into their office, forming a 45-degree slide off the skyscraper.

      The office was choked with smoke and dust. Toby could just see the hostages were sliding down the inclined roof and plummeting to their doom.

      Toby and Jen acted as one. They aimed for a smashed section of wall and jumped out. They took flight and in a split-second had assessed what was happening.

      The majority of the hostages were still on the roof. Eight had been standing on the slab of roof that angled down and they had slid off the edge. Six dangled from steel supports poking from the concrete while two fell like stones.

      Jen and Toby dived for the falling hostages. Toby spotted Larkin out of the corner of his eye - the criminal’s backpack opened and a compact parachute blossomed out.

      Toby couldn’t spare the time to pursue him. He zeroed in on a falling woman and grabbed hold of her. Her wild screams suddenly stopped as she stared at Toby, who was covered in dirty dust and debris like he had been used to sweep a chimney.

      ‘I’ve got you!’ he said in most reassuring voice he could in the circumstances.

      ‘Yeah... but who has got you?’ squeaked the girl.

      It was a fair point. Toby’s flight powers were not strong enough to support the two of them and stop her from falling, but he could at least slow her descent. He aimed for the top of an ambulance; it was the most appropriate landing pad he could think of.

      They crunched down on the roof, buckling the metal. Toby noticed Jen had made a more elegant landing on a patch of grass. Toby shot back into the sky before the saved girl could thank him.

      Jen joined him racing back to the dangling figures on top of the tower - just as one lost their grip and plummeted past.

      ‘Mine!’ yelled Jen and suddenly peeled away to save the guy.

      Toby managed to drag the five hanging officer workers back up the inclined section of roof, and to safety. Jurgen, Hayden and Jen joined him as he pulled the last woman to safety.

      Toby was boiling with anger. He stabbed a finger at the twins, who had the good sense to look abashed

      ‘You idiots! What happened to stealth? What happened to playing it cool and using minimum force?’

      ‘We used hardly any powers to attack them.’

      Toby gaped, looking between the ragged missing corner of the building and the twins.

      ‘No force?’ Toby spluttered indignantly. ‘Hayden, you chucked a helicopter through a window!’

      ‘Tobe, you were awesome,’ said Jen with wide appreciative eyes. The effect of her smile immediately threw Toby off his rant.

      Hayden nodded. ‘She’s right man, that was quick thinkin’. I hope we’re like you someday.’

      Toby listened for a hint of sarcasm, but there was none. Then his phone beeped for attention - he had to leave to make it to the family party.

      ‘Fine. You guys can sort out up this mess. I have to go.’ He hit the teleporter on his phone and vanished in a clap of thunder.

      The twins looked at Jen, who simply held up her finger to silence them.

      ‘Don’t say a word. Let’s just get out of here and we can discuss how we could’ve approached this situation a little more delicately.’

      The bewildered hostages watched as their three arguing saviours instantly vanished with a bang. They couldn’t fathom what had just happened to them.
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      Eric Kirby sighed as he watched the footage on the video monitor for the fifth time. Each time it never got better. He tapped a key on the control panel and the screen went blank.

      He leaned back in his chair, one hand absently stroking a crystal-like pendant that hung around his neck.

      ‘What have I done?’ he whispered to himself. For decades he had strove to create the HERO Foundation to protect the world and give others the chance to exploit wonderful gifts normally reserved for the chosen few.

      The hero website had been the backbone of the Foundation’s success, and provided the backbone for their app. But, like all corporations, the Foundation had grown greedy. It had started innocently enough when the Foundation started charging for downloading its powers in a mistaken attempt to encourage heroism. “Heroic Points” were given as credit for genuine actions, without them you had to pay for the powers. Once the money had starting coming in, the Foundation looked for other ways to cover running expenses.

      Kirby mused that that was the beginning of the Foundation’s slow decline. The cracks were not visible on the surface, but they were amongst those who ran the show. Petty jealousies and arguments were becoming commonplace and interfering with their work. He thumbed a communications button.

      ‘Chameleon?’

      A tired voice came over the intercom. ‘I’m here.’

      ‘I’ve reviewed the security footage.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Have you seen it?’

      ‘I haven’t had chance. How bad can it be?’

      The question was left hanging for several seconds. Kirby had the sudden urge to admit he had pushed things too far and it was his own fault, but that wouldn’t help the situation. The proverbial cat was out of the virtual bag. ‘And we need to talk.’

      He cut the communication. He couldn’t bear one of Chameleon’s glib one-liners that seemed to flow from his mouth with increasing regularity. The hero was changing, becoming more cynical and more concerned with capturing the Dark Hunter. Kirby was starting to feel the pressure... and his age.

      He knew there wasn’t much time left for him, the Foundation… and possibly the world.

      

      ‘What on earth happened to you?’ screeched Toby’s mum the very second she laid eyes on him as he entered the function room.

      After the disaster zone in Toronto, Toby had been thinking about getting to the party on time. Teleportation relied on the user to think of their destination. He should have visualized home instead so he could get a shower and a quick change of clothes, the ones he wore now were stained black and smelt like he’d been in a fire.

      Toby looked guiltily around the packed function room. Everybody was giving him funny looks, but he was beyond caring. He had been forced to attend this wedding reception. He normally endured family functions with good grace, but this was some remote cousin’s wedding and half the faces peering at him were unfamiliar.

      ‘There was an accident, a fire, and I just got caught downwind of it,’ he improvised. Toby hadn’t been a good liar, but working with the Hero Foundation had, oddly, made him a much better one. ‘Maybe you or dad can drive me home to get changed?’ he added hopefully.

      ‘Not a chance. I’ve had a couple of glasses of wine, and your father…’ She glanced at the bar where her husband was in full swing recounting his new miraculous find in Cambodia: a lost city that, unbeknownst to him, his son had found and subtly laid the clues for the official discovery.

      After cleaning himself up as best he could in the shabby toilets, Toby contented himself with a welcome cold drink and sat in the corner, away from the searching eyes of vague relatives. He put his mobile phone on the table and hoped it wouldn’t flash indicating a Foundation emergency. Now he knew how hospital doctors felt being on call all the time - and this was supposed to be the relaxing half term! His sister, Lorna, found him quickly enough.

      ‘Where have you been?’ she asked rather sharply.

      ‘Oh, you know, surfing online.’ That was their code for downloading powers and flying around the world when they should be in school or at home.

      Lorna pouted and didn’t instantly reply. She stared jealously at his phone. Kirby had confiscated hers when he suspended her from accessing the online powers after her involvement with Jake Hunter came to light. Toby had pleaded that she be allowed access again, but Kirby had been firm. In fact, the old man had been stubborn in his decision, claiming it was for her own good. Things were not helped when Chameleon started to suspect that she might have had something to do with Jake Hunter’s miraculous escape from the clutches of the Foundation, although it was impossible to prove anything. Nevertheless, an inquiry had been underway for a couple of months, and until it was resolved, Lorna was suspended.

      Toby wanted to tell her all about the Moron Twins, but telling Lorna anything about his missions these days was like rubbing salt onto a wound. She just sulked and avoided talking about his adventures. It was a shame as he and Lorna had become closer after sharing life-threatening missions.

      ‘Em’s going out of her mind,’ said Lorna in a subdued voice. She stared straight ahead, refusing to look directly at her brother. ‘She thinks she’s located Pete and wants to go looking for him on her own.’

      ‘That’s nuts. Pete’s not the person he used to be. Trust me on that, he nearly tried to kill me several times.’

      Lorna didn’t reply. She knew just how twisted their old friend had become. Jake had told her how Pete had tried to kill his parents by giving them an artificially created virus. How mixed up was he to do that? Jake had left out the details that Pete had been coerced to do it, and that, in revenge, Jake had placed a time bomb virus into Pete.

      ‘Still, she’s probably going to do it. I wish I could help her.’ She looked meaningfully at Toby. Emily still had access to website.

      ‘You know there’s nothing I can do about that.’

      ‘Rubbish.’

      ‘Honestly. If there was—’

      ‘You always say that!’

      ‘Because nothing’s change! Lorn, honestly, I don’t need this right now.’

      ‘Why? Because you’re too busy ridding the world of all the bad guys?’ She slammed her empty cola glass on the table. ‘That’s typical of you, you always wanted to be the perfect goodie-hero.’

      ‘No, it’s because something’s not right at the Foundation.’

      Lorna hesitated; there was an edge to Toby’s voice. ‘Why? What’s happened?’

      ‘Nothing specific. Not really. Chameleon is acting funny and they’ve just got me training up some cadets.’

      ‘I thought you didn’t mind doing that?’

      ‘Not all the time! Lately I seem to be babysitting instead of going on real missions.’ His voice dropped into a hushed whisper. ‘I know where the Council of Evil is, Lorn. We could bring them down!’

      Lorna studied her brother’s face. His voice was filled with passion, and his expression was determined. He had been held prisoner by the Council and tricked into working for them. That experience had angered him and he was determined to bring the bad guys down once and for all.

      ‘See what I mean?’ she finally said, arching an eyebrow.

      ‘What?’

      She mimicked Toby. ‘We can bring down the Council of Evil and rid the world of all the nasty people!’ Toby was surprised at her outburst. Lorna looked sullen. ‘It’s always about you and you massive plans. What about Emily and Pete? What about me?’

      Toby sighed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I care about you guys... well, you and Em. I just don’t understand why the Foundation is putting me and Jen on the sidelines.’

      ‘There you go again! Now you’re talking about your girlfriend,’ said Lorna surlily.

      ‘I wish,’ muttered Toby before he sensed the derision in her tone. He sneered at her. ‘I forgot, you only go for the insane megalomaniac villain types, don’t you?’ He regretted the words the moment he had said them.

      Lorna stood up without a word and headed straight to the toilets. To cry, thought Toby with some satisfaction, although he didn’t really believe that. Lorna was too strong, too stubborn. She just didn’t want to be around him.

      Toby scowled as he looked around the packed hall. He was sitting on his own again. That seemed to be a recurring theme in his life lately, nothing was going the way he had imagine.

      Last week, he’d bought some goldfish in an attempt to cheer himself up. Fish were supposed to be relaxing, but even they had died from over-eating. Stupid fish. He couldn’t even get that right.

      

      Chameleon didn’t look up as Kirby entered the control room. He was studying world maps overlaid with incident patterns of hyper-powered activity. They were all colour coded – yellow for past Council of Evil activity, blue for incidents in which Hero forces had been defeated and red for ongoing Council activity. The board was smothered with colour, including the new addition of green blotches that marked incursions made by Forge. Green was starting to spread like an unwelcome fungus.

      ‘The Council is getting stronger,’ said Chameleon with concern. The last several months had seen his hatred for the enemy grow. His constant entanglements with Jake Hunter had made the war personal. Chameleon would die happy knowing that Hunter had been eradicated. ‘And Forge is gathering strength.’

      ‘Pete Kendall is leading them well,’ commented Kirby. ‘We have created a fine leader there.’

      Chameleon scowled and shook his head. ‘You’ve created a monster with the Kendall boy. It’s about time you started to accept your responsibilities.’

      Chameleon’s tone was harsh and Kirby was visibly upset by the comment, but refrained from arguing. Since Jake had restored his own parent’s memories and escaped from their clutches, Pete had become the leader of Forge, and Toby and Jen had saved the world from Lord Eon. All of this contributed to the deteriorating relationship between Chameleon and Kirby. Kirby suspected that Chameleon was making a play to take leadership of the Foundation. Today it was about to get worse.

      ‘Professor Epstein has escaped,’ said Kirby flatly.

      Chameleon spun on his heels, his mouth ajar. ‘How is that possible?’

      Kirby shrugged and took a seat in front of the sleek computer that projected its displays on the air in front of them. He groaned as he took the weight from his old feet. ‘I don’t know, but he found a way out of the system during the procedure.’

      ‘With Epstein you have created another deranged killer and then let him slip through your fingers? Sometimes I wonder which side you think we are on! You’re methods are barbaric!’

      ‘I didn’t see you arguing when we used Jake Hunter’s own sister to assassinate him,’ countered Kirby.

      Chameleon hissed. ‘Well that’s different...’ He knew that line of defence was feeble. ‘And she wasn’t an assassin. She was supposed to bring him in! He severed her hand and she got it into her own head that he was trying to kill her parents. That was all beyond my control.’

      ‘Beyond your control? Yet it angers you when things extend beyond my grasp? That is very hypocritical, even for you. We can argue all day, but it won’t change the fact Epstein is loose and has already started… abducting people.’

      ‘Is that your polite euphemism for killing?’

      ‘An eclectic mix of people are missing and we have any bodies. So far, there have been several top mathematicians and a dozen cryptographers. He’s also taken six children while they were on their mobiles, computers, gaming consoles or anything electrical. Thirty minutes ago we received this message.’

      He tapped a key. A message replaced the world map:

      

      74 72 61 70 70 65 64...... NanoMite LIVES! THE END OF DAYS IS COMING!...... 74 72 61 70 70 65 64

      

      ‘It wasn’t an email or text, it just appeared within the computer’s operating system. Our programmers are trying to patch the system now in case he has hidden a malignant Trojan.’

      ‘He’s in our systems?’ asked Chameleon in alarm.

      ‘Not at the moment. We have locked everything down and implemented the security protocols we created after Viral attacked our system. They didn’t detect him the first time, but he won’t get in a second time.’

      Chameleon stared at the message. ‘“End of days”, that’s pretty biblical.’

      ‘I think he is referring to us, humanity, rather than the world. After all, what good would a destroyed world be to him?’

      ‘NanoMite? Is that what he’s calling himself. What about these numbers?’

      ‘Just junk characters, left over code.’

      ‘Where do we start looking for him?’

      Kirby drummed his fingers on the desk and stared thoughtfully at the screen. ‘Maybe we won’t.’

      ‘We can’t let that fiend stay loose!’

      ‘You misheard me; I said “we” won’t. I want to send Toby out on the case. Let him build up the facts on his own.’

      ‘You can’t, he’s training the cadets.’

      ‘And he’s doing a splendid job. You saw how the twins handled the incident in Canada?’ It had been on all the news channels, the destruction was impossible to miss. The Foundation had praised the twins’ quick thinking in rescuing the hostages and were not happy with Jen and Toby’s handling of the subsequent arrest.

      Chameleon’s eyes narrowed. He liked Toby and could sense Kirby was planning something. ‘Why not tell him the truth from the outset?’

      ‘You know as well as I that Toby is a smart kid, but impulsive. He can sometime jump to conclusions, both right and wrong. Sometimes it is better to set a small stone rolling to create an avalanche.’

      ‘Why do I feel there is something you are not telling me?’

      Kirby looked away, his gaze unfocused. It was as though he hadn’t heard Chameleon. Chameleon continued:

      ‘Toby’s sister is a liability while she is still associating with Hunter. We need to put a stop to that.’

      ‘I think that will resolve itself. It’s always useful to have somebody so close to the enemy. It’s Emily I worry about. She is beckoning too much of a supporter of Pete’s for my liking. You need to watch her. And, of course, Toby has his heart set raiding the Council’s island and I can’t let that happen.’

      ‘Why not? They’re our enemy!’

      ‘Because… because we can’t,’ snapped Kirby irritably. ‘And should you become leader of this Foundation then you would know the reasons why! But for now I would prefer some fresh talent out there fighting for our cause. Toby will be better suited to tracking down Epstein, or NanoMite as he seems to prefer, and deleting him as quietly as possible and without my involvement.’

      ‘I don’t like this.’

      ‘I’m not asking you to like it. I’m asking you to do it. Toby is our best agent. You should know; you trained him. Sometimes I think the Foundation would be better run in his hands.’

      Chameleon scowled at the dig. ‘What are you going to tell him about NanoMite?’

      Kirby stood up and tapped his cane on the floor twice. It was a nervous habit.

      ‘I shall tell him exactly what he needs to know. More or less.’

      

      Yvonne Clayton arrived home late to her studio apartment. She was only twenty-two, but already one of the most impressive programmers at the Californian Institute of Technology, or CalTech, as was written across her sweatshirt.

      She had her mobile phone wedged between her shoulder and ear as she locked the door behind her and headed for the refrigerator to empty the brown grocery bags of vegetables, hummus and other disgustingly healthy foods.

      ‘That’s what I told him!’ she squealed to her friend over the phone. ‘I thought he wanted to—’

      A high-pitched squeal suddenly emitted from the phone. She yelped and dropped it.

      ‘Oh, heck…’ She trailed off, her anger at dropping her new phone was overtaken by the shock of seeing a strange computerized face glaring at her from the screen. The room lights flickered. On impulse she hit the power button, blanking the screen, just in case she had a phone virus.

      Then the power in her apartment went out with a loud clunk!

      Cautiously, Yvonne stood and pulled the kitchen curtain aside. The streetlights were still on – it was an outage only in her apartment block. She crossed to the cupboard under the sink, she was certain she had a torch in there.

      The television suddenly switched on in the living room, scaring her. The lights were still off, the only illumination coming from the TV. With her heart thumping, she slowly walked towards the lounge.

      ‘H… hello?’

      There was nobody there, just a political show playing to itself. Then the channel suddenly changed to a sitcom, the canned laughter sounded ominous in her dark apartment. Then it changed again and again, now cycling through the channels so rapidly that the images were a blur.

      Yvonne’s heart was racing. She was a rational thinker and didn’t believe in ghosts or the supernatural, but this was something out of her comfort zone. She ran to the power socket and yanked the cable out. The television died.

      Before she could gather her thoughts, there was a heavy rattling noise from the kitchen. She snatched her landline phone and dialled 9-1… her finger hovered over the final 1 for the emergency services.

      ‘Who’s there? I’m calling the cops!’

      As if in answer the repetitive clattering grew in intensity. Yvonne edged towards the doorway and pocked her head around the corner. Her refrigerator was violently rocking from side to side, lightning arcing along the power cable as the appliance edged further from the wall.

      ‘Go away!’ she screamed and thumbed the last 1 on the phone. She placed the phone to her ear… and was alarmed to discover the phone was dead. The telephone operated on separate power supply from the rest of the building, so even if her electricity was cut, she still should get a dialling tone.

      Then a voice spoke from the phone, an eerie electronic whisper that warbled in pitch. ‘Yvonne Clayton, decryption specialist, CalTech, apartment 11030 South Sycamore Street…’ It reeled off her personal details without pause. Yvonne threw the phone down just as the refrigerator door swung open with a heavy thump and a figure climbed out of it!

      The craziness of the situation suddenly flooded Yvonne with courage. ‘Okay, buster! What the hell are you doing in my fridge?’

      The figure pulled itself to its full height and the courage she had summoned moments earlier fled. It was NanoMite in the weirdly smooth computer polygon form of Lord Destructo. He stared at his hand and dust seemed to fall away as the polygon armour vanished leaving a more realistic image beneath - it looked like a man, devoid of hair and impossibly thin. He wore a simulation of clothes, more like a burnt wetsuit. At first Yvonne thought his bones were showing through his chest, until she realised his rib cage was outside of his chest, the bones scorched black and covered with tiny crawling nanite bugs.

      The dust he had shaken off didn’t fall to the ground; instead, it hovered like a mist before swishing in a controlled manner. It smothered the refrigerator. Yvonne was too stunned to even scream, as the fridge dissolved in front of her. The exterior panels went first, leaving just the shelves, food and the pump and freezing elements. In seconds they were gone too. The dust consumed everything right through to the plug in the wall. She couldn’t help but notice that the creature seemed to gain strength from this, somehow becoming more real.

      As the swarm started to consume her microwave, the creature stabbed a finger at her.

      ‘Yvonne Clayton, you will be assimilated into my neural network!’

      For a split-second, Yvonne saw the cloud dart towards her and she felt like a thousand pins were stabbing her skin. Then she fell into darkness.

      

      It was well after midnight before the Wilkinsons left the party. Toby fell fast asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow. He was having the most wonderful dream before he was roughly shaken awake.

      His instincts took over and he lashed out at the man shaking him. It took him seconds to realize he wasn’t in danger - it was Chameleon.

      Toby was puzzled. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘You didn’t answer your phone!’

      Toby groped for the alarm clock. ‘It’s four in the morning. I didn’t hear it. I was having a great dream about... about...’ the images had vanished. ‘Never mind.’

      He reached for his phone. It wasn’t there. He looked on the floor and under the bed. ‘Where is it?’

      ‘How should I know?’

      Toby’s search became more frantic. Anybody could access the powers on it. ‘It was right here!’

      ‘When did you last see it?’

      ‘When I went to bed...’ Toby stopped himself. He was still dressed because he had been exhausted when he returned home. He patted down his empty coat pockets as he tried to remember where he'd put it. ‘I had it last night. I...’

      He remembered putting it on the table in the party, but he was certain he had picked it up. Then he recalled Lorna eyeing it enviously . ‘Oh, no!’

      Toby ran from the room and bolted into Lorna’s room. She wasn’t there.

      Chameleon appeared behind him. ‘Lorna stole it?’

      ‘Sssh,’ whispered Toby. ‘I don’t want my parents to hear. They’re not in the best mood. It looks like she did steal it.’

      ‘We can track it and deactivate it. She won’t get far.’

      Toby shook his head. ‘Lorn and Emily worked out how to turn that off ages ago.’ In fact, he was with them when they stumbled across the option in the phone’s tools. The tracking device was there to help them if they became stranded. They couldn’t fathom a reason for having an option to turn it off, but now Toby knew. You disabled it if you wanted to fall off the grid and vanish.

      ‘I’ll look for her,’ Chameleon assured him. ‘I’ll talk to Emily. She’s may know. But right now you have to meet up with Kirby. He needs your help.’

      Toby groaned. ‘I haven’t slept! I’m shattered!’

      ‘Evil doesn’t sleep, Toby.’

      

      Chameleon used his natural teleport ability to take them to a secure Foundation building. They appeared in a small room with a single door and a large glass screen that overlooked an obstacle course. Toby immediately recognized it as the War Room they used to train new cadets. He had been locked in here many times with Dumb and Dumber. Each time he had teleported in, so had never see the building from the outside. In fact, he had no idea where it was actually located.

      The obstacle course in the room constantly shifted so no two sessions were the same. Artificially Intelligent robots collectively call Nebulous - an assortment of tanks and tiny flying machines - downloaded watered-down powers from the hero website and used them to simulate supervillain attacks. At the moment it was empty. Toby correctly guessed that, wherever the facility was located, it was probably night outside too.

      Chameleon patted Toby on the shoulder. ‘I must go and find Lorna. Please, for the sake of your sister, don’t tell Kirby or anybody else what she has done.’

      Toby nodded, although there was nothing more he would have liked to do at that moment than landing his sister in trouble. Chameleon exited the room, leaving Toby alone with his thoughts. He was just wondering what Jen was doing, when the door opened and Kirby entered.

      ‘Ah! Toby, my boy. So good to see you!’

      Toby stared at the old man. ‘Quark,’ he snapped.

      Kirby smiled. ‘That would be “supernova”’.

      Toby sighed with relief. A Kirby impostor had duped him before in the Council of Evil. Ever since he had a series of keywords to verify he was talking to the real man.

      ‘I heard about your cadets in Toronto,’ said Kirby.

      Inwardly, Toby groaned. He was expecting to be berated for that. ‘Yes, about that...’

      ‘They were wonderful! You’ve done a good job training them up.’

      Toby’s face froze in surprise. ‘I have?’

      ‘Completely. That’s why I want to spirit you away on a little side project. A manhunt.’

      Toby was instantly suspicious. To be woken up at four in the morning for an “urgent” mission was little more than a side project. ‘I thought after I’d trained them up that we would be heading for the Council of Evil headquarters?’

      ‘That can wait.’

      Toby was petulant, but he was tired of the constant excuses to avoid his plan. ‘No it can’t!’

      ‘Toby, it can and it will. The Council are not going anywhere, but our target is.’

      Toby was angry with Kirby for changing the agreement. The whereabouts of the Council’s headquarters was a closely guarded secret. Toby had been imprisoned there. The Council had tricked him to do their dirty work; actions that could have brought the world under the villain’s control. Toby had never forgiven himself for allowing that to happen. However, it had given him first-hand experience as to why the Council of Evil needed to be destroyed. He had managed to escape with the island’s coordinates and had presented them to Kirby thinking that it would be the ideal opportunity for the Foundation to smash its rival. However, Kirby had been strangely reluctant. Despite this, part of him was curious about what was more important than ridding the word of the evil organization once and for all. ‘Who is it?’

      Kirby called up the same text he had shown Chameleon.

      ‘NanoMite,’ said Toby. ‘Does that mean he is really small?’

      ‘No, it means he controls nanites. It’s nanotechnology. They’re very small robots, some are atoms across, that can bond together to form bigger objects, even complex machines which we call nanobots. There are nanites that cut, others that bond, some are even micro-factories that recycle atoms they encounter. By adjusting atoms, electrons, and so on, these machines can turn wood into metal. Sand into an electrical components. They feed from power lines and can suck electricity from batteries as if it was moisture in the air! While they are in the vicinity your phone and other electronic devices won’t work. It’s a good early warning system.

      ‘NanoMite has command of several billion of those micro-machines. Our one advantage is that he doesn’t possess the ability to replicate the nanites themselves. The machines can turn one substance into another, or control bigger machines, but they can’t self-replicate or create new life. If he could replicate, then...’ a dark expression clouded Kirby’s face. He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

      Kirby replaced the message with a series of photographs: six young children, ranging in age from nine to fifteen, and dozens of adults. ‘All these people were taken from their homes without any visible signs of entry. In some instances electronic devices had been destroyed or had even disappeared completely.’

      ‘Who are they?’

      ‘All random people. All dead. The children were all playing computer games at the time. The adults are all mathematical or computer geniuses.’

      ‘Where were their bodies found?’ asked Toby.

      ‘We haven’t found them.’

      ‘So how do you know they are dead?’

      Kirby pondered the question; it hadn’t crossed his mind. ‘Good point. In which case we have a lot of kidnapping cases and no motive.’

      ‘So who is NanoMite? One of the COE’s new psychopaths?’

      Kirby hesitated. ‘A professor; I didn’t know him. He was once a brilliant scientist who experimented on nanotechnology. I want you and Jen to examine the last victim’s apartment. See if you can discover why he’s taking these people.’

      The mention of Jen’s name suddenly made a boring mission sound a little more fun. ‘When do we start?’

      ‘Right now. Jen is already at the crime scene waiting for you.’

      At that moment the observation screen loudly cracked. Both Kirby and Toby jumped and spun to face the window. Toby could feel a wave of heat from it and watched in astonishment as the glass suddenly melted like ice.

      Beyond, he could see dozens of machines under the Nebulous’ control - ranging from small caterpillar tracked tanks to small airborne devices that hovered on the spot - all pointing their way. Their weapons glowed with energy, powers sucked from the website.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      The room lights suddenly flickered. Kirby unsheathed his sword from his cane and hunkered for action.

      ‘You better download some powers, lad. I think NanoMite has left a little welcoming gift for us.’

      Toby’s hand went for his phone... before he remembered that he didn’t have it. The flying killing machines sudden swooped into the room, weapons blazing and coordinated by an Artificially Intelligent computer that specialized in combat.

      And Toby had no superpowers to fend them off.
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      Emily stared at herself in the mirror. She clipped the fringe of her bobbed blonde hair back, and saw the fear reflected in her eyes. She forced herself to calm down.

      ‘Are you sure you’re going to be OK?’ said Lorna, sitting on the edge of the bed.

      Emily nodded and forced a smile. ‘Sure. We know what we’re doing, right?’

      This made Lorna laugh, although she wasn’t feeling particularly happy. ‘At least let’s pretend we do!’ She became serious again. ‘Like you said, if we don’t sort out this mess, nobody else will.’

      The “mess” she was referring to was Jake Hunter and Pete Kendall. The very people Toby no longer seemed to care about. Lorna had been... dating, for want of a better word, Jake, before she discovered he was downloading powers from the villain’s website and was known in the Foundation files as The Dark Hunter. As with all these things, the clue was in the title. Jake had always been nice to her… well, maybe not exactly nice, but certainly bearable, and there was something about him she liked. She just didn’t know what it was.

      Pete was a friend. He had been Toby’s best mate until they had argued over how best to use the hero website. A deep rift had developed between the two, something they hadn’t been able to resolve before Pete was plunged into vats of raw superpowers – the super equivalent of being dumped in sewage. He had fallen into a coma, only to be awoken from it after being pre-programmed by Jake and the Council of Evil. They had tapped into Pete’s negative emotions and used them to create a rampaging supervillain.

      Pete’s body had developed a method of processing his absorbed superpowers so he was able to combine them to create new ones. It was a gift he shared with Jake; although Pete could only combine powers he had soaked up whereas Jake could create new, previously unseen, ones.

      Because they were the only two supers who could do this, both the Foundation and the Council wanted them as a super-weapon. Jake had decided to side with the Council, whereas Pete, typically, didn’t know what he wanted and had ended up leading Forge.

      All of this had occurred while Emily had been out of the picture as a prisoner of Lord Eon. When she had returned and was debrief, she had been shocked in to just how complicated things had become in her absence.

      In an effort to set things right, she had been trying to liaise with Pete and Lorna, keeping under the Foundation’s radar. Chameleon unannounced visit a few hours ago had alarmed her. He bombarded her with questioned about Lorna’s whereabouts.

      Emily thought she had coolly deflected his prying questions, but wasn’t happy about lying. She was supposed to be a hero. Then again, Chameleon had acted rather oddly, as if he was on edge and under pressure. Once he had left, she had agreed with Lorna that now was the time to act.

      Emily looked at Lorna through the mirror. ‘Do you think he’ll listen to me?’

      ‘Em, you know he will. Pete always listened to you. Since he and Toby fought there’s no chance they’ll try and talk to one another again, and Eric Kirby isn’t interested in helping either of them. Not any more.’

      Emily knew her friend was right. It was up to them to sort things out and get things back to the way they used to be. It had taken her weeks to contact Pete. She had used all the resources in the Foundation computer systems just to get an approximate location. Once she had established contact with Forge, she had been sent to many different locations around the world, quantum tunnelling to each one only to discover that it was yet another relay point. Finally she had managed to secure an appointment with her old pal.

      Lorna mused how odd it was that a series of seemingly unconnected events had led them here – a lightning strike to their telegraph pole while online; holding the supervillain Basilisk as prisoner in Pete’s shed and Pete’s subsequent kidnapping that coincided with his parents separating; Mr Grimm’s duplicitous plan to launch Forge against the world by using Jake as their key weapon; and even Toby and Pete’s tumble back in time to save Eric Kirby, in which Pete had innocently sewn the idea of creating the hero website. They were all chance occurrences, a chaotic jumble of incidents that had affected their lives and created their current situations.

      ‘And you’ll be OK with Jake?’ asked Emily. ‘You don’t want me to come along?’

      Lorna shook her head. ‘We have an understanding. Besides, he owes me one after I helped him escape from the hospital. I think I can persuade him to leave the Council of Evil. That’s not who he is.’

      Emily looked at her friend with curiosity. ‘You still haven’t told me how you’re able to download again.’

      ‘I have my ways,’ smiled Lorna. She thought the fewer people who knew about what she had done, the better. ‘Shall we go… or shall we keep on stalling?’

      They had been bolstering each other’s courage for the last thirty minutes, anything rather than actually do the job.

      Emily nodded firmly. ‘OK. Let’s go.’

      They departed on their private quests, unaware that their every move had been monitored, analysed and recorded.

      

      Toby threw himself headfirst through the door as Nebulous’ aerial drones opened fire behind him with a barrage of superpowers - laser vision, heat rays and energy volleys tore up the floor.

      Kirby sliced one of the drones in half with a skilful sword slash. Despite his age, he was fast. He somersaulted over the explosion and into the corridor.

      Behind them, the tanks, downloading levitation powers from the Hero Foundation’s servers, climbed up the walls and into the observation booth, their caterpillar tracks sliding through the puddles of warm liquid glass.

      Toby and Kirby raced down the corridor. Ahead, a blast door suddenly slammed closed, trapping them.

      ‘Shoot it open!’ ordered Kirby.

      ‘I can’t! I don’t have any powers!’ snapped Toby. He was usually calm in times of crisis, but he felt vulnerable without any powers at his disposal.

      ‘Where’s your phone?’

      Toby hesitated, remembering Chameleon’s comment about not revealing Lorna had taken it. ‘I left it at home.’ He felt the irony of being within one of the Foundation’s many facilities and unable to access the online powers, the very thing that held the Foundation together.

      The battle tanks rounded a corner and whirled towards them, lightning erupting from the swivelling weapons turret. Kirby extended his hand; a scintillating energy shield blocked the corridor and absorbed the lightning. The multiple impacts were so severe, his feet slid backwards on the smooth floor, the strain of keeping the shield up showed on his face.

      Toby tried to pry the doors open, but he couldn’t get his fingers in the narrow rim between the two halves. He waved at the security camera mounted in the corner of the corridor, and was dismayed to see the power light suddenly switched off as Nebulous seized control of the system.

      Four tanks now blocked the corridor. Toby looked desperately around for a weapon. He might not have superpowers, but he was still smarter than a machine... he hoped.

      ‘Get down!’ shouted Toby as he suddenly grappled Kirby to the floor.

      ‘What!?!’ exclaimed Kirby as Toby pulled him down. Kirby’s energy shield fizzled out as another volley of lightning bolts arced overhead and melted a hole in the centre of the door.

      Toby took some satisfaction that his plan had worked. ‘Let’s go!’

      He jumped through the narrow hole. Kirby followed him as the tanks switched powers to laser pulses. A ragged section of door fell away under the new onslaught, but Toby and Kirby were already running down another length of corridor. They passed the lifts and Toby stabbed a button, he knew the War Room was located underground.

      ‘No use! Nebulous will control them!’ said Kirby, fighting for his breath. ‘Head for the stairs.’

      They made it to the fire escape door as the tanks rounded another corner. Toby could feel his hair sizzle as the lasers narrowly missed his skull.

      The fire escape was bland and functional and by the time they reached the first landing, the tanks were already on their heels. The caterpillar tracks made short work of ascending the stairs. More aerial drones buzzed in pursuit.

      Toby bound up two steps at a time, but was alarmed to see Kirby was lagging behind, increasingly fighting for his breath.

      ‘Are you alright?’ Kirby nodded, but his face was bright red. ‘How many more floors?’

      ‘Ten,’ gasped Kirby.

      A laptop sized drone suddenly shot up the staircase, borne on mechanical dragonfly wings. To Toby, it looked like a fascinating combination of a helicopter and an insect, but right now he didn’t have time to admire the design. A miniature gun barrel swivelled to face him.

      Toby snatched a fire extinguisher off the wall and slogged the machine. The drone exploded in a tiny fireball, the wreckage rolling down the staircase and under the tread of a battle tank as it rounded onto the landing. The tank’s weapons immediately targeted Toby.

      Toby fired the extinguisher; bilious white foam covered the tank and the one behind. It was enough to blind the tank’s sensors. The machines shot a wild volley of apple-sized fireballs in Toby’s direction but he was already pounding up the stairs. The blind rear tank only succeeded in blowing up the leader machine, blocking the stairs and buying the heroes time.

      The short rest had rejuvenated Kirby, although he still remained several steps behind. Ahead lay a fire exit. Toby crashed through the barrier and into darkness.

      Kirby heaved the fire door shut, not that it would hold the machines off for long.

      ‘Now what?’ said Toby between breaths.

      The landscape around him was lit by a plump full moon. They were standing in a rough car park. The floor was not tarmac, but was dry desert gravel. A dozen cars were parked under a rocky ridge. Toby ran to the top of a rocky incline and stopped dead in his tracks.

      ‘Where are we?’ he asked in awe.

      The moonlit landscape that stretched out before him looked like a lunar surface. Massive craters scarred the desert. It looked completely alien.

      ‘The Nevada Desert,’ said Kirby as he made for a pickup truck. The keys were still in the ignition, this was usually a zero-crime area.

      ‘What are those craters?’

      ‘This used to be the US military’s nuclear test range, the Nevada Test Site. Now, unless you can fly to safety, get in!’ He turned the engine over.

      Toby couldn’t tear his gaze from the unearthly vista. Each of the hundreds of craters that stretched into the distance represented a detonated nuclear bomb. It was unreal.

      ‘Toby!’

      The fire escape door - attached to nothing more than a small building that looked more like a port-a-loo than the entrance to a top-secret Foundation training room - blew open and a foam-covered tank sprang out, followed by a flock of flying killers. Toby darted for the pickup truck as Kirby reversed it.

      The tank fired - blowing up two cars as it tracked the pickup truck. Had its sensors not been clogged, the pickup would have been destroyed with the first shot.

      Toby jumped into the back of the pickup and Kirby accelerated onto a barren stretch of road. Toby watched as more Nebulous-controlled machines spilled into the desert, but they didn’t give chase, instead they milled around the parked vehicles. He saw a cloud of spores detach from the tanks and drones and start to devour the vehicles. The chassis were dissolved as easily as a swarm of locusts eating their way through a cornfield.

      Toby slid the pickup’s rear window open and shouted to Kirby inside. ‘Is that NanoMite?’

      ‘No, that’s just something he left as a booby trap. A batch of nanites that he left in the system to hack into Nebulous. He’ll control those nanites though through some remote access.’

      ‘Who is he? How did he get into the Foundation’s systems?’

      Kirby didn’t answer immediately in case he said the wrong thing. ‘That’s what I need you to find out. What is more important is that you find a way to stop him and his Swarm at any cost. We’ll head to the nearest city and get help there. I just hope that nanite Swarm doesn’t follow us.’

      ‘What about the people in the facility?’

      ‘The machines were coming for us. Specifically, me. I think the others will be safe if they keep their heads down and evacuate.’

      ‘Why is NanoMite coming after you?’

      Kirby didn’t answer. He crunched through the gears, pressing the vehicle as fast as it would go along the dirt road. Toby clung on in the back, watching the pockmarked landscape pass by and marvelling at the sheer destructive force required to scar the landscape.

      He hoped the nano-Swarm wouldn’t follow them. Entering combat without his powers had been a frightening experience, and not one he was willing to try again.

      

      Hayden stared at the platter of ham and sausages his twin had just laid on the table.

      ‘What is this?’

      Jurgen sat at the table and eagerly began eating. ‘Lunch!’ he said, spraying food at his brother.

      Hayden winced, not wishing to be spat on again. He pushed the plate away.

      ‘Jurg, I’m a vegetarian. Or a fishitarian... ‘cause I can eat fish too. Just not meat.’

      Jurgen never once stopped chewing as he stared at Hayden. ‘You don’t want?’

      ‘No, I don’t want.’ Hayden sighed, how could identical twins be so different? Their parents had split up when they were younger. The twins were raised without any knowledge of one another. It was when they both were approached by the Hero Foundation to try their website that they discovered the truth.

      Now, even though their dad had died, leaving Hayden to fend for himself, and they lived on separate continents, they could now regularly see one another thanks to downloadable superpowers.

      Jurgen was angry with his mother for keeping such a secret, but had no clue how he could tell her that they had found one another again, without revealing their super-secret.

      ‘Do you have any vegetables?’ Hayden asked hopefully.

      His brother laughed and reached for the fruit bowl, handing him a brown banana. Their mobile phones suddenly chimed in unison. Jurgen ignored his and continued eating. Hayden read the text message.

      ‘Dude, we have a mission!’

      Jurgen gave a reluctant sigh. ‘More training.’ He was getting tired of the relentless exercises. It felt like being back in school, and to make it worse, their teacher was younger than him.

      Hayden shook his head. ‘No, this is the real deal! We don’t have any training wheels!’ He jumped to his feet, the excitement made him forget all about his hunger. He slapped his brother on his arm to hurry him up. ‘Come on, bro. We’ve got a world to save!’

      He slid through the onscreen power options and selected his three favourite. The screen pulsed, optically transferring the powering into him. He felt the immediate rush of power.

      ‘I love being a superhero!’ he chuckled, performing a little jig of excitement.

      

      The only thing good about being a Super, is going to cool places, thought Toby as he stared down the wild neon of Las Vegas Boulevard. They had hit the Vegas suburbs in just under two hours. Whatever time it was now, the famous city was showing no signs of winding down.

      Then he corrected himself, he currently wasn’t a Super, but a regular kid, until he could access the Internet.

      They passed the huge Bellagio Hotel, the lake in front was throwing up a wonderful fountain display. Opposite was the Eiffel Tower, or rather a smaller five-eights-scale version that belonged to the splendid Paris Las Vegas Hotel. Toby was enthralled; the danger from the last couple of hours was almost forgotten. Kirby stopped the truck.

      ‘Are we going inside?’ he asked hopefully.

      Kirby shot him a scornful glance. ‘We haven’t got time to play! Sometimes, Toby, I wonder where you head is at.’

      The blunt dig hurt Toby’s feelings, but he refused to let Kirby notice. Ever since Pete had switched sides, Toby had the distinct feeling that Kirby blamed him. He’d never actually said that, but it was becoming clear that Toby was no longer his favourite Downloader.

      Toby jumped from the back of the pickup, and landed awkwardly spraining his ankle.

      ‘OW! Dammit!’ He hobbled, taking the weight off his foot. It was the first time he’d been properly injured in a long while. He had been shot at, frozen, blasted into the lower atmosphere, dropped from great heights, bounced through time and assaulted in a variety of other ways, but because he had had his powers, the injuries didn’t seem quite real. Now, a simple sprain was agony.

      Kirby wasn’t watching him, he was anxiously looking at his mobile phone. He suddenly looked across at the Eiffel Tower. Moments later Hayden and Jurgen dodged between the lines of taxis entering the hotel. They looked fresh and alert, reminding Toby that he hadn’t slept properly and fatigue was clouding his decisions.

      ‘Yo, Bossman!’ beamed Hayden. ‘Tobe-meister!’

      ‘Mister Kirby, Tony,’ said Jurgen somewhat more respectfully, although he had yet to get Toby’s name right.

      ‘Glad to see you, boys!’ said Kirby with a relieved smile. Toby felt a twinge of jealousy, it was clear, at least to him, that the twins were his replacements. ‘I can’t raise Chameleon. Have you heard from him?’

      ‘Radio silence, boss. Last I heard was that he was going after Dark Hunter, big time.’

      Kirby looked anxious. ‘He’s making a habit of disappearing without a trace,’ mutter Kirby. ‘Never mind. We have a crisis at the War Room. We have been attacked by nanites—’

      ‘Nanna-whats?’ asked Hayden with a frown.

      Toby interjected. He thought he better say something in case people started regarding him as a fifth-wheel. ‘Nanites are microscopic robots that can do a variety of tasks. Alone they are not a threat, but thousands or even billions of them can form together and cause a lot of trouble.’

      Kirby nodded in agreement. ‘And these nanites are acting as a Swarm with one mind. They have corrupted Nebulous’ artificial intelligence and will be using that as advanced tactical combat knowledge. But they are being commanded from somewhere else.’

      ‘Who is the perpetrator behind all of this?’ asked Jurgen. He was still chewing a sausage he had brought with him.

      ‘That’s what Toby is going to find out. You boys are going to go back to the War Room and stop the swarm.’

      Toby tapped Kirby on the shoulder.

      ‘They don’t have to go back there.’ He pointed down the street. ‘The War Room has come to us.’

      Everybody turned as a chorus of car horns started up. A six-metre nanobot had appeared at the crossroad. It was human in shape, a mishmash of War Room technology: the cars in the car park and other odds and ends. Its arms bristled with multiple weapons from the War Room drones.

      A taxi slammed into the foot of the creature, steam rising from under the bonnet. The driver hurried out as the robot pointed at the vehicle. A stream of nanites fired out, enveloping the taxi. In seconds the bodywork disintegrated, leaving the chassis, engine and wiring underneath. A few seconds later, that vanished too.

      Toby noticed patched of yellow appear across the robot’s body and he realized that the machine hadn’t destroyed the taxi - it had absorbed it. He opened his mouth to tell the others, but Hayden and Jurgen had already taken to the air. He noticed Kirby was running for cover. Typical, Primes always thought they were more valuable than Downloaders because they had been born with inherent powers. Toby took a few steps after the twins, but his ankle hurt like mad.

      ‘No wait! You don’t know what you’re doing!’

      Crowds of people were now fleeing from the nanobot as it demolished the traffic around it. Few people paid any heed to the two figures flying towards the danger.

      ‘This is gonna be wicked!’ screamed Hayden. He orbited the robot and unleashed several fireballs from the palms of his hands. The giant rocked as they struck, the flames sizzling across its body.

      ‘Jurg! Go in low, let’s trip this metal-head over!’

      Jurgen peeled away and circled around the back of the machine as it turned to swat his brother. He flew over a cloud of nanites as they chewed through more vehicles, transporting the microscopic particles back to the nanobot’s body.

      Jurgen opened his mouth and belched a cone of ice on the floor behind the robot. It was a favourite tactic of the twins - fire and ice. They were convinced it would stop almost everything. All Hayden had to do was blast the machine with enough force that it would trip on the slick road... before it melted.

      Hayden hovered in the air to get the nanobot’s attention. A dozen guns, attached along the machine’s arms, all rotated towards him - every one firing a distinctly different energy power.

      Hayden wasn’t prepared for the multicoloured barrage. He dodged as best he could, calling up a protective shield around him to take the brunt of the assault. The attack was too strong, and the bubble burst, propelling him out of control against the Eiffel Tower. He hit it with such force that he wedged between the girders, knocking his head hard, sending him unconscious.

      ‘Hayden!’ bellowed Jurgen as he saw his brother swatted away. Jurgen tried to fly up to the robot’s eye-level to blind it - but the monster was growing. At first, Jurgen was confused, then he looked down to see nanites swirling around the robot’s feet like a tornado, sucking in any form of technology, transferring it to the nanobot to make it bigger.

      Jurgen was so spellbound he didn’t notice the mighty metal palm swat him from the sky. He spiralled down, splashing into the Bellagio’s lake.

      The fleeing crowds buffeted Toby. He watched with despair as the robot stomped across the boulevard, kicking a bus out of its way - which was consumed by the nano-cloud moments later. The robot increased in size with every step it took as it lumbered towards the Eiffel Tower. At first, Toby thought it was going for Hayden, but as the machine reached out, a cloud of nanites leapt from its hands and started eating the steel girders.

      The robot was feeding off the tower! It wasn’t just absorbing the metal, its nanites broke down wiring, bulbs, everything and anything it could recycle. There was no telling how big it would get.

      Toby looked around for something - anything - he could use. Then he spotted a mobile phone lying on the floor, dropped by somebody too panicked to care. He scooped it up and excitedly tried to access the Hero website on the mobile browser... but he couldn’t find the site. With a sinking feeling he remembered that entering the URL was not enough, the website was hidden behind a constantly changing alphanumeric string. He wouldn’t be getting any powers from there.

      The nanobot shook as it grew. The top of the Eiffel tower dissolved like sand, spreading quickly down to where Hayden was wedged ninety-one metres up and unconscious. If the tower dissolved around him he would plummet to his death.

      Toby started to run, unsure if he could do anything to stop the attack. His ankle ached with every step, forcing him to stop. The robot was getting bigger from the components within the stolen tower, and time was running out. Then a crazy thought struck him. When he weighed against doing nothing, it was worth a try. He rushed back to the pickup truck. Luckily Kirby had left the keys in the ignition. He hopped in and switched the engine on.

      He had tried to drive a Porsche once in Germany, and that had gone terribly wrong, but after watching his dad sedately drive the family car, he thought he knew why. He carefully pressed down on the clutch with his sore foot and pushed the gear stick into first. The gears crunched but the stick moved into place. Then he stomped on the accelerator as he released the clutch pedal.

      The pick-up lunged forward with a peculiar noise - Toby realised that the handbrake was still on. He pushed it down and the truck hurtled forward, the engine redlining. He floored the clutch again and moved into second gear with another nasty crunch, but at least the engine didn’t stall.

      He aimed straight for the nanobot as it grew an additional five metres. Luckily the roads were empty, pedestrians had fled to safety and every other vehicle had been absorbed.

      He pushed the accelerator flush against the floor - and suddenly wondered if the vehicle had airbags. His hand snapped for the seatbelt, but it refused to move as the inertia locks gripped it tight.

      It was too late to worry now. The colossus filled the windscreen.

      

      Hayden drifted back into consciousness - and immediately wished he hadn’t. The nanobot was looming over him, twice as large as when he first attacked it. A quick glance up revealed the top of the tower was missing. He felt the girder under his hand suddenly go pliable - then it collapsed into a cloud of steel filings that got sucked into the robot like a Hoover. Hayden fell.

      He kicked in his flying power to break his fall, and zoomed away to safety - it was then that he noticed the pickup truck racing towards the nanobot, its engine straining. He mistakenly assumed the driver was in peril.

      ‘No way! I’ll save ya!’

      Hayden blasted the ground in front of the pickup, forming a crater in the road. One side of the pickup rolled into the crater - the entire vehicle suddenly rolled onto its roof. He watched as the pickup rolled several times before coming to a halt upside-down, horn blaring. He had hoped the vehicle would have just come to a stop in the crater.

      ‘Oops! Sorry!’

      He swooped down. The driver was pinned in his seat by an airbag. Hayden tugged the door, but it was buckled and wouldn’t open.

      ‘You’re lucky I was in the neighbourhood, my friend. A head on run-in with that thing would have killed ya.’ He formed a ping-pong sized fireball and blasted the door off its hinges. He was feeling proud with mastering the little techniques Toby had showed him. ‘I just saved your life!’

      Hayden pulled the driver out - and was surprised to receive a punch across the face for his troubles. He staggered backwards and was shocked to discover it was Toby.

      ‘You moron!’ Toby screamed. ‘You almost killed me!’

      ‘I was trying to save your life!’

      ‘By shooting me?’

      ‘What were you trying to do?’

      Toby was about to answer, but caught sight of the nanobot. It was now twenty-metres tall and finishing off the last of the tower. Then it started on consuming the casino that lay at the foot of the tower.

      Jurgen joined them, patting his twin’s shoulders in concern. ‘You are OK?’ Hayden nodded. Jurgen spun Toby around in concern. And Tony, you are good too?’

      Toby pointed at his pickup truck. ‘Jurg, can you lift this?’

      ‘This? Ja,’ said Jurgen, easily lifting the pickup over his head.

      Toby was relieved the twins insisted on downloading the same powers every time. ‘Good. Now throw it straight at the nanobot’s body. Aim for the chest and throw it as hard as you can!’

      Jurgen was an excellent athlete, and loved field events, specialising in javelin. He balanced the heavy pickup on one hand, took a short run and hurled the vehicle.

      It was a perfect shot. The pickup hit the nanobot in the centre of its back and pushed through the chest - arcing out the other side and crashing into the casino below.

      The impact was so severe that the component parts of robot separated. The impact shockwave rippled through the machine, forcing the tiny nanites to release their hold on the accumulated junk. The hundreds of thousands of tiny components that were held together suddenly crashed to the floor in piles of twisted junk metal. Within seconds the entire beast had shuddered apart, leaving nothing more than a pile of junk.

      ‘Wow!’ shouted Hayden, punching the air. ‘That was mega-awesome! How did you know?’

      Toby beamed with satisfaction. ‘Goldfish.’ The twins gave him a funny look. ‘Goldfish don’t stop eating. They can die from over-eating. Just like that thing. It was getting bigger and bigger, absorbing everything it could, but there were still the same number of nanobots holding it together. Kirby said they couldn’t multiply. So in the end they were stretched too thin, too weak. That’s why I was going to drive into it.’

      Jurgen clapped him on the back, knocking the breath from him. ‘That was very clever, Tony.’

      Toby allowed himself a brief moment of victory before Kirby ran over from his hiding place. Toby was angry that Kirby, like all Primes, Kirby thought himself too valuable for direct confrontations. He dismissed that thought. He had seen Kirby fight when the chips were down and he owed his new life to Kirby. It might be one without his best friend Pete, but it was without doubt a rare opportunity he was thankful for.

      ‘Jurgen, you were amazing!’ cried Kirby. Toby suddenly felt the elation sucked from him. ‘I saw what you did. Good thinking!’

      Toby stared at Jurgen, waiting for him to point out it was all his idea. Instead Jurgen grinned and accepted the hearty handshake from Kirby.

      ‘It was nothing,’ Jurgen simpered. ‘My brother sets them up, I bring them down,’ he said, pounding his chest for emphasis.

      Toby was furious. Before he could say anything he suddenly caught movement in the destruction - the nanite-swarm was swirling, still active. He was about to shout out - but Jurgen had seen the problem too.

      The German rushed forward, his mouth as wide as possible. Ice erupted like a geyser, freezing the Swarm in a huge block of ice that crashed to the ground. It was over in seconds, every nanite had been trapped.

      Toby hated himself for admitting that was a good idea. Jurgen and Hayden hi-fived each other, and Kirby shook them both by the shoulders ecstatically. Nobody congratulated Toby.

      ‘You’re both geniuses!’ laughed Kirby.

      The sound of approaching sirens broke Kirby from his revelry. He turned to Toby and handed him his phone.

      ‘Here, use this until you get your own back. Find Jen, she’s waiting for you at the crime scene. We better go before the authorities start asking awkward questions.’ He gripped the twins’ arms and all three teleported away with a boom.

      Toby stood in the ruined boulevard alone. He was seething with anger and jealousy. Why had Jurgen simply not told the truth? Was he one of those egotists who craved attention, or was he simply not used to praise and got it where he could. Toby recalled training them. He had been tough on the twins, mainly because he felt training the new kids was beneath him. He couldn’t think of a time he had congratulated either of them. He must look like an impossible to please teacher. Then something else occurred to him, the twins probably hated him, just as he hated school teachers who constantly spouted and complained.

      Doubt started encroaching on Toby’s thoughts. He remembered both Lorna and Pete accusing him of being arrogant because he wouldn’t allow them to exploit their powers for money. Pete had even called him a control freak. Toby was starting to see why. Was he really responsible for alienating everybody? Was he acting so arrogantly that he couldn’t see how much he was annoying people?

      Feeling fragile, Toby called up the re-downloaded teleport power built into Kirby’s phone. He made a mental image of his destination so he could teleport there. That was easy, all he had to do was think of Jen.

      At least she liked him.
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      ‘What kept you,’ asked Jen irritably.

      Toby’s smile vanished as he teleported into the room. Jen stood arms akimbo, an impatient look on her face.

      Toby’s reply was dry. ‘I was busy saving Las Vegas from a horde of micro-machines.’

      Jen grunted in response as if it was the worst excuse she’d heard. ‘I was asleep, you know, before I was dragged here. I need my beauty sleep.’

      Toby couldn’t avoid a lingering glance. Even in a hastily thrown on sweatshirt and with her hair in a messy ponytail, he wanted to say that she didn’t. Luckily he stopped himself; that sounded so lame in his head. He kept lying to himself about having a crush, and now he was reaping the consequences - he felt doubly depressed that she was irritated with him.

      ‘Like it’s my fault we’re both here!’ he said, looking around the apartment. ‘Wherever here is.’

      Jen sighed, a little too theatrically. ‘Don’t you read your messages?’ She waggled her phone at him.

      ‘I didn’t get it,’ he mumbled. He didn’t want to admit his own sister had stolen his phone. As angry as he was with Lorna, he didn’t want to turn other people’s opinions against her.

      ‘You’re useless.’ It was a flippant comment and she smiled as she said it, but it hurt Toby. Jen read from the device. ‘This is the home of Yvonne Clayton, a promising student at Caltech. She specialized in cryptology.’

      ‘Is that something to do with crosswords?’ said Toby glibly as he looked around the apartment. It was a nice place, equipped with a huge TV and every type of media player he could name. Yvonne clearly loved her gadgets.

      ‘It’s the study of codes, moron. Apparently she was one of the best students they’d ever seen. A keen programmer too.’

      ‘And how did she go missing?’

      ‘That’s the reason I got dragged out of bed.’

      ‘Kirby mentioned a new villain, NanoMite. I saw some of his handiwork in Vegas. He can control nanites - they miniature robots—’

      ‘Duh! I know what they are. They’re artificially created microscopic machines.’

      Toby scowled. She was treating him exactly the way he had treated the twins. ‘That’s about all we know.’ He examined the door. It had been kicked open, wooden splinters were strewn over the floor. ‘I guess he broke in through here.’

      Jen rolled her eyes, and puffed loudly. ‘That was the police, who forced entry after neighbours reported a scuffle.’ She waggled her phone again. ‘It’s all on the report. You should read it.’

      ‘Why? You’re doing such a patronizing job at reading it out.’

      Jen pursed her lips and slid the phone into her pocket. ‘Sorry, but I get cranky with no sleep. So, Einstein, how did Nano get in and out with the woman?’

      Toby looked around for any clues. He walked into the kitchen and stopped in his tracks.

      ‘The fridge has gone,’ he said looking at the empty space. ‘And the microwave too.’

      Jen followed him in. ‘Who are you all of a sudden? Sherlock Holmes? Maybe she didn’t have them? Or are you saying our villain stole them too?’

      Toby ignored her and examined the fridge space closely. He traced his fingers over scuffs on the wall and deep indentations on the floor where the refrigerator had danced out when it shook.

      ‘Anyone with the state-of-the-art stuff in her apartment would have a decent fridge and microwave.’

      ‘You know, some people can cook fresh. They don’t have to nuke everything.’

      ‘You’re right. That’s why she bought a bunch of fresh things, including a tub of ice cream that was to go in the refrigerator.’ He pointed to an empty grocery bag, and another that hadn’t yet been emptied and sported a wet patch from where the ice cream had melted.

      Jen was impressed, but tried to it. Toby then pointed at the indentations on the floor.

      ‘The fridge has moved, maybe somebody was trapped inside. You can see the scuff marks on the wall as it rocked side-to-side.’

      ‘They could have been made when she moved in.’

      Toby flicked the torn wallpaper. ‘Too fresh. These marks on the floor were made as the fridge rocked out of the bay. See? Little circles like the screw legs you get on a fridge to set it level.’

      ‘So she was attacked by her fridge,’ said Jen sceptically. ‘Which then kidnapped her?’

      ‘The apartment door was locked from the inside. You said so.’ Toby was thinking hard. ‘It was obviously NanoMite who did this. He must be able to move through the electricity cables, that’s how he’s getting in!’

      ‘And he came through the fridge?’

      ‘Why not? I’m guessing that one electrical appliance is just as good as another. Kirby told me some kids were abducted when they were playing games. He came out of the screen!’

      ‘Whoa, wait up. How can he move through wires?’

      Toby was wondering why Kirby hadn’t just told them the facts from the beginning. Why had he wanted them to visit the crime scene? ‘The machines in the War Room were infected by nanites. Kirby was convinced NanoMite left them behind. If they’re small enough, and I’m talking microns across,’ he paused to allow Jen to ask what a micron was. He was disappointed when she just signalled for him to continue. ‘Then I guess it’s possible that those nanites can also get through systems... flowing along with the rest of the current.’

      ‘I’m no expert on nanotechnology, but is it really possible to make machines that small?’

      ‘Maybe not for regular science... but the Foundation or the Council? It is possible. I did it myself. That’s how I escaped from the Council’s island and found you in Chicago.’

      ‘OK, let’s suppose for a minute that NanoMite can digitize himself into computers—’

      ‘Not just computers; machines. Any machine. Like the fridge.’

      Jen nodded, it made some sort of sense. ‘So he digitized this woman and escaped through the microwave?’

      Toby shrugged. ‘Something like that. I think it’s more like the nanites deconstructed her into atoms and they left the same way he got in.’

      Something was bothering Jen. ‘Kirby said NanoMite left them behind, in the War Room?’

      ‘That’s what he said.’

      ‘Then that suggests NanoMite was there, at the Foundation. Kirby should know who he is?’

      That hadn’t occurred to Toby. His mind was still fluffy from lack of sleep. ‘Then why would he send us out to find out who NanoMite is?’

      Jen looked grave. ‘I don’t know, but I don’t like it.’ Then she noticed something on the wall behind Toby. ‘What’s that?’

      It looked like dust had streaked across the otherwise clean white walls. Toby stared at it, then looked towards the fridge space, then at his own feet as he tried to imagine the villain appearing in the kitchen.

      ‘She was standing right here. The fridge was there. He came out, grabbed her... maybe he fired something at her, which means this is residue from that.’

      Jen examined the dust closely. ‘It’s not residue, it’s more like... graffiti.’

      Toby joined her. Against the light grey dust, heavier particles had burnt the wallpaper, leaving a very faint string of characters that repeated themselves:

      

      68 65 6c 70 20 6d 65....1142 SMITH STREET....68 65 6c 70 20 6d 65

      

      ‘That’s NanoMite for sure. This string of junk is the same on the message he left at the Foundation. But why leave an address?’ He took a picture of it on his phone.

      ‘So we can forward his mail?’ said Jen dryly. ‘And there could be hundreds of similar addresses all around the world. Are we going to search them all?’

      ‘Well he left it for a reason.’

      ‘Yeah, a trap. Just waiting for somebody dumb enough to walk right into it. If she was deconstructed as you said, then he could probably put her back together on the other side? So she’s not dead? Those others, those people, they can still be alive?’

      ‘I don’t see why not. The question is: what does he need them for?’

      

      NanoMite sensed his defeat in Las Vegas as soon as his nano-Swarm broke communication. He stalked across the cavernous chamber he was using as a lair.

      His entire body was held together by nanites, some slightly larger than an atom. The humanoid shape of his body was only something that manifested from a vague memory, although he was sure his knees were not supposed to bend that way. That’s what gave him his peculiar bobbing gait, not that he was concerned with image.

      He had vague memories of what it was like to be human, but since the experiments, he could only remember snatches. They were pictures in his mind. The only emotions he associated with them were hate and rage.

      Forty people stood motionless in the room, all snatched so he could use their peculiar talents. Nanites had seeped inside them, through their mouths, noses, ears and even the pores in their skin. The ultra-small machines had tapped into nerve endings and secured even more metal plates and monitoring panels to their bodies, turning them into one single bio-processor. Rather than work within the limits placed by standard silicon processors, NanoMite had developed the ultimate neural network - a computer system running on the brains of the exceptionally intelligent people he had kidnapped. Between them, they were capable of processing calculations millions of times more swiftly than the fastest supercomputer.

      They were the backbone of his operation. Through his ingenious living computer network he could process the billions of commands needed to control with Swarm anywhere in the world.

      He had chosen the victims for their skills in decrypting complex security algorithms and their ability to rapidly program new codes in their heads so that his Swarm could adapt and react to the new challenges it was facing.

      The loss of his nanites in Vegas was a small setback; although they represented only a small portion of the micro-machines at his command. He could ill afford to lose any until he could find a way to replicate them.

      NanoMite’s black eyes scanned his captives. They were still alive. That was progress. The previous batch had died of hunger. He crossed over to a thick set of electrical cables that ran across the circular chamber. The cables were still connected to the electricity grid and provided a convenient access point to the world.

      A voice suddenly whispered in his head, it was like a distant echo, a consciousness that argued with him. Sometimes the voice hurt, like needles in the brain. NanoMite roared with frustration and pounded his own head with such force it crunched out of shape. Seconds later the nanobots repaired his skull and the voice had gone. He was relieved. Being a world domineering mega-villain was pressure enough without part of your own sub-conscious rebelling against you.

      NanoMite pushed his fingers into the plastic coating power cable. He didn’t damage it as the nanites wove his atoms between the atoms in the wires. It was as if he has passed his hand through water. Once inside he discharged a thousand nanobots. That would be enough for the task. His neural-processors had gathered enough information from the initial attack on Vegas so that the remaining nanites could learn from previous mistakes. They couldn’t be stopped the same way twice.

      The miniscule machines flowed with the electrons, their Swarm mind navigating them along the power grids, towards the target.

      

      The fire crews and police cars pushed through the excited crowds on Vegas Boulevard. People were babbling about giants and flying people. The police were baffled because the replica Eiffel Tower had vanished, along with half the casino - but there was no trace of wreckage.

      Before they could investigate the scene further, the power suddenly blacked out. Blocks in every direction plunged into darkness. The famous strip was engulfed by the night.

      The crowd grew restless so the police cars put their spotlights on and a circling police helicopter shone its searchlight down to provide illumination.

      Then the police car lights suddenly cut out. The fire trucks ground to a sudden halt as all power was drained from their engines and the police chopper suddenly went silent and plummeted from the sky as it lost all power to the engines.

      Cries of panic spread across the crowd as they discovered that their mobile phones, watches, headphones and cameras were suddenly powerless.

      The machines had begun to revolt.

      

      Emily looked around the old Spanish fort. It wasn’t quite what she had been expecting. The sun beat down from a clear blue Mediterranean sky, raising ghostly heat ripples at the top of the battlements.

      Her escort didn’t follow her into the main quad, and she noticed more Forge members standing in the shadows, guarding their leader. If the atmosphere hadn’t been so tense, she would have laughed at the notion of the Pete she knew, leading a group of rebel Supers.

      Pete stood on the battlements, looking down on her. She gracefully leapt up in a power-assisted jump and smiled broadly at her old friend. Pete watched her carefully, and saw a flicker of repulsion cross her face. It only lasted a fraction of a second, but it was enough.

      ‘You don’t like the way I look? I don’t blame you, but I can’t help that.’

      ‘No, no, it’s fine,’ said Emily hastily. ‘You don’t look…’ she faltered. She couldn’t say he looked fine because that would be an obvious lie. Pete’s skin was tinted cyan and heavily cracked like old leather. It itched like mad, but he had to be careful scratching it as pieces occasionally fell off. He looked more like the living dead. He self-consciously touched his face.

      ‘I know what I look like Em. That’s why I came out here, to try and get a tan.’

      Emily didn’t know whether he was joking or not.

      ‘It’s good to see you, Pete. Is this yours?’ she gestured to the fort.

      ‘Do you mean: did I steal it?’ Emily blushed, but refused to look away as Pete stared at her. ‘We had a base. It was really cool, in the mountains. You would have loved it,’ he said with a sudden spurt of old-Pete enthusiasm. ‘But then some idiots from the COE found us and wrecked the place. That’s why we took all those precautions before you could come here. We wanted to make sure you were not being followed.’

      Emily gazed out at the deep blue sea and picturesque bay. She became embarrassed when she realized that Pete was watching her.

      ‘Why are you here?’ he asked. ‘I’m guessing that it’s not to join Forge?’

      ‘No. Come on, Pete, Forge? What’s the point?’

      ‘The point is that we can do what we want. We’re not stuck to boring rules! Both the Council and Foundation manipulate people, with us, it’s WYSIWYG.’

      ‘Wizzy-wig?’

      ‘What you see is what you get,’ he said with a smile.

      ‘Pete, you belong with us. Your friends miss you.’

      His smile fluidly dropped. ‘Friends? Like Toby? He’s just like every other bully who used to pick on me. But now... now they can’t. I’m too powerful.’

      ‘You’re wrong about him. And what about friends like Lorna and me?’Pete refused to match her gaze. He stared out across the ocean. ‘I can’t Em. Kirby would probably try to kill me, after all, I nearly killed him when I escaped from the Foundation hospital.’

      ‘But that was an accident. You weren’t in control - Jake Hunter was using you. Kirby knows that.’

      Pete gently shook his head. ‘There’s no going back there, Em. And the Council... they’re a bunch of losers too. Did you know Jake has poisoned me?’ The shocked look on her face clearly indicated that she hadn’t heard. ‘He placed an artificial virus into my body. A real one, not a computer one.’ He thought it best not to mention that Jake poisoned him in retaliation for Pete almost killing his parents. The truth sounded less sympathetic.

      Emily was horrified. ‘You can’t let him do that to you! We can stop him.’

      Pete snorted. ‘No one can. Why do you think Forge has been doing all these... real bad things lately?’

      ‘Because of Jake?’

      ‘He set the virus off already, Em. It’s eating me from the inside out. The only hope I’ve got is by interfering with Hunter’s mission. Get whatever he needs, then keep it until I can convince him to give me the cure.’’

      Emily felt suddenly angry. She knew Lorna was trying to talk Jake out of his misguided ways. She suddenly felt a surge of confidence.

      ‘We’ll put a stop to that. Together. We can convince him, Pete. I know we can.’

      An expression of hope crossed Pete’s face. He wanted to believe her. He wanted to believe there was a way out of the curse he had placed himself in because of hundreds of small, random chances that had pushed his life down this path.

      ‘Do you really think so? I’d resigned myself to thinking that life just had it in for me. Like I was supposed to be a hulking great monster with bad skin.’

      Emily smiled. ‘I don’t believe in destiny. I believe people can change.’

      They were unaware of movement on the fortress wall across from them. If anybody had chosen that moment to look then they would have seen the sunlight glint off a small metal chassis. It looked like a smashed mobile phone had suddenly grown legs and was stalking them. The nanobot raised its scorpion-like tail - but it wasn’t tipped with a stinger, instead it had a small satellite dish that it pointed skyward and broadcast the conversation into space.

      

      From his den, thousands of miles away, NanoMite watched and listened to the conversation. It wasn’t displayed on a screen, but instead it was transmitted directly into his brain - a floating image as substantial as a daydream.

      ‘Perfect,’ he cackled to himself, his voice echoing around the bare concrete walls. He watched as his kidnapped victims swayed as they processed dynamic chaos theory equations. Even with their blistering speeds, it was still a slow process. He could only increase the speed by recruiting more unwilling volunteers, but he was quickly running out of nanobots. His Machiavellian plan lay at the tipping point - he needed a way to replicate the nanobots before he stretched himself too thin and his scheme failed.

      However, his chaos computations had led him towards Pete in a seemingly random, holistic trail. He had a problem and the laws of chaos theory had pointed him towards the solution.

      It appeared that Pete Kendall was the answer to his problems.

      

      Jen had wanted to immediately return to the Foundation Headquarters with their latest discovery, but Toby had other things on his mind. He was concerned that Lorna had stolen his phone and disappeared off to do who-knew-what - and she wasn’t answering. Last time she had gone missing, she had landed in a world of trouble with Jake Hunter.

      He took a deep breath. She was probably with Emily, and at least Emily had the good sense not to get into trouble. If he tried hard enough, he could almost convince himself not to worry.

      Toby decided they should head back home to search for his own phone. Following Chameleon’s warning, and the fact he didn’t want to land his sister in any more trouble, he didn’t want to admit to Jen that he’d lost it, so he made the pretext of wanting to talk to Lorna.

      They appeared in his bedroom, which was just as messy as ever. Toby hadn’t been around much to tidy it.

      ‘Wait here,’ he told Jen and dashed to the door, cautiously peering out in case anybody had heard them arrive. Luckily his parents were out working.

      ‘Wow, is this your room? It’s a real dump!’

      Toby instantly regretted bringing her back, but it was too late to worry about that now. He bounded down the stairs and checked every room. There was nobody home. He returned to find Jen sitting at his desk, her boots on his desk, reading a comic she’d taken from a stack.

      ‘You still read comics?’ There was a note of scorn in her voice.

      Toby didn’t think it would help explain that most of them were Pete’s that he had brought around when they had first discovered their powers. Besides she was reading a new one, so she probably wouldn’t believe him. Instead he snatched it from her hands.

      ‘Hey! I was reading that!’

      ‘I thought you didn’t like comics?’

      ‘I didn’t say that,’ she replied defensively. ‘Are you hoping to star in one of your own?’ There was no avoiding the sarcasm.

      ‘You know, I used to think you were cool.’

      ‘When I was always beating you up?’ she said, climbing from the chair.

      ‘I think you’ll recall that I out smarted you pretty much every time.’ He didn’t like the look that was crossing her face, so he quickly changed the conversation. ‘Nobody’s home. I should try calling her.’

      He dialled his own phone number. It went straight to voicemail. Toby wanted to kick himself, he was using Kirby’s phone. Perhaps Lorna had seen the name flash up and immediately cut the call?

      ‘Is she avoiding your calls?’ asked Jen.

      ‘Looks like.’ He tried Emily’s mobile and got the same response.

      Jen watched him drop onto his bed with a defeated sigh. She felt a sudden pang of sympathy for him, but didn’t know why.

      ‘Don’t worry about it, Shrimp. I’m sure they’re fine, if they were in any trouble the Foundation will know about it.’ She gently kicked his feet and smiled. ‘Come on, we’ve got a job to do. We can bounce that address to the Foundation and ask them to trace it. In the meantime I’m gonna head home and catch up with my sleep. See ya later.’ With a dull thump, she teleported away.

      Toby sat on his bed, exhaustion catching up with him. Maybe it was because he was worried about his sister and was so tried that he felt over emotional and unappreciated. For a fleeting second he wished things could return back to the way they were. Then again, from the moment he’d gotten the powers, things had started to go wrong. First with his mother being kidnapped by the overly theatrical Doc Tempest, his home destroyed then his friendships started to crack shortly after.

      A thought suddenly struck him: maybe it was time to retire from the hero business? Hang up the old cape, so to speak, now that he had been consigned to menial jobs?

      Or maybe it was time to put the past aside and start thinking about himself? He kicked off his trainers and lay on the bed. He was asleep in seconds.

      He hadn’t noticed the faint ashen footprint he had trod into his carpet. It was something he had picked up on the sole of his shoes at the crime scene. The dust suddenly moved, betraying its synthetic nature. The nanites clumped together to form a small beetle shaped silver nanobot that scuttled towards the power socket.

      

      Eric Kirby stared at the huge screen depicting the world’s trouble spots. Things were getting worse – worse than usual – and that was saying something. He was feeling intensely guilty about that, as most of it was his own fault.

      He looked around the empty control centre. He had ordered everybody out so he could have some time on his own. He’d miss the Foundation when he was gone… which he suspected would be sooner than he would have liked. The Foundation had been part of his life for longer than he cared to remember. It had all started over a century ago when he and his brother had discovered an island run by a pirate. That villain and gone on to become his arch-rival and had been equally as responsible as Kirby for shaping the world.

      A message flashed on the screen for his attention. With a wave of his hand he accessed the 3D interface and deleted the message, unread. He knew what it was. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled out a crumpled map. Scrawled on it were coordinates written by Toby in a hurry – the location of the Council of Evil’s ultra-secretive headquarters. Toby had risked his life to get this information and had started a crusade to topple the Council. Kirby had done all he could to stall him, but he knew that wasn’t enough.

      He crumpled the map and threw it into a bin. The enclosed unit instantly microwaved the trash, hygienically incinerating it.

      ‘Sorry…’ he murmured.

      Another message flashed on the screen. It was a duplicate of the one he had deleted that demanded he attend a meeting. He erased it again. It was time to face in the Inner Circle. He absently toyed with the pendent around his neck and headed for a rendezvous that could possibly be his last.

      

      Toby awoke with a start and looked around in momentary confusion. It was dark outside; he must have slept all day. His alarm clock wasn’t functioning so he had no idea what time it was. He groped in the dark for his mobile. That was off too. He thumbed the button, but it wouldn’t switch on. The battery must be dead.

      Slivers of light from a plump moon filtered in through the window, giving him enough illumination to find the light switch. It didn’t come on. Toby frowned, why was the power off?

      He felt his way along the hallway and into his parents’ room. There was nobody there - they hadn’t come home yet. He started feeling a surge of panic – what had happened?

      He felt his way down the stairs, carefully walking sideways, clinging to the banister to secure his balance. The power was off down here too. He opened the front door and stepped out.

      The streetlights were out and there wasn’t a single light in any of the houses. With a growing sense of panic he darted back inside and tried the phone line. That was dead too. Now he knew something was wrong and felt the icy claw of panic; his family was missing and the entire town was experiencing a power outage. Toby had seen too many weird things to believe in coincidences. He suspected this was connected to NanoMite.

      Out of instinct, he tried to boot up the computer. Of course, it was dead. As quickly as he dared, he headed back upstairs to grab his mobile and trainers, and then headed out to search the streets.

      It was eerily still and the cold light from the moon gave the landscape a strange appearance. A yapping dog was soon joined by another in the distance, but the usual ambient noise was conspicuously absent.

      It was only after wandering through several empty streets did he realize that not a single car had passed him by. Toby shivered, not from the cold, but from the sudden thought that he was now just an ordinary kid with no powers, and no chance to access the superpowered website.

      He was on his own.

      He became aware of a noise, a constant pittering like hailstones falling on a tin roof. He traced the direction of the sound down two streets; he was now heading towards the high street. He turned a corner – then quickly retreated behind the wall of Mr Patel’s newsagents. He cautiously peered around the side of the building to confirm what he had seen.

      Dozens of small nanobots were assembling from parts stolen from an electrical shop. One construct was the size of a coffee table, built, as far as he could ascertain, from the interior drum of a washing machine and sections of a vacuum cleaner that formed thin spider-like legs. Across the street, a car showroom was similarly being looted. The creation there was being assembled from engine parts and had smooth red armoured panels cannibalized from a Lotus sports car. Although he couldn’t see them, he knew the disparate components were held together by the nanites. They had clearly followed him home.

      What had worried him were the four figures he had seen standing next to the creatures, as if on guard. They were people; in fact he was sure that one of them was Mr Patel. What frightened him was their vacant expressions and the shiny silver components that had bonded into their heads. One woman had a mobile phone seemingly grafted to her skin. The case had been stripped away, revealing the components beneath.

      He wasn’t sure how, but he was certain the nanites had fused the tech to the people and were controlling them like synthesized humans. It made sense as it dawned on him that, perhaps, the missing people had been specifically chosen for their unique skills to help the nanites and turned into Synths. He’d have to investigate that further if he managed to get back to the Foundation alive.

      He pressed himself flat against the wall in case Mr Patel turned around. Toby held his breath and hoped he hadn’t been seen. He was more than aware that he had no powers, no chance of getting any and no way of calling for help.

      A rhythmic tapping noise suddenly got his attention, a clinking sound like metallic legs walking across stone. It was coming from above him.

      He craned his neck – a nanobot was scuttling vertically down the wall, straight for him. In the moonlight he caught glimpses of tubes, components and gadgetry that had possibly walked right out of a microwave and TV.

      What he did instantly recognise were the articulated arms barbed with spinning blender blades that had morphed and transformed into wicked knifes – which thrust towards his face.
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      The Inner Circle never met in the same place twice. The Circle members themselves were the only ones who knew each other’s identities. Even the assistants who accompanied them never got to meet the other members or even their own counterparts.

      This session had been scheduled in Antarctica, in a half-demolished ice cavern. Kirby climbed from his private jet that had landed on a runway that was only approachable via a cave mouth, and ran through two conjoined peaks before ending in the battle scorched cave.

      He lingered briefly to look at the mound of ice that had collapsed during the battle. Under it lay Doc Tempest. The supervillain had been Toby’s first major victory. Charred detritus had been swept into a pile, but the scorch marks along the walls and ceiling remained witness to the devastating explosion that had torn the hangar apart.

      Kirby pulled his thick thermal coat tight and walked through a buckled doorway and down a cold corridor jerry rigged with lights for the conference. The lights led him on, past dark side tunnels and abandoned rooms. He didn’t fear attack, as Circle meetings were always neutral, differences had to be put aside.

      The corridor opened into a grand control room… or it would have been if the instruments and control panels hadn’t been blown to smithereens. A temporary table had been erected in the centre of the room, around which sat the Inner Circle. Only three chairs remained vacant – one was Kirby’s, one was for Forge and the other had remained empty for some time.

      Kirby nodded to the Circle members and silently took a seat.

      ‘I received you incessant messages,’ said Kirby dryly.

      Nobody responded. They were all grave; the world situation was more serious than usual.

      Kirby gratefully accepted a hot pot of tea from the table and poured himself a cup. Unfortunately the table jolted on the uneven floor and the hot liquid spilled into the lap of the imposing figure next to him.

      ‘Argh! Bloody hell, you fool!’ howled the plangent voice of Necros. ‘You’ve just scolded my groin!’

      Kirby quickly apologised and offered the leader of the Council of Evil a napkin to mop the mess up.

      

      Toby sprang away from the wall as a whirling blade tore chunks of brickwork close to his head. The construct leapt from the wall, landing awkwardly on the pavement. For a moment, Toby thought the impact was going to jolt the machine apart as it had done in Vegas, but it held together. The nanites had learnt not to build large, ungainly nanobots.

      The noise had attracted the attention of the other two nanobots and the four Synthed humans. Mr Patel’s gaze bore into Toby. It was not a friendly one and there was no hint of recognition.

      Toby spun on his heels and ran - there was nothing else he could do. A quick glance behind him revealed they were all after him. The machines were far quicker than the humans, which meant they were catching up.

      A serrated metal whip lashed out from the blade-whirling mech. It narrowly missed Toby’s foot, shattering concrete. He angled away down a dark side street as the whip cracked close to his ear, nicking it and drawing blood. It was only a tiny wound but the pain was unbearable. He zigzagged again in a futile attempt to lose his pursuers.

      The street was too dark to make anything out but the silhouettes of buildings against the night sky. Ahead was a bridge that cut across the dark waters of a river. Perhaps he could lose them there.

      Toby changed direction again and aimed for the bridge - unfortunately the streets were too dark to see what was underfoot. He became entangled in a full bin bag and fell. The bag ripped open, spewing rotten contents across the road, as Toby slammed into the tarmac, rolling out of control into the side of a car. The impact was so hard he dented the door and would have triggered the car alarm had the electronics been functioning.

      The fall was exactly the chance the machines needed. Blade was on him first. Toby savagely kicked the arms aside. The whirling knife slashed his jeans, cutting into his calf. He grunted with pain, but was too focused on surviving to let it distract him.

      The car rocked as another nanobot leapt on it. Toby suddenly felt an ice-cold hand clutch his skull tight. It was a colander-like probe extending from the robot above him. He couldn’t move his head, but his eyes frantically rolled in his sockets as he felt the tingle of nanites trickling from the probe and down his temples. He knew once the nanobots had found their way into his brain he would become a mindless Synth like Patel and the others.

      His thrashing legs were suddenly pulled tight as the Blade nanobot stopped attacking him and aided its buddy in restraining Toby. Blade crawled on top of Toby, pinning him down. Its forward claws moved to restrain Toby’s arms as he tried to punch his way free. He tried to bellow his defiance, but tasted bitter metal as the nanites flew into his mouth. He was completely overpowered.

      Then Toby saw a bright flash and heard an incredibly loud bang. All he could see was an afterimage of the flash. The explosion had rendered him temporarily deaf. The weight shifted off his chest and his arms were suddenly freed. He frantically wiped his face, shoving the nanobots off that clung to him like grains of sand.

      Then he heard a voice. It was muffled and distorted as if it was coming from underwater. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘I can’t see!’ shouted Toby, probably at the top of his lungs because he was having trouble hearing his own voice. A hand grabbed his arm and pulled him sideway. He staggered; with his hearing gone his balance was also suffering. He heard a few deep rumbles and felt waves of heat shoot across his face. His hearing and vision started to return - and he looked straight into the smiling face of Jurgen.

      ‘Ah! You are back with us, ja!’

      ‘Ja,’ replied Toby, still a little disorientated. ‘How did you find me?’

      ‘That was easy, bro,’ said Hayden who was hovering several metres up. He lobbed a fireball, destroying the last of the nano-ensembles with raging flames. ‘Lots of places went down, then we heard your town had been hit too. When you didn’t report in, Jen traced your CUCI.’

      Of course, the Cellular Uplink Communication Interface that was inserted into all Downloaders. It relayed vital information about, location, health and power status straight back to the Foundation. The Council of Evil had once replaced his in an elaborate duplicitous scam, but it had been restored once he had escaped. He had thought of using it to find Lorna but Kirby had removed hers once she had been barred from downloading.

      ‘Is Jen here?’ He looked around, which was no easy task since he was still feeling dizzy. He saw the four Synths race towards them. ‘Watch out!’

      Hayden reacted on impulse. He blasted them with a fireball. Toby watched in horror as Mr Patel and the others were thrown off their feet, clothes burning. ‘No! What’re you doing?’

      ‘Saving your butt! Let’s get out of this dump!’ said Hayden.

      ‘Mr Patel!’ shouted Toby. Hayden suddenly swooped and grabbed his arm. Toby felt dizzy as he was teleported away from his home.

      The last thing he saw was his former boss and friend rolling on the floor trying to smother his flaming jacket.

      

      ‘We all know why we have convened,’ said Eric Kirby, hot vapour puffing from his mouth with each syllable. ‘The question is, what are we going to do about it?’

      Necros shifted in his seat, doing his best to keep in the shadows and thankful that the room was cold enough to sooth his scalded thigh. ‘We? Is it not you who unleashed this latest threat?’

      Kirby scowled at his nemesis. ‘If you are talking about the Dark Hunter, I believe that was a problem one of your minions created.’

      ‘You know very well to whom I refer!’ Necros retorted, his doom-laden voice shook loose ice from the ceiling. “The one who calls himself NanoMite. Already we have had probing attacks made on Council defences. But we have been fortunate enough to repel him. This threatens our Pact, Commander. Some may think this will help Forge. Others think it is time you stepped down.’

      Kirby looked away, he was feeling guilty enough without Necros pointing out his failures. ‘I am not stepping down, Necros.’

      A murmur circled the table. Kirby immediately sensed the tide was against him. A large figure at the end hammered his fist on the table with such force everything shook and risked another tea related attack on Necros. He was known only as the Mediator and both Necros and Kirby respected his opinions.

      ‘That is not for you to decide! That is for us, the Inner Circle, to vote upon. Necros may be correct in his assertion. But thought must also be given to how you have both brought us to the brink.’

      ‘Me?’ declared Necros in surprise. ‘I have done nothing but uphold the Pact!’

      The Mediator interrupted. ‘I wonder if that claim is entirely full of merit. The Pact was established to maintain the status quo, to make sure the planet was not destroyed in all of the madness. Something Mr Grimm and Momentum had visions of achieving, although their methods were too simple and they were not aware we had already taken those steps.’

      ‘Spare the lecture!’ moaned Necros.

      ‘I am merely relaying the facts so we can all see who is culpable. Grimm’s determination caused the rise of Forge. They think they are in the middle, straddled between good and evil, when in fact they are a self-serving force that are doing harm to both sides. Still, we retain a chair in case they wish to parley with us.’ Everybody glanced at one of the empty seats next to Kirby, reserved for the leader of Forge, should he wish to join the Inner Circle.

      ‘But they don’t want to talk,’ said Kirby who had been pursuing the matter. ‘And I don’t see how that relates to NanoMite or the Core Power issue.’

      There were six Core Powers; they were the original powers from which every other one had spawned. Only one person at a time could wield a Core Power and they had been deemed too destructive to be used. Recently, a villain called Lord Eon had unleashed his time manipulation on the world. The Core Power inside the pendants was just as devastating as his and had been locked away and entrusted to Primes to guard. Kirby possessed one pendant, Necros another.

      Core Powers were the basis of all superpowers. Lord Eon had run a path of destruction with the Time Core, and now it seemed that Jake Hunter was chasing another Core Power. Nobody wanted him to obtain such strength.

      ‘NanoMite is nothing more than a side problem,’ growled Necros. ‘Alas, though, it is a problem that affects us all. It appears his ambitions are to synthesize the world into an artificial landscape. He would sooner see us all dead and the machines victorious.’

      ‘I have my people working on that,’ retorted Kirby. ‘And I have already destroyed the coordinates of the Council headquarters so my people can’t attack, as we agreed in the Pact.’

      The Mediator spoke up. ‘An attack on either headquarters will be a calamity.’ He glanced at Necros. ‘Although I recall that you allowed Basilisk to attack the Foundation with a virus, and he very nearly succeeded in destroying it.’

      ‘That was with no help from us!’ growled Necros.

      ‘Nevertheless, it was also without hindrance from your side. I think in this instance the Commander has been most gracious in not retaliating with a petty squabble.’

      Kirby smiled. It was a small political victory, but he enjoyed winning any points he could over Necros. He tried for another. ‘I believe your people were supposed to be dealing with Hunter.’

      Necros leaned back in his chair as he suddenly became the focal point of the conversation. He played with a small pendant around his neck, similar to Kirby’s.

      ‘He is proving very difficult to crush and, since you bring that up, he is having help with some of your people. A girl. He has two more pendants to collect. Both of which are in this room. He has already started to unlock their power, and we all know that he is too unpredictable to wield a Core Power himself.’

      Everybody fell silent at the thought of a teenage boy brandishing something so powerful it could shape the universe.

      ‘What bothers me, is how does Hunter knew what to search for?’ asked Kirby thoughtfully. ‘We erased all records and eliminated all witnesses outside the Circle.’

      ‘Not all,’ said Necros. He looked meaningfully at the other empty chair.

      Kirby went pale. ‘Leech?’

      ‘So it would seem,’ said the Mediator ominously.

      ‘But why would he do such a thing?’

      Necros leaned forward, eager for a chance to needle Kirby. ‘Because you locked him away far from his son. He has long desired revenge on you.’

      ‘I entrusted Armageddon into your care,’ Kirby spat back. ‘It was all I could do to stop him from being killed; it was an act of mercy. Yet you still managed to let Hunter kill him!’

      ‘I looked after your nephew as best as I could. Maybe you should have paid more attention to your brother? Perhaps then he wouldn’t be helping Hunter destroy us all?’

      Silence filled the chamber. Kirby felt turmoil inside. He had tried to do everything for the greater good. Even when his own brother, known as Leech, absorbed a Core Power, he still tried to save him from the execution the Inner Circle had demanded. He had placed Leech far from harm and made sure his twisted evil son was raised by the Council.

      Then, when it became apparent Jake Hunter was seeking a Core Power, Kirby had tried to save the world with the creation of NanoMite - and that had backfired too.

      How ironic it was that his good and just actions had created more trouble than any of Necros’ plans.

      The Mediator drummed his fingers on the table. ‘That still doesn’t resolve what we must do, and what we know must be done. It is time for us all to make sacrifices.’

      Kirby bowed his head shamefully. His thoughts drifted to Toby... so did his regrets.

      

      Jen’s eyes were wide with appreciation, and Toby swore he could see her blush.

      ‘Those guys just don’t stop being awesome!’ she declared as she watched Jurgen and Hayden exit the Foundation control room.

      ‘I think they killed a friend of mine,’ protested Toby. ‘They teleported me out of there before I see if he was OK!’

      Jen gave him a disapproving look. ‘Have some courtesy. They just saved your life!’

      Toby opened his mouth to reply, but thought better of it. He resented the blind hero-worship people had for the twins. He thought it better to change the conversation.

      ‘What has been going on? What happened to my town?’

      ‘It has been overrun by nanobots,’ said Jen. ‘The same thing happened where I live. We must have picked up some Nanites from the apartment we investigated.’

      ‘What about my family?’

      ‘If they weren’t home then I guess they broke down somewhere, lots of people have been stranded away from their homes. They’re safer there.’ Jen added reassuringly. ‘The nanites spread quickly; short-circuiting everything in their path and then forming swarms to cannibalize machinery they can use to make a larger body. We’re calling those nanobots.’

      Toby nodded. ‘Like the one in Vegas. They seem to have already learnt to keep their nanobots small this time, which means they’re harder to destroy.’

      ‘You’ve all read the reports from some heroes on the ground.’ She noticed Toby’s puzzled expression. ‘Don’t you read anything you get sent?’

      ‘My phone wasn’t working!’ He glanced at his mobile; it was switched on. The he remembered what Kirby had told him. ‘The nanites feed on power, including the batteries in these things. Nothing electrical will work around them.

      Jen nodded. ‘Exactly. I was lucky that my powers hadn’t worn off when they attacked, otherwise I would’ve been toast. Anyway, the report reckons they have a hive-mind.’

      ‘Great. What’s a hive-mind?’

      ‘Each nanite feeds its experiences back to a central processor so they are capable of learning and working things out. There are about a dozen different types of nanites, each does a separate task - deconstruction, navigation, security - lots of different things. Alone they can only do so many tasks, but by sharing those tasks they can work faster and share the result. It also seems that a Swarm here can immediately learn from a swarm in China. So each time people figure a way of stopping them, like Jurgen’s freezing blast, they learn so they can’t be stopped again.’

      ‘That sounds awful,’ said Jurgen.

      ‘Yup, it means we can only ever try one way of stopping them. The only good news is that NanoMite hasn’t figured a way to duplicate the machines yet so they’re only attacking sporadically.’

      ‘Where has he hit?’ asked Toby.

      ‘Our towns, Vegas and New York are the big ones but there are smaller pockets all around the world.’

      ‘I don’t get what he thinks he’ll achieve by knocking out the power and controlling a handful of people in a bunch of unrelated towns?’

      Jen shrugged. ‘Who knows? Maybe there is no plan? Maybe it’s all just random chaos? Anyway, the computer turned up trumps - we got a match on that address we found. It’s in Brooklyn.’

      Toby hesitated. ‘Didn’t you say the power was out in New York? We should get backup. Where’s Emily?’

      ‘I haven’t heard. Maybe she’s with Chameleon because he is AWOL too. Come on, we’ve got a manhunt to finish and time is against us.’

      Before Toby could argue, Jen touched him and they teleported away. Yet again, he hadn’t had chance to download any powers.

      

      Smith Street looked just like any other brownstone building in Brooklyn. The streets were dark and deathly quiet when Jen and Toby appeared outside the building.

      Toby couldn’t help but noticed that Jen wasn’t as worried about keeping her powers a secret from the public; she didn’t care who saw them. However, there was not a soul around nor any streetlights on. The sky was paling, signalling an approaching dawn. Toby stifled a yawn despite his long sleep. He couldn’t recall teleporting so frequently and was beginning to feel jet-lagged as they instantly crossed time zones. Or should that be tele-lagged?

      ‘This is it,’ said Jen pointing to the building number above the door. ‘The records showed it was rented to a Philip Epstein.’ She walked up the stones steps and tried the door. It was locked.

      Toby looked nervously around the street. He couldn’t see anybody, but he sensed they were being watched. He looked at his phone, the power was off - at least that was a useful indicators that the nanobots were in the vicinity.

      ‘Are you going to knock?’ he asked.

      BLAM! Jen booted the door off its hinges. The heavy wooden frame smashed against the hallway wall as it slammed open. She looked quizzically at Toby’s shocked expression. ‘What? Don’t be so uptight!’

      ‘Do you always break and enter buildings rather than just knock?’

      ‘Whenever I can,’ she replied sarcastically. ‘Like anybody’s going to be home.’

      She entered. Toby shook his head as he followed, she was more headstrong than he was. Inside was too dark and a quick test of the light switch confirmed the power was off.

      Toby closed the front door as best he could, he still couldn’t shake the feeling they were being observed. Then they fumbled their way into a living room and sat down in the darkness. There was nothing to do but wait for daylight to come.

      Toby woke with a start as Jen shook him.

      ‘Wake up, shrimp. There’s enough light.’

      Sure enough the sun was up. Toby peered out of the window, the streets were still empty. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but the lack of rest over last couple of days had taken its toll.

      ‘How long was I out?’

      ‘An hour, maybe more. I fell asleep too.’

      The house was sparsely decorated with old-fashioned taste. Clearly whoever lived here wasn’t concerned with keeping up with trends.

      ‘Nobody’s been home in a while,’ commented Toby, running his finger through the thick dust. ‘Did the computer find any link to this Epstein and NanoMite?’

      ‘Nothing. I don’t quite know what we should be looking for.’

      ‘Anything that doesn’t look right.’

      It took fifteen minutes to search through all four floors of the apartment.

      Jen threw down a HG Wells book she found on the desk. ‘There’s nothing here! Why would NanoMite leave a message that would lead nowhere?’

      ‘Why would he leave a message in the first place,’ mused Toby. ‘Have you actually looked at any of these?’ He was running his finger across the spines of books packing the bookcase. ‘They’re all on quantum mechanics and nano-technology, well most of them. There are a few old titles here too.’

      ‘Sounds like this Epstein is the professor Kirby mention; the one who became NanoMite. It doesn’t explain why he scrawled his address for us.’

      Toby spotted a framed diploma on the wall bearing Epstein’s name and a string of letters. ‘He specialised in nano-technology.’

      ‘So why didn’t the Foundation computers flag that up?’

      ‘Perhaps it had been deleted? Kirby did indicate NanoMite had been in the systems.’ He frowned and looked around the room. ‘There’s no computer.’

      ‘Maybe he had a laptop?’

      ‘Perhaps.’ Toby moved across to the dusty desk. ‘He has a lot of pens.’ He said examining a pot crammed with them. ‘Which indicates he wasn’t using a computer... but writing in a journal this big.’ He held up his hands to indicate a paperback size.

      Jen laughed. ‘Wow, amazing. Did you just magic that clue out of the air too?’

      ‘Funny, said Toby flatly. ‘If you look at the desk you can see an imprint in the dust where it used to be.’

      Jen was surprised to see he was right. It had been moved a while ago as a thin layer of dust, not quite as thick as the rest, covered the space. She was about to apologize, but Toby was ignoring her - he was scanning the bookshelves again.

      ‘Ah-ha! Got it!’ he declared, pulling the correctly sized black journal from the shelf that was wedged against a copy of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. He laid it on the table and opened it. The entries were written in a tiny script, but all in obsessively neat capitals. ‘It’s talking about technical theories. This is way beyond me.’

      The margins were filled with equations and occasional random alphanumeric markings. Toby flicked through and almost immediately came to a page that had been bookmarked with an old photograph. He held the picture up. There were two men shaking hands at an awards ceremony.

      ‘I guess that’s Epstein,’ said Jen looking at the photo. ‘Who is the other guy?’

      Toby moved his thumb and they both gasped - it was Eric Kirby.

      ‘So they knew each other?’ said Toby.

      Jen was incensed. ‘So he’s got us trying to find his friend?’

      Something unpleasant was occurring to Toby. ‘Kirby said he didn’t know him. Why would he lie?’

      Jen shrugged. ‘The only reason I can think of is if he wants us to do his dirty work for him.’ I mean, do you blame him? Would you want to kill your friends?’

      Toby felt a tremor of anger. Jen suddenly realized what she had said. ‘Toby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that.’ She gently touched his arm to calm him. She was there when Toby had thought he’d killed his best friend Pete. She’d watched Toby breakdown in tears of remorse. Luckily Pete had survived, but Toby still bore the scars of that initial feeling.

      ‘That’s why it makes sense that Kirby wants us to hunt down his friend. He couldn’t do it alone.’

      ‘Sometimes I get the feeling that Mr Kirby is not quite the hero he wants us to believe he is,’ commented Jen taking the journal from Toby and flicking through it. ‘Look at this!’ she exclaimed. Near the front of the journal were notes for an artificially intelligent computer system and a design for the morphing War Room - the same room Toby and Kirby had escaped from in Nevada. ‘Epstein created the War Room.’

      ‘That’s why Kirby said he’d left something in the system!’

      Jen sped-read through the notes. ‘The reason the War Room could change shape is because it was constructed by nanites. He refers to it as sandbox construction - each tiny grain works with another to build a solid object.’

      Toby paced as he put the clues together. ‘So, Epstein worked on nanotechnology that went wrong, and Kirby wants us to stop his old friend.’

      ‘Looks that way.’

      ‘So what went wrong?’

      Jen shrugged and flicked through the rest of the journal. ‘The last entry says he is going back to the War Room to work on a new project with CC.’

      ‘CC: that’s Commander Courage. Does it say what the project is?’

      ‘Something about digitization.’

      Toby stopped in his tracks. ‘We have to go back to the War Room.’

      ‘After what happened to you? Are you crazy?’

      ‘Jen, listen. There is something very wrong here. Kirby is hiding something from us.’

      ‘Now you’re getting paranoid.’

      ‘No, and I think NanoMite wants us to find it.’

      ‘Whoa, now you really are jumping to conclusions.’

      ‘He left this address for us at a crime scene! He wanted us to come. He wanted us to find this out.’

      ‘His nanites also wanted you dead. Explain that.’

      That was a complicating factor, but Toby was sure there was something else. He could sense a picture forming, but it was as if he was touching it in the dark - he couldn’t quite make the shape of the clues. He took the journal from Jen and flicked to a random page. There were alphanumeric symbols in the margin.

      ‘These are just like the ones we found on both messages NanoMite left behind.’

      ‘That’s just junk.’

      ‘What if it’s a code?’

      Jen had to admit he had a point. Further conversation was suddenly cut short by a ferocious roar outside. They crossed to the window.

      Below, the street was suddenly full of people. At first Toby thought they were enslaved Synths, but he could see no sign of any tech grafted to their skin. They were regular people - and they were chasing a teenager down the street whose arms were laden with food. They easily caught up with him, and the kicking and screaming mob piled onto him.

      ‘It’s mob rule out there!’ exclaimed Jen. ‘They’ve been without power for 24 hours and they’ve started to act like savages!’

      ‘You have to stop them. Use your powers!’

      Jen suddenly looked frightened. ‘I don’t have them anymore. They wore off when you were asleep. You?’

      ‘You didn’t give me time to download any before we left!’

      They turned back to the window, both feeling more frightened than they had done in a long time. Flying supervillains, energy powers, robots and time controlling archfiends were one thing - but facing a pack of frightened angry people was another.

      Part of NanoMite’s diabolical plan was starting to dawn on them. Remove the luxuries and technologies everybody uses as a crutch in their daily lives - power, warmth, instant food and access to money from cash points - and mankind will fall back to a more primitive way of life and tear each other apart.

      As the sun rose, Toby and Jen found themselves stuck in a city whose population almost numbered twenty million - all of them angry and fighting for survival.
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      The meeting with the Inner Circle had adjourned, Kirby made his way back to the jet. He was leaning heavily on his cane, something he had not had to do for some time. Old age was finally catching up with him, and he was far older than he looked, thanks to finding a rare power that slowed his aging process down. His mind was afire with what he had to do. The words of the Inner Circle still rang in his ears. He was being asked to leave behind everything he had helped create, and very nearly destroy. It had been his life’s greatest achievement. And now he had to abandon it.

      Not asked, he corrected himself, told. Such was the combined power of the Inner Circle, the covert world elite who dabbled in global politics, wars and industries to kept so many truths from the public.

      A rebellious spark nagged at him. He had been ordered to leave the Foundation - but that didn’t mean he had to play completely by the rules.

      ‘Kirby!’ boomed a voice behind. Necros was hunched in the shadows. ‘You understand why this must be done?’

      Because of a thousand random incidents and mistakes, all running into one another to make the current mess they were in; scientists called it “chaos theory”, thought Kirby, but he found it difficult to speak; the last hour had been emotionally draining. He cleared his throat. ‘We all make mistakes, Necros.’

      ‘Indeed we do. All of which must be addressed.’

      ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Do not forget your promise to the Inner Circle that you will prevent the Wilkinson boy from attacking my Council. He still knows the location. He is still alive.’

      ‘I will deal with that before the end.’

      ‘Like you did with Hunter’s family?’ Kirby winced at the reminder. He had used, a now deceased, superhero called Psych to wipe Jake Hunter’s parents’ memories of their son. It had seemed a solid, practical idea at the time, but it had resulted in more mayhem that he could have imagined. All of which had help lead to his unceremonious dismissal.

      Kirby looked away, he was sure Necros was taking great delight in taunting him. Eventually Kirby bowed his head. ‘As I said, I will deal with it.’

      Necros made a rumbling noise in his throat, a guttural acceptance of the agreement. ‘It has been an honour battling you, Kirby. Master tacticians like us must always have respect for our enemy.’

      Kirby was surprised by the compliment, but wasn’t feeling so magnanimous to return it. Instead, he gave a curt nod of agreement. They would never see one another again in this lifetime; nothing else needed to be said.

      Kirby climbed aboard the jet, his conscience heavy. What he did know was he couldn’t let the Core Power fall in the wrong hands, and he had to cover his tracks so he could preserve the Foundation.

      They were the only two things that mattered to him any more.

      

      ‘They can’t all be under NanoMite’s control,’ said Toby as the mob outside started torching buildings around them.

      Jen was thoughtful. ‘I don’t think they are. Unfortunately we’re looking at good ol’ fashioned human behaviour. These people have had no electricity for twenty-four hours, they’re starting to lose it.’

      ‘That’s not enough time to go bonkers.’

      ‘Are you kidding? Imagine a whole day without TV or the Internet!’

      She pointed at the lead thug. He was a bull of a man. Heavy muscles were turning into rings of fat around his chin and waist. He was bald, sporting a tattoo of a cobra on the side of his head. His biking leathers added to the Hell’s Angel vibe. The dawn light glinted off a metal plate implanted in his skull. ‘Cobra there, he’s the ringleader. He looks like he’s under ‘Mite’s control. Maybe he is NanoMite?’

      ‘That’s not Professor Epstein.’

      ‘He could be dead. You’ve seen the nanites Synth people. They could have left Epstein’s body and gone into Cobra. Look at the way he’s leading them. All it takes is one crazy to spark the others off. They’ve had no communication with the outside world for a day, as far as they know the outside world could have come to an end.’ The scope of NanoMite’s activities sent a chill down her spine. ‘They have no access to ATMs... then again credit cards are now worthless. Any frozen or chilled food will start going off and there’s no electricity to cook. These people have suddenly been plunged back to living in the Middle Ages, but without the skills to survive it.’

      Cobra suddenly looked up and pointed at them. They couldn’t hear what he said over the roar of the crowd, but their intentions were clear. As one, the mob swarmed towards the building. Toby heard the front door bang open, and because Jen had smashed the lock, it provided no resistance at all. Feet thundered up the staircase.

      Toby shoved Professor Epstein’s journal into his jacket pocket. ‘We have to get out of here.’

      Jen was pale, panic reflecting in her eyes. ‘How? Neither of us have powers.’ She banged her mobile phone against the table just in case that reactivated it. It didn’t.

      Toby knew that attack powers were pointless, he couldn’t bring himself to blast a crowd of non-Supers. He opened the sash window. Luck was with them, it lead straight onto a metal fire escape.

      ‘This way!’

      They scrambled out, the rusty metal frame groaned under their weight. A glance below revealed that some of the mob, unable to ascend the main staircase, had had the same idea and were climbing up the fire escape with evil looking expressions and a variety of weapons to hand. The pale-faced guys leading the pack had a knife clamped between his teeth like a pirate.

      ‘Up!’ Jen urged.

      They scrambled up, the fire escape shook with every step. Toby gasped, convinced the fire escape was going to pull away from the wall - but it held. It led to the flat roof. Air conditioning blocks and narrow chimneys lay in every direction.

      ‘Now what?’ said Toby.

      ‘Now we run!’ Jen sped off towards one end of the block, dodging piping conduits and chimneys. Toby kept close behind her.

      A maintenance hatch smashed off its hinges fifty metres away. Cobra had punched it from its hinges. He climbed onto the roof, his eyes locked on the fleeing teenagers.

      More of the mob made their way to the roof - but Cobra was fast, unusually fast. He easily jumped a meter to clear an air-conditioner unit, just like an Olympic hurdler. He never broke his stride as he vaulted over more pipes and covered cables. Toby knew the nanites must be assisting him, creating bionic parts within his body as he needed them.

      ‘Jen! We’ve got a big ugly problem behind!’

      ‘We’ve got an even bigger one ahead!’

      They had run out of rooftop. Jen cursed loudly - an entire street prevented access to the next block.

      ‘Toby! What do we do?’ There was real panic in her voice, something that Toby had never heard before.

      There was another fire escape next to them, but Toby knew that they wouldn’t make it halfway down before Cobra caught them. A desperate idea suddenly formed.

      ‘Jen - grab my hand! We’re going to run and jump.’

      She recoiled from his grasp. ‘Are you nuts?’

      ‘Trust me!’

      He saw her flicker of doubt replaced by blind trust. She grabbed his hand. ‘I hope you know what you are doing.’

      ‘Me too,’ he mumbled as they sprinted towards to fire escape.

      They ran as fast as they could - then leapt down on the steel fire escape. The entire structure rang out from the impact and violently wobbled. Jen and Toby rolled hard, bashing into the thin steel rail that circled each level of the emergency stairs. Their momentum reverberated through the structure again - aging steel pins yanked away from the masonry.

      After seeing what a bad state of repair the other fire escape was in, Toby had gambled that this would be the same. The top section they were on pulled half a metre away from the wall, but some rusty pins still held the lower sections to the building.

      ‘Shove us away!’ shouted Toby as he braced himself on the fire escape and used his legs to push against the wall. The moment Jen joined in they could hear rusty steel bolts below sheering away.

      The snarling face of Cobra appeared above them, as—

      The entire steel staircase toppled away from the building like a felled tree. Toby and Jen gripped the lattice floor as they swung across the street. The snarl on Cobra’s face didn’t disappear, as if he only had one pre-programmed expression of menace.

      The top section smashed into the first-floor ledge of the building opposite, bringing the structure to a sudden halt and catapulting Jen and Toby through a window and into a living room.

      They smashed through an old television set, and onto an old sofa, which rocked on its castors but remained upright with the two teenager sitting on it in shock.

      Stinging pain shot through Toby’s body and he could feel blood trickle down his face. Several shards of window glass had cut him across his body. Jen was in a similar state. The hero app automatically downloaded a mild healing down with every session, so they had both become used to not feeling any pain, unless it was excruciating. This pain was merely awful.

      ‘You’re bleeding,’ they both said in unison as they pointed at one another. Then they laughed, not just from the synchronicity, but also because Toby’s plan had worked. They looked across at the rooftop they had left behind. Cobra had gone.

      ‘We’ve still got to get—’ began Jen. She stopped when Cobra suddenly appeared on the rooftop. He was running. He sprung off the edge of the roof.

      They watched in astonishment as his arms and legs cycled through the air. He landed onto the fallen fire escape that ramped to their floor. The staircase buckled from the impact. Cobra might not possess superpowers, but the nanobots were still able to imbue him with supernatural skills. He scuttled up the structure towards them.

      Toby pulled Jen through the empty apartment and out into the building’s central staircase. Behind they could hear a crash as Cobra pushed his way through the rest of the broken window.

      ‘I’m certain that’s NanoMite!’ exclaimed Jen.

      Toby didn’t want to waste breath correcting her as they bounded down the steps and into the entrance hall, Jen at his heels. They were already out of the building by the time Cobra had exited the apartment.

      They hastened down the road and ducked into a side street to catch their breath and to stem their cuts using the sleeves of their jackets.

      ‘Why is he so mad at us?’ demanded Jen between breaths.

      Toby patted the journal in his pocket. ‘He wants this. Professor Epstein is NanoMite, and if he is using the bots to control Cobra-head, he’d know we have it.’

      ‘It still doesn’t make sense. Why would NanoMite lead us to his home, only to then try and kill us?’

      That was baffling Toby too. A loud roar broke his chain of thought. He peaked around the corner to see Cobra had reunited with this posse. Cobra was looking around, his head tilted slightly upwards as he searched for something. His head roved this way and that... before sweeping down and staring directly at Toby.

      ‘Oh boy...’ he mumbled. He tugged on Jen’s arm and they ran for their lives.

      

      Kirby had once again cleared everybody out of the Foundation control room. He ignored the confused looks from the staff and made sure the door was sealed behind them.

      He called up the CUCI tracing program from the central computer. Every single beacon appeared on the world map - every hero who was serving for the Foundation. Kirby typed in Toby and Jen’s name. The clusters of flashing red markers vanished - leaving two. He zoomed into the map. Real time spy satellites, high in orbit, followed his commands and relayed the live images. Kirby had the perfect bird’s-eye view of Toby and Jen feeling across Brooklyn Bridge, dodging between cars that had been abandoned by their desperate owners. A large mob was following them.

      Kirby typed in a command on the keyboard. It would remotely deactivate their CUCI transmissions. He entered his own user ID as authorization. His finger hovered over the button.

      He closed his eyes, a tear forming in the corner.

      ‘Forgive me,’ he whispered. Then cut the CUCI data - effectively removing Jen and Toby from the Foundation grid. Nobody would know they were trapped in New York.

      

      A car exploded just behind Toby. The concussion blast from the twisted yellow taxi knocked him and Jen flat. The burning chassis spiralled through the air and crashed on top of an abandoned delivery van, setting that on fire.

      ‘This is not going well,’ shouted Jen over the explosion.

      Toby peeked over the fender of the jeep they were crouched behind. Cobra stood on top of a Mercedes, searching for them. Luckily there were enough abandoned vehicles across the three lanes for them to hide. If they could make it across the central pedestrian divider, they would have a further three lanes of cover. The whole bridge was full. It must have been rush hour when the nanobots robbed the city of power.

      Cobra’s irate mob stayed some way back. They were frightened of their leader’s strange new powers. Some had fled, but others watched, unsure what to do, but hedging their bets to stay on his good side.

      Toby was perplexed. Cobra had followed them like a bloodhound, how did he always know where they were? Only luck had kept them one step ahead. Oddly, now Cobra almost had them, he could no longer track them, as if something had been switched off.

      ‘I know you’re alive!’ he bellowed. ‘Give me the journal.’

      Toby clutched the journal in his pocket. There was obviously something in here NanoMite needed, or didn’t want him to see. He must have been sending his henchmen along to collect it when they showed up.

      ‘Any ideas?’ whispered Jen.

      They were halfway along the Brooklyn Bridge. Toby thought if they could make it to the sheer edifices of the Manhattan skyscrapers then they would find it easier to lose the freak.

      ‘We could jump into the water?’ They had seen the forty-one metre drop while they were running. The murky waters of the East River hadn’t looked inviting.

      Cobra extended his hand. Toby saw the skin glow from within as the nanites frantically worked. A blinding oval of energy shot from his hand and blew up a delivery van. Smouldering donuts reigned down across the bridge.

      ‘Hey, you!’ bellowed a new voice. ‘This is our turf you shootin’ up.’

      Toby, Jen and Cobra all looked around at the same time. A street hoodlum bravely appeared from behind a car and jumped on the bonnet. Toby blinked in surprise as a hundred other mean-looking thugs of every creed and colour stood up. They were all wearing the same gang colours. They must have been stalking towards the fight unnoticed.

      In any other circumstance, Toby would have feared for his life, convinced he was about to get mugged or beaten to death - now, in the suddenly lawless city, he welcomed the gang’s territorial dispute. It was a chance for escape.

      Cobra snarled, but didn’t answer.

      The hood wasn’t intimidated. ‘You might have some fancy weapon, man. But so do we.’

      In a coordinated click-clack numerous guns, baseball bats, knives and anything that could deliver a hefty wallop, suddenly appeared in the gangs’ hands.

      ‘We’re going to get caught in the middle of a gangland fight!’ whispered Jen urgently.

      ‘I know! Cool isn’t it?’

      ‘What if they think we’re on the Cobra’s side?’

      That hadn’t occurred to Toby. Somehow he didn’t think the new gang were going to be amiable to listen to their explanations.

      Cobra waved his hand to beckon his own gang forward. After some trepidation they gathered around Cobra, reasoning that it paid to be on the side with the better weapon.

      ‘This is our side o’ the bridge,’ said the hood, coolly. Toby couldn’t work out if he was brave or just plain stupid. ‘Go back the way you come, man.’

      Cobra jumped from the bonnet - impossibly far - and landed close to the hood. Once again, the hoodlum wasn’t fazed. He spat on the ground.

      ‘Now, that was just dumb.’

      Toby didn’t see what the signal was, but the gangs suddenly yelled as they charged. Toby and Jen crushed together as the jeep they were hiding against rocked from the dozen thugs leaping over it.

      Jen tugged Toby’s sleeve. ‘We have to go!’

      Jen proved to be more agile than Toby as they crawled on all-fours between the vehicles. They could hear gunshots, screams and the occasional explosion, but they didn’t want to waste time by watching the battle.

      Toby stopped in his tracks as a pair of ripped black jeans jumped down in his path. He looked up to see a wiry Latino guy in his twenties, his face full of piercings in his lips, cheeks and eyebrows. He swung a fire axe above his head. The guy roared for all he was worth then brought the axe down.

      Toby rolled aside, the blade clanged into the asphalt close to his hand. His assailant quickly swung again and again - each time Toby dodged the lethal blade. The last swing brought the axe down millimetres from his groin. Toby’s eyes watered from the near miss - his leg automatically kicked out, booting the madman between the legs. His attacker stumbled backwards, axe still in hand. It only took him a few seconds to recover. He lunged again. Toby saw the axe blade rise—

      But before it could fall, a fine line, no more substantial than smoke, struck the tip of the axe. The metal blade suddenly dissolved. The fine sand-like particles drifted back towards Cobra. The microscopic metal bonded with Cobra’s skin, making it tinge silver.

      The skinny thug was left with just the wooden axe handle. Before he could use that, the nanites-swarm smothered his face and began to pull at the piercings. Toby winced when his assailant’s skin puckered as the metal stubs in his face were suddenly attracted to Cobra as if by a giant magnet.

      Then, with a sickening crunch, the man’s face was torn off! Plucked away by each of his piercings. Toby quickly looked away as the guy dropped to his knees, howling in pain.

      The Swarm orbited around Cobra - then focused on Toby.

      Toby ran. He vaulted onto the bonnet of a Honda, only just leaping off as Cobra blew it up with another energy bolt.

      Toby didn’t look back. He charged towards Manhattan, slaloming around the vehicles to provide a difficult target for Cobra. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Jen do the same. They had cleared the main bloody street battle that was still raging behind them.

      Cobra bounded forwards several metres then stopped. Toby and Jen risked a glance behind and hesitated when they noticed they were no longer being pursued.

      ‘What’s he doing?’ said Jen, out of breath.

      Cobra stood with both arms raised above him, staring to the sky. A plume of fine nanites leapt from his body, glinting in the morning sun. The Swarm made straight for the four thick steel main cables suspending half of the bridge deck.

      ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ muttered Toby.

      The cables began to dissolve the moment the tiny robots touched them. Instead of vanishing, the cables suddenly melted off the bolts connecting them to the bridge and fed into Cobra’s hands so it now looked as though his arms stretched all the way to the imposing forty metre tall, twin-arched brick tower ahead of them.

      Then Cobra began to tug. The stone tower grumbled as the cables strained against their saddles at the top of the tower. Masonry dust trickled off the old structures. Toby marvelled that the nanites must possess great strength in numbers.

      ‘We should run,’ said Jen firmly.

      ‘Where to?’ said Toby, his eyes fixed on the tower. If they fell there would be nowhere they could hide to avoid being crushed.

      The entire bridge started to tremble - then the tower crashed down towards them!

      Both Jen and Toby ducked down as bricks pinged from the steel brace that spanned the road above their heads. A massive block of stone flattened a police car to their left. Not for the first time since he had discovered the website, Toby was convinced he was going to die.

      A section of tower the size of a train carriage ploughed straight on top of him... Toby opened his tightly clenched eyes. Why hadn’t he died?

      Hayden stood in front of him with a grin. An energy bubble shimmered around him, encompassing Jen and Toby. A chunk of bridge pressed the bubble from above.

      ‘Bro, why is it I’m always saving you lately?’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ exclaimed Toby.

      ‘Training wheels are off, bro. We’re full-fledged heroes, especially after what happened in Vegas.’ Toby bit his lip, now wasn’t the time to argue facts. ‘We got orders to come check the Big Apple since it had fallen off the radar.’

      Jen threw herself at Hayden, hugging him tight. Toby wasn’t terribly happy about that, but kept silent.

      ‘Wow! Chicks love us, dude. Being a hero is awesome!’

      ‘Yeah?’ snapped Toby impatiently. ‘Then hero us out of this mess.’

      ‘Chill! No problemo.’

      Toby caught sudden movement through the bubble - it was Jurgen dive-bombing Cobra at super-sonic speed.

      ‘What’s he doing?’ said Toby.

      Jurgen landed straight on top of Cobra with such force that the entire bridge quivered as if caught in an earthquake. The shaking didn’t stop, if anything it got worse.

      Then the deck dropped away beneath their feet and they plummeted into the river!

      Massive sections of masonry bounced off the pulsing energy shield, knocking them around like a rubber ball in a washing machine. Inside the sphere they were bashed side-to-side and into each other.

      They bobbed in the water as cars and sections of bridge splashed around them. Now they could see that half the bridge deck sloped from the remaining tower on the Brooklyn-side, down into the river. While they had endured the reign of debris during the fall, they were now faced with the prospect of hundreds of cars and irate gang members sliding down the incline towards them.

      ‘Man, this is B. A. D.!’ said Hayden.

      Toby wanted to slap his for spelling out the word. ‘Hayden, you’ve got to get us out of here.’

      ‘No way, bro. We gotta save the folks in those cars.’

      ‘There’s no one in them!’

      ‘What about those guys!’ He pointed to a thug who rolled into the water - a limousine rolling after him.

      ‘They’re criminals!’ snapped Toby - and instantly regretted it as Jen and Hayden stared at him.

      ‘Man, that’s cold. Who are you to judge them?’ Hayden said. He sounded a little injured that his personal hero was talking like a villain. ‘You taught me that.’

      With the immediate danger of being crushed gone, Hayden banished the energy orb. Toby splashed in the cold water below. Hayden floated in the air above, his arm around Jen to stop her from falling.

      ‘Ladies first, bro.’ He swooped Jen to the safety of the remnants of the Manhattan side of the bridge. Jurgen plucked people off the bridge before rolling cars could crush them. He placed the stunned survivors on the Brooklyn side of the bridge.

      The strong current caught Toby. He watched as Hayden soared overhead to get him - then changed direction and plucked a struggling thug from the water.

      ‘I’ll come back for ya!’

      ‘Wait!’ shouted Toby then choked as wave of dirty water sloshed into his mouth. He frantically treaded water, but the current was strong and he was too weak to fight it. Then the water around him started to violently froth and bubble. Something was rising beneath him.

      ‘Help!’ pleaded Toby, but the super-twins were too busy saving the gang members who were murdering one another moments earlier.

      Cobra rose from the water in a mass of thrashing metal tentacles salvaged from the bridge cable. Multiple metal limbs sprouted all across his body as the nanites fought against the water. Cobra hollered in pain as the micro-machines twisted and distorted his body in an effort to stop being destroyed from the water.

      Angry sparks crackled across Cobra’s body as the nanites finally short-circuited. Toby desperately tried to swim away but he was too weak.

      Jen noticed the activity in the river, and spotted Toby’s predicament. She shouted to Jurgen and Hayden for help - but they were too busy saving people, and hi-fiving each other as they crossed paths.

      Jen’s head snapped back around as the water around Toby broiled - then exploded like a depth charge. Even the twins paused to look around as the nanobots self-destructed in a fountain of water five metres high.

      As debris splashed back down, Jen could see no sign of Toby.
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      The first thing Toby saw when he woke up was a fluorescent light. He was in a bland looking room that could only just pass for a hospital ward. A sense of déjà-vu hit him. The last time he had woken up in a hospital room, things had turn out very bad. He was fully dressed and a quick look in the mirror revealed his cuts and bruises had vanished, no doubt super-healed while he had been unconscious.

      He exited the room and found himself in a familiar looking corridor. He was in the Foundation headquarters. He felt a little indignant that somebody had thought his injuries were not substantial enough to transport him to the Foundation’s private hospital, which was a separate facility. He could have done with the break.

      A muffled cheer came from the end of a long corridor. He cautiously advanced, still not one hundred percent sure he was in the correct place. He had been tricked by the Council of Evil before. They had built a fake command centre. He followed the noise to the control room. Now he was closer he could hear dance music. What was going on?

      He entered the control room and looked around in bewilderment. The room was full of technicians, a few Primes he recognised and a bunch of Downloaders. Party streamers popped overhead, dropping multicoloured paper on his head. Somebody pushed a drink in his hand as they danced past.

      Music pounded from the PA system. The centre of the control room had been turned into a dance floor where Jurgen, Hayden, Jen and a dozen others danced. Toby was dumbstruck.

      Jurgen saw Toby first. ‘Tony! You are alive! Is good!’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Toby, finding his voice. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘It’s a party, ja.’

      ‘So I can see. What for?’

      Hayden danced past, hi-fiving Toby - but Toby was too dazed to reciprocate so Hayden’s hand narrowly missed slapping him.

      ‘Bro! Victory celebration.’

      Toby wondered how long he’d been unconscious, and indeed, if this wasn’t still a dream. He was also knotted with jealousy. He had helped save the Foundation from falling apart, he had saved the world - but nobody had ever thrown a party to celebrate those facts. Lorna had always been the one who wanted to be rewarded for their actions; she had dreamed of fame and fortune. Toby had always been morally against that, being a hero was enough for him. Now he was starting to have doubts.

      ‘You’ve defeated NanoMite?’ It was the only reason he could imagine that warranted such a party.

      ‘Nano-who?’

      Jen drifted over, a huge grin on her face. ‘Toby! You’re OK!’

      Toby felt dazed and wondered if he wasn’t dreaming it all. ‘I’m alive, thanks for asking,’ he replied dryly. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘This is a celebration party for Jurg and Hayden!’

      ‘What did they do?’

      ‘For starters, they rescued over a hundred people off that bridge when it collapsed.’

      ‘They caused that accident!’ exclaimed Toby. ‘I watched Jurgen dive-bomb the bridge. That’s what made it collapse.’

      Jen stopped dancing. Her expression was cold, she obviously didn’t agree with him. ‘And they killed NanoMite. Was that an accident too?’

      ‘Killed him, how?’

      ‘That Cobra guy was NanoMite.’

      ‘No way, Jen. That’s impossible.’

      Jen crossed her arms and looked stern. ‘Why? Because you didn’t save the day?’

      ‘No! Because he was way too weak to be NanoMite and they didn’t stop him. The guy short-circuited in the water right in front of me!’

      Jen looked smugly at him. ‘I thought you said they made the bridge fall. Isn’t that how he fell into the river? Besides, as soon as the twins defeated him, all the nanites in New York vanished. Power was restored instantly. They saved thousands more lives from potential starvation and gang fighting.’

      Toby was in a state of disbelief. He watched the twins in the centre of the dance floor, surrounded by clapping fans. ‘But they didn’t do that. What about the missing people?’

      ‘Come on, Toby. Stop being so bitter. It’s a few missing people. We’ll find them, but NanoMite has gone. Get over yourself. I used to think you were cool, but now it’s clear you just want all the attention.’

      She turned her back on him and returned to the party, her smile magically reappearing. She avoided further eye contact with Toby.

      Toby grabbed the arm of a passing Prime. He was a small man who looked perpetually nervous, Toby couldn’t remember his real name, only that he went by the pseudonym of Shudder - and that’s about all he could do.

      ‘Where’s Kirby?’

      ‘He’s not here. I suppose he’s out with Chameleon sorting out the moon problem.’

      Toby frowned, moon problem?

      ‘Some idiot has put the moon out of orbit. It’s heading towards us on a collision course.’

      ‘I need to get in touch with Kirby.’

      ‘No can do. He’s incommunicado.’

      ‘Who’s in charge?’ said Toby with a sinking feeling.

      Shudder snatched a drink from a passing tray and slurped it down. Toby realised the Prime was drunk. ‘It’s a party. Nobody’s in charge!’

      Toby looked around the room. Was the world going crazy, or was everyone suddenly hero-worshiping Dumb and Dumber? His hand went to the journal still tucked in his jacket. He left the noisy command centre and pulled it out. Some of the pages had stuck together during his dip in the East River, but at least it was dry now.

      Jen’s comments about NanoMite didn’t make sense to him. He needed to verify the villain was defeated. And even if he was, what was the connection to Eric Kirby and why had Toby been pointed towards the journal?

      

      The first thing Toby did when he left the party was to download several powers now that his phone was operating. He was tired of being snatched away unprepared. Then he had tried to call home, but the phones were still not working. A quick glance at news streams revealed that dozens of cities were still without power, including Las Vegas. Any attempt to enter the no power zones - or NPZs as the media had labelled them - resulted in complete electronic failure. The few reports that came out of the NPZs were bleak - people were rioting and living in fear. Some reporters and rescue workers who entered the zones didn’t return.

      Toby couldn’t understand why the Hero Foundation hadn’t moved in to clean these areas up since they were obviously still under the control of the nanites, if not NanoMite himself. But without obvious leadership at the helm of the Foundation, nothing was getting done. Toby hoped his parents were safe. Since they had been missing from the town, he concluded that they were probably safely outside the NPZ. As for Lorna and Emily, he had tried to contact them both on their mobiles, but it went straight to answer phone.

      He was on his own. No friends, no family, no support from the Foundation. He felt a twinge of regret that he didn’t have Pete to rely on. He quickly pushed those depressing thoughts from his head.

      He found a quiet room and read through the journal. Unfortunately the water had run some of the ink, so swaths were unreadable. One passage revealed why the technology-inclined Epstein had resorted to recording his notes with the more traditional pen and ink: security. In the days of identity theft, computer hacking and electronic money fraud, Professor Epstein had concluded that paper money and pen and ink were the most secure things in the world.

      The readable text in the journal told of a man who appeared to be emotionally torn. One paragraph would highlight the benefits of the nanotechnology he was developing - artificially intelligent machines that could enter a human body and physically destroy cancer. Other paragraphs bemoaned the violent uses to which his creations could be misused. Occasionally, Epstein would refer to himself in the third person - Toby only knew he was writing about himself because the handwriting hadn’t changed.

      Toby was convinced there was something important hidden within the journal. Cobra, under the control of the nanites, had demanded its return. However, if there were any clues hidden within the journal then he couldn’t find them, or the water damage had destroyed them forever.

      The only references of note he could find came towards the end of the journal when Epstein exclaimed delight at the chance to work with his old friend Eric Kirby. Toby guessed this was when the Professor had been asked to create the War Room.

      If any answers were to be found, it would be back there.

      

      Pete and Emily pushed through the oven-warm streets of Cairo, past rows of market stall traders who were all noisily advertising their wares to tourists. The pungent smells were overpowering to the senses, some pleasant, some not so much. They had arrived in Egypt because Emily had finally convinced Pete they could plead with Hunter’s better nature to cure for the virus eating away inside him. They had found Jake... but the situation had escalated beyond all expectations.

      They stopped at a corner to catch their breath. Fortunately, Pete had reverted back to his normal form, minutes earlier he had been a hulking great monstrosity.

      Toby had warned her that a by-product of Pete absorbing so many raw superpowers was that his body now soaked up any impacts - the more you hit him the bigger he grew. It made Pete very difficult to defeat. Despite being pre-warned, the sight of a three metre tall Pete stomping around was frightening. Emily was glad he was back to normal. Or as normal as his crumbling cyan skin allowed him to be.

      Pete propped himself up against the wall, ready to throw up. Emily watched with concern. The sickness Jake Hunter had implanted in him was starting to take hold.

      Pete didn’t think he had much time left. With the certainty that he was going to die looming ever closer, his outlook on life had changed in the last twenty-four hours. All the criminal activities he had been forced to do with Forge, most under the blackmail from Hunter, now seemed pointless - even if Pete and the other members of Forge had enjoyed such wealth and luxuries that had previously been beyond their means.

      Now, money was unimportant. What did seem important now was doing the right thing and safeguarding friendships. Reconciliation with Lorna and Toby was something he desperately wanted, but, right now, was out of the question, which meant he only had Emily left. He even felt an unexpected desire to find his parents. They had split up months ago and, as far as he knew, had no idea where he was.

      ‘Are you OK?’ asked Emily with concern.

      Pete was feeling dizzy, but nodded. ‘Fine. That fight just took it out of me.’ He was feeling sore and bruised from the epic battle that had just taken place. A lot of things had happened, he just wasn’t sure exactly what, as it had happened too fast. The moment Eric Kirby had shown up, things had got out of hand, especially when... he shuddered, it was best not to think about that. He blotted those unpleasant things from his mind and focus on what was important - staying alive.

      A murmur rose through the market place. The crowd had become aware of the growing pall of smoke rising from the direction of the pyramids. The cloud blotted out the impossibly large moon that hung in the sky. People began to yell and run towards the smoke to get a better look as they realized it was a major incident.

      Pete and Emily hastily walked in the opposite direction.

      Emily spoke up after a moment’s silence. ‘We should get out of here.’

      ‘As soon as our teleport powers recharge,’ agreed Pete. His mouth was dry from both his illness and the dry desert heat.

      ‘In that case, let’s keep walking. The more distance we can put between that disaster zone and us...’ she trailed off. She was still in shock too.

      They took a few random turns down roads that were enclosed on both sides with distinctive Cairo sandstone buildings, and crisscrossed above by numerous telephone and power cables. The road they now found themselves on was empty. Packing creates and barrels were piled high on one wall, sitting on which was a gang of five local youths. Two were playing with rusty knives. They stared at Pete and Emily with undisguised menace.

      ‘Terrific,’ whispered Emily.

      Despite his fatigue, Pete couldn’t stop himself from laughing as the gang jumped down to block their path. He had once been terrified of bullies, a victim himself. Now he couldn’t tolerate them. Both he and Emily had exhausted their teleport powers, and they needed time to recharge. He raised his hand ready to dispatch them with a single superpower, but Emily quickly pushed it down.

      ‘I’m sure we can talk our way out of this,’ she whispered, then, in a loud confident voice she smiled at the youths. ‘Excuse us.’

      The politeness confused the youths who were more used to tourists dropping their possessions and fleeing when they showed their knives. They quickly recovered.

      ‘Your money,’ said the leader, holding his blade up for emphasis.

      ‘Not today, thank you,’ replied Emily primly and tried to walk past.

      The leader’s free hand shot out and pushed her back. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’

      Pete rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t have time for this. Quite literally, I don’t have time.’ He raised his hand.

      The leader was suddenly plucked off his feet and hurled into the crates with such force they were torn into splinters. The other youths looked around in panic. They hadn’t seen Pete move so assumed the attack had come from behind them - but there was nobody else there.

      Another mugger was lifted off his feet and thrown with such force he sailed over a rooftop, screaming the whole way. The three other muggers stood back-to-back in an attempt to defend themselves.

      Emily watched in surprise as the ground beneath them suddenly dropped like the sands of an egg timer. All three thugs were sucked beneath the ground.

      Silence reigned once again. Pete was confused as he examined his hand.

      ‘Well... that’s a new one.’

      ‘I was trying to be diplomatic!’ complained Emily. ‘What did you do to them?’

      ‘I have no idea!’ protested Pete. ‘But you’ve got to admit, it was cool... but I don’t think it was me.’

      Then movement from behind got their attention. They turned to see their saviour - and their eyes widened in astonishment.

      

      The torch cut through the darkness, illuminating chunks of masonry and walls pitted by a variety of high energy impacts. Gravel crunched under Toby’s trainers as he descended the stairs that he and Kirby had fled up earlier.

      The War Room complex had been evacuated after the Nebulous system had revolted and Foundation employees hadn’t returned since. Toby hoped that the nanites had all left when they formed the giant nanobot that had attacked Vegas. At least now he was fully charged with powers if he had to face any that were left behind. The very fact his torch was still illuminated proved that there was no nanite activity around.

      He reached the lower levels without incident, although it was spooky to walk around the dark complex alone. He passed through the blast door with the gaping hole in the centre and, at the junction, turned away from the War Room. He was heading to the control room.

      The War Room control room was heavily damaged from fire. It smelt of smoke and melted plastic. Half the computers had had their guts wrenched apart as the nanites had cannibalized them to make the Nebulous vehicles more formidable.

      Toby cast his light around the room. There were no clues he could glean from the wreckage. Then a sparking cable caught his attention as it swung from the ceiling. It indicated that power must still be on.

      He moved to a terminal furthest from the fire damage and randomly pressed a key on the system. Nothing happened. Frustrated he pounded the desk several times as he had no monitor to take his frustrations out on.

      The computer suddenly bleeped and a holographic screen hovered in the air, so bright it temporarily blinded him. As soon as his eyes adjusted to the light, he could see the projection glitched as it hung in the air, and a corner of the holograph was distorted as thought the projection lens had been damaged. But it was enough for Toby.

      ‘Access files on Professor Epstein,’ said Toby in a firm voice that echoed around the room.

      The computer responded with four returns. One was a profile of Epstein who hadn’t changed much from the photograph Toby had found in the apartment. Another referenced Project Nebulous. Toby scanned through the jargon heavy file. As far as he could tell it was the instruction manual on how to use the War Room. Simple diagrams explained how the terrain was constructed from thousands of nanites that could take on any shape and form.

      From the journal entries Toby had read, it was clear that Epstein hadn’t wanted his creations to be used for war and he wondered how the Professor felt about them being used to train for combat.

      He was about to close the file with a wave of his hand when a sub-folder caught his eye: “PSYCHIATRIC PROFILE”. Toby was intrigued. He tapped on the holographic folder and it opened a medical document. In this, Epstein looked thinner than in previous pictures. The warm smile had vanished from his face.

      Toby sped-read through the text. Several terms sprang out: HUNGER STRIKE, FORCED REHABILITATION and DID. The small text was hurting his eyes.

      ‘Read me “Hunger Strike”.’

      A sparky female voice crackled from the remaining speaker.

      ‘Prisoner Epstein refused to eat for three days. Doctors forced nutrition supplements to avoid starvation and mind control hyper-energy protocols to ensure prisoner finished his tasks.’

      ‘Whoa, stop. Prisoner?’

      ‘Professor Epstein was allotted prisoner status two months ago.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Refusal to continue work on Project Swift.’

      So the Foundation had held Epstein a prisoner for refusing to work on a project. Somehow that didn’t surprise Toby, which was worrying because it’s exactly the type of thing he would expect the Council of Evil to do.’

      ‘What is Project Swift?’

      ‘Classified. Password required.’

      Toby groaned; he had no idea how to bypass security software. This was more Pete and Emily’s territory.

      ‘For the password, try the word “password”,’ he suggested.

      ‘Incorrect.’

      ‘Nano?’

      ‘Incorrect.’

      Toby rattled his brain. He offered as many synonyms for “small” as he could think of: they were all incorrect. He tried to think like a scientist... then corrected himself; a clever scientist.

      ‘Got it! Try “Lilliput”,’ he said, referring to the land of tiny people in Gulliver’s Travels - the very book that was on Epstein’s shelf - and written by Jonathan Swift. That had to be it!

      ‘Incorrect.’

      ‘What?’ he cried incredulously. He tried to remember the story, but it had been so long since he read it. ‘What about: Lilliputian?’

      ‘Incorrect.’

      Toby swore rather crudely and thumped the control desk.

      ‘Incorrect,’ replied the computer referring to his profanity. Toby was sure there was an edge of sarcasm to the voice that time.

      He looked back up the list. Epstein had tried to starve himself to death rather than work on the project. He guessed that “forced rehabilitation” was the use of mind control to get him working again. The other term baffled him.

      ‘What is “did”?’

      ‘I do not understand. Please rephrase the question.’

      Toby drummed his fingers impatiently. He had thought the Foundation could have developed a smarter system with all the artificial intelligence software they had developed. What else could “did” mean?

      ‘OK, what is D.I.D.?’

      That did the trick. The screen suddenly changed to another report.

      ‘Professor Philip Epstein’s psychological summary. The patient suffered from Disassociative Identity Disorder as a side effect from his work. He developed a second distinct personality after experimentation.’

      ‘A split personality?’ Toby had thought that was schizophrenia - obviously he was wrong.

      ‘Correct. The second personality was warlike and aggressive.’

      ‘So that’s where NanoMite came from...’ he muttered.

      ‘There is a high likelihood that for formation of NanoMite came from the dominant aggressive personality,’ chimed the computer.

      Toby needed to know what was in the Project Swift file to make sense of why Kirby had imprisoned the Professor.

      ‘Where was Epstein imprisoned?’

      ‘Cell Block B. Lower level.’

      ‘I thought this was the lowest level?’

      ‘Incorrect.’ A three-dimensional map suddenly appeared on screen showing Toby the hidden level. It was accessible only through the doorway across from the control room.

      Toby cautiously approached the door, wondering what other secrets Kirby had kept from him.

      

      Despite the party atmosphere, Jen was furious with Toby. They had started to make a good team, and he had to go and ruin it all by behaving like a spoilt brat. She knew he was jealous of the twins, and he had a lot to be jealous about - they were good-looking, fun and had a superb heroic track record already. The ironic thing was that they had been trained to be great Supers by Toby. Why didn’t he see that as a triumph rather than a hindrance?

      She suddenly noticed a message flashing on the screen, unnoticed by the technicians who were crowded around Hayden and Jurgen. The twins were having a dance-off, made all the more spectacular by the use of their superpowers. Hayden was currently spinning on his head, moving so fast that a dent was forming in the tiled floor.

      She tried to ignore the flashing screen, but she couldn’t. She had always been told her intuition was good, and something about the blinking message screamed “urgent”.

      She crossed over and played the incoming video message. She only watched first few seconds before turning to the party crowd and shouting at the top of her lungs for them to shut up.

      Something serious had happened.

      

      With the lifts out of action, Toby had to take a short flight of stairs down to the prison level. The Nebulous machines hadn’t reached down here, so everything was untouched. A heavy steel door opened with a gentle shove, since all the electronic locks had disengaged when the power was lost.

      Toby tensed, aware that any escaped prisoners could still be lurking around. But the four cells were empty. Three of them looked untouched, but the fourth was clearly Epstein’s.

      There was a single bed with a thin blanket and that was all. There was no table, shelves or personal belongings. Toby’s light played over a stream of symbols on the wall, similar to the ones scrawled through the journal:

      

      42 6c 65 66 75 73 63 75

      

      ‘Why write the same junk?’ wondered Toby under his breath. Even if he was alone, the oppressive atmosphere made him want to whisper. Then something caught his attention, written in smaller script, where Epstein’s head would have laid, was a string on numbers - all zeroes and ones. Toby recognized it as binary numbers, the on or off digits that were at the core of computing.

      

      01101001 01110011 00100000 01110100 01101000 01100101 00100000 01110000 01100001 01110011 01110011 01110111 01101111 01110010 01100100

      

      He leaned closer, wondering if they were the mad ramblings of Epstein’s second personality. He used his phone to take a picture of the binary code and the rest of the junk. Perhaps greater minds than his could figure it out.

      He searched under the bed and between the sheets just in case Epstein had hidden anything, before returning to the control room.

      Toby wirelessly sent the picture of the binary code to the computer.

      ‘Can you decipher this?’

      The binary digits appeared on the screen then flickered into letters as each was translated.

      The computer said, ‘The message reads: “Is the password”.’

      Toby stared at the words hovering on the screen. ‘That’s it? What does that mean?’

      ‘There is a ninety five percent chance that it refers to the hexadecimal code written on the wall within the image.’

      Hexadecimal! Toby almost blurted it aloud. The letters and numbers Kirby had mistaken for junk was hexadecimal code! It was another computer code he had seen used in art packages when referring to colour palates. He remembered a teacher telling him that it had been designed as a user-friendly version of binary.

      ‘OK, try the hexadecimal code as the password to Project Swift.’

      ‘Incorrect.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ it was a stupid question, but Toby was loathed to see victory snatched away from him. ‘Wait, decode the hexadecimal.’

      The alphanumeric figures hovered on the screen, then fell away, every pair revealing a letter: 42 became a capital B; 6C became a lowercase I; 65 became an E...

      Toby read out the revealed word. ‘Blefuscu? What the hell does that mean?’

      ‘It is a reference to the fictional miniature kingdom that rivalled Lilliput. Password accepted.’

      The screen was suddenly awash with files on Project Swift. Toby eagerly digested them. As he read, a picture of split opinions and backstabbing was beginning to form.

      Epstein’s work on creating nanotechnology to help cure serious diseases, by injecting the machines into humans, had hit financial troubles. Eric Kirby had come along and offered to help his old friend. If Epstein created the War Room to train Supers in combat situations, then Kirby would ensure the Professor had permanent financing for his nano project.

      Images of the different nanites appeared on screen. There were dozens of them, each assigned to do a specific task. A thousand “security drones” could work together destroying a cancerous cell, while a “clean-up bot” would suck up the detritus and recycle it as fuel for the other nanites, or transforming he waste matter into a new substance so they could heal wounds or even re-grow entire limbs. They formed a perfect miniature factory, capable of doing almost anything.

      Epstein had completed the War Room, and in doing so had advanced his nanotechnology, but at a cost to his own mental health. He had become increasingly unstable, switching between his own personally and a corrupt, warlike one that was the antithesis of everything he was.

      When he was in this violent mode, his work was superb and Kirby began to see the potential of using the nanotechnology as a true, downloadable weapon. Kirby encouraged Epstein’s aggressive personality to create a nano-chamber, a room that would bombard a person with millions of nanites to create a superhuman, no longer reliant on superpowers, but made stronger and faster by the bots fusing with muscles and creating bionic enhancements. The added bonus was that the bots could also utilize Nebulous technology and download powers as required. Theoretically this would prevent the possibility of the power-overload that Pete encountered.

      The combined creation would be the ultimate weapon.

      Kirby had become obsessed with the concept and pushed Epstein to breaking point. Finally, under pressure, the evil streak superseded Epstein’s personality and the monster was born. He killed three Foundation scientists for no apparent reason and after that, was confined to a cell when not working on Project Swift.

      Toby was shocked by what he read. It portrayed his old mentor - the man whose life he had saved in the Mexican jungle - as a power crazed maniac.

      Kirby realized the same technology that allowed the nanites to enter a human and kill disease could also be used to strip superpowers out of people. Initial findings revealed that the nanites could destroy the genetic links that made Primes so special - permanently stripping them of their powers. The same principle could be used to suck the powers right out of Jake Hunter and Peter Kendall.

      Toby reeled at seeing his friend’s name on the screen. Had his initial assumptions about Kirby been wrong? Had he in fact driven Epstein to madness in order to save Jake and Pete from themselves? Or had Kirby seen the potential to strip the powers out of every Super in the world, thus making him the last man standing?

      The file concluded with the nano-chamber being created. The Foundation had been furiously at work creating more nanites for the experiment, but the process was slow and difficult.

      Kirby had needed to fast track the experiments once he realized Jake Hunter was looking for the Core Powers. Because of the rush, Epstein volunteered to be the guinea pig for trying the new technology, despite protests from his sane alter ego. Nobody had ever bonded nanites into a human body.

      The process of placing Epstein into the chamber and bombarding him with millions of nanites, which seeped into his body, almost tore the man apart... but he survived. The nanites must have pushed his madness over the edge because he then attacked the Foundation and allowed the micro-machines to digitize his body into atoms so he could escape through the electrical system.

      The nanotech facility was destroyed along with every scrap of data relating to how to create them. Without the plans to duplicate the nanites, NanoMite remained a limited liability. If he discovered a method of duplicating the nanites at his control, then he would be a serious world threat.

      Toby re-read the end of the file. No wonder Kirby wanted NanoMite stopped - he had helped create him. Whether he was doing it for the right or wrong reasons was irrelevant - the monster had escaped.

      Something was nagging Toby. ‘Computer, bring up the message NanoMite left behind for Kirby.’

      

      74 72 61 70 70 65 64...... NanoMite LIVES! THE END OF DAYS IS COMING!...... 74 72 61 70 70 65 64

      

      ‘Translate the hexadecimal code.’

      “74 72 61 70 70 65 64” suddenly turned into the word: “Trapped”.

      Toby gasped. He thumbed through his phone and found the pictures he had taken that led them to Smith Street - sure enough the junk that had been at the start of the message was hexadecimal.

      ‘Translate the code on this,’ he said as he wirelessly transferred the picture.

      “68 65 6c 70 20 6d 65” decoded into one simple sentence: “Help Me”.

      Toby stared at the words. Epstein’s original personality still survived in the dark recesses of the maniac’s mind and he was calling out for help, leaving clues for somebody to stop the terror he had created!

      It was also becoming clearer that Jen was right, Kirby hadn’t wanted to kill his friend so had sent Jen and Toby out to do his dirty work. The split personalities explained the contradicting chain of events. The sane personality had left the clue Toby had found, the NanoMite one had controlled Cobra to destroy him.

      Another thing was for sure, after all he had read; Dumb and Dumber hadn’t defeated NanoMite.

      The killer was still out there.
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      Emily and Pete couldn’t tear their eyes away from the spectacle in the narrow Cairo street. Nanites flowed from the overhead power lines like sand, forming NanoMite from the feet up, as if the machines were being poured into an invisible mould. The villain’s wiry body pulsed with points of light that raced across his skin - rough skin that put Pete in mind of a circuit board.

      They were further surprised when six kids suddenly oozed out of the power lines. Their eyes blank, circuitry grafted to almost every centimetre of their heads. Their hands glowed menacingly red, illuminated from the inside so the bones in their fingers could be seen.

      Emily recognised them as the missing children who had flashed up in a Foundation report. She recalled the name of the nearest kid: Trevor.

      NanoMite took a step forward, his heavy footfall kicked up a cloud of dust.

      ‘Peter Kendall?’ sawed NanoMite’s electronically enhanced voice.

      ‘Not me,’ replied Pete quickly.

      The villain’s face looked like a puppet’s, a lot of the mobility had vanished. However, he still managed to look mean.

      ‘I am NanoMite. You cannot lie to me. My sensors detect your genetic profile matches the files of Pete Kendall.’

      Emily whispered low to Trevor. ‘Hey, kid! Your name’s Trevor, right? Can you hear me?’

      Trevor remained emotionless. NanoMite swung around to look directly at Emily.

      ‘They will not respond to you, Emily Harper. They have been assimilated by my nanites to obey only me.’

      ‘Why have you abducted them? They’re only children!’ Emily knew she was too weak to face another battle, and her best chances lay in stalling NanoMite until her teleport power had recharged.

      ‘They had trained in the art of combat through video games. Those I selected as my Cohort have more training and faster reflexes than any soldier. The application of my machines has transformed them into unstoppable warriors.’ He pointed a gnarled finger at Emily. ‘You are expendable.’ He swung back to face Pete. ‘But I have need for you.’

      Emily slowly edged backwards, using Pete as a shield. Pete cracked his knuckles in what he hoped was a menacing manner. It had no effect on his opponents.

      ‘What do you want me for?’

      ‘The unique combination and dosage of hyper-energy within your body means that you possess the ability to forge new powers. There is a specific power that only you possess. I require it to replicate my nanite Swarm.’

      ‘Would you believe that’s the only power I can’t do?’

      ‘Do not lie to me boy,’ growled NanoMite, approaching Pete. The villain smelled like the warm fuzzy electronic odour that reminded Pete of his nan’s ancient television when it got too warm. ‘I have intensified my search for you. I have temporality recalled my Swarm from assimilating New York so I could find you.’

      ‘Well, I’m honoured. But I don’t think you’re the type of business partner I’m interested in. No offence. Come on, Em,’

      Pete slowly backed away, pushing Emily with him. NanoMite hadn’t been expecting the glib remarks and, as far as they could tell, his face was twisted in confusion.

      ‘You misunderstand, boy. I was not asking.’ A cloud rose from his shoulders. For a second, Pete thought it was smoke, but when they swirled like a swarm of tiny bees he realized they were nanites. ‘I will extract the powers from your body one molecule at a time. It will be the most painful sensation that you have ever experienced.’

      ‘That’s not the best advertisement I’ve heard for helping you out, so I’ll have to say no.’

      The nano Swarm shot forward, forming a spear-like column in the air. Pete’s experience on Foundation missions and leading Forge had forced him to think one step ahead of his opponents. He formed a power that swelled his lungs - then he exhaled.

      The hurricane blast that erupted from Pete’s lips effortlessly dispersed the cloud. The six junior Cohorts were plucked off their feet. Two slammed into buildings, the remaining four were blown a hundred metres down the street, rolling head-over-heels and randomly firing energy bolts in every direction. Crates and barrels followed them, splintering apart and spilling their contents as they bounced.

      NanoMite bent forward, almost at a thirty-degree angle. Massive steel claws formed in his feet and anchored him to the ground.

      Pete stopped the wind blast and spun around, grabbing Emily around the waist as he bounded over the buildings - crashing down on a stall in a parallel street. They sprawled in a pile of dates and splintered wood as the irate stallholder, who was at the end of the street gazing at the smoke from the pyramids, ran towards them.

      Emily was first on her feet as a stream of particles arced over the building, glinting in the sun like a rainbow. They quickly formed NanoMite, but Emily and Pete were on their feet and sprinting down the street before the villain was half-formed.

      NanoMite sped after them. Rather than run, his feet glided across the floor and he leaned forward like an inline speed skater, crashing through stalls to catch them up.

      NanoMite saw them turn a corner, which he reached seconds later. It was another long road, similar to all the others - but there was no sign of Pete and Emily. He hesitated, they couldn’t have gone far and he hadn’t detected a teleport shockwave.

      Emily held her breath, clutching onto Pete’s arm. She had turned invisible, and by touching Pete, had concentrated on spreading the invisibility to encompass him. They watched as the fiend’s head scanned the street, searching for them. He slowly stalked past, forcing Emily to push further back against the car they were hiding behind.

      NanoMite suddenly stopped - had he heard them? The villain’s head suddenly altered shape as nanites scurried over him, building something around his eyes. When he turned his head, Emily could see the bots had created red-tinted filters over his eyes that reminded her of night-vision goggles.

      NanoMite turned around... further... then stopped - staring straight at them. His machines had formed a device that could analyse the entire light spectrum. They may be invisible, but their heat signatures stood out in bright reds and oranges on NanoMite’s thermal imaging sensors.

      ‘That was a great idea, Em. But I think it’s time we left.’

      Pete’s teleportation power surged through his body and he whisked them both out of the danger zone - just as NanoMite sprayed his nanites over the car, dissolving their hiding place into a pile of component parts.

      He howled with fury - his valuable prize had eluded him!

      

      Toby reappeared back at the Foundation headquarters - although he had no idea what he was going to do. His mind was reeling with facts and conflicting opinions over Kirby.

      The first thing he had to do was check if NanoMite was truly active, or if the blackouts were simply a lingering side effect. He wanted to avoid the idol worship in the command centre so headed straight for Kirby’s private office. If he were to find any more clues it would be there.

      Kirby’s office was spacious and decorated in oak. Massive windows overlooked the tranquil unnamed forest outside. Toby had no idea where the headquarters were located, he had never travelled here by anything less than superpowers.

      He sat in Kirby’s luxury chair that contoured around his back, and accessed the computer.

      ‘Search for any signs of NanoMite activity,’ he commanded.

      The holographic screen threw up a world map with the word “SEARCHING” emblazoned across it. Seconds later the map zoomed in on one region, most of which was obscured by smoke.

      ‘Nanite activity has been detected in troubles in Cairo, Egypt. There is a ninety-eight percentile probability that NanoMite was involved.’’

      ‘Troubles?’

      ‘A battle occurred in this location twelve minutes ago with multiple Foundation participants.’

      Names flashed up on the screen - three of which caught his eye: Chameleon, Emily and Kirby. Toby felt his heart hammering in his chest - had Emily got herself tangled in the NanoMite mess?

      ‘What’s the status on Emily Harper?’

      ‘Data from her CUCI indicates her vitals are stable.’ The map changed to a different location as the system focused on her CUCI.

      Toby was reviled she was safe. ‘What about Chameleon?’

      ‘I cannot find any data.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘I cannot find any data.’

      ‘Is he alive?’ he asked with a tremble in his voice.

      ‘Insufficient data available.’

      ‘What about Kirby?’

      ‘I cannot find any data.’

      That didn’t mean they were dead... but it wasn’t good news. ‘Is this linked with NanoMite?’

      ‘Their CUCI uplink was severed before the appearance of NanoMite.’

      ‘Call Kirby’s phone!’

      The computer dialled the number - then Toby’s phone rang. The sudden noise made him jump from his seat. He pulled the phone out to see it was the Foundation’s number - of course! Kirby had given him his phone before he disappeared. An UNREAD MESSAGE icon flashed at the bottom of the screen, no doubt a personal one for Kirby. Toby had more pressing thoughts than to deal with Kirby’s inbox. NanoMite was still on the loose and Dumb and Dumber had convinced the Foundation they’d defeated him. He needed somebody to listen to him, to help him convince everybody that the twins had been wrong.

      ‘Is Jen still in the building?’

      ‘I cannot locate her CUCI data.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Insufficient—’

      ‘Shut up!’ snapped Toby. He was getting tired of the witless machine. Then something occurred to him. ‘Can you detect my CUCI data?’

      ‘Negative.’

      Toby stared at his wrist where the microscopic transmitter was embedded. Had both his and Jen’s stopped working at the same time? Then something awful occurred to him. ‘Did NanoMite deactivate our CUCIs? Has he infected us with his nanites?’

      ‘Negative. Your CUCIs were deleted directly from the Foundation while you were both stationed in Brooklyn.’

      ‘Deleted? By who?’

      ‘My records show that the authorization came from Eric Kirby.’

      The revelation shocked him. Kirby had deleted the only transmitter that could alert anyone to their peril. The twins had saved them - Toby hated using that expression - in Las Vegas by tracking their CUCI info, but Hayden had only found them on the bridge by chance. Because Kirby deactivated the CUCI it meant they couldn’t be rescued a second time - exactly the time when they had located Professor Epstein’s journal with evidence that incriminated Kirby!

      That drove Toby towards one inevitable conclusion - Eric Kirby had tried to kill them both!

      He sprang from the chair and headed for to the Command Centre. The music was still playing as he drew nearer.

      The party was still in full swing, although most people now sat down in small groups, animatedly talking. The overriding smell of pizza hit Toby as he entered. A dozen empty pizza boxes were stacked on the floor.

      He scanned the crowd and saw Jen talking quietly in the corner with Hayden.

      ‘Jen, I need to speak with you!’

      She scowled at the intrusion. ‘Haven’t you caused enough problems? Just go away.’

      ‘This is important.’

      ‘So is this!’

      Toby pulled her arm and was surprised when Hayden grabbed his wrist and yanked him away.

      ‘Hey, bro. Didn’t you hear? She wants to be left alone.’

      Toby blinked in surprise - then suddenly realized that Hayden had been chatting her up. He looked incredulously between them. Jen had the good sense to blush and look away. Hayden drew himself up to his full height, which was almost a head taller than Toby. Toby couldn’t stop himself from laughing at the schoolyard macho display.

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘This is downtime, man. Time to chill, respect other people’s personal space and go about your own business.’

      Toby pushed Hayden aside. ‘Jen this is important. It’s about NanoMite.’

      Hayden was surprised that he’d been shoved aside. ‘Dude, that’s so uncool!’ He grabbed Toby by the scruff of the neck - bad move. Hayden’s powers had faded, whereas Toby’s were still strong. He effortlessly batted Hayden’s arms aside and threw the hero over his shoulder.

      Hayden sailed across the control room, crashing down onto a control panel that was covered in paper plates and half empty bottles. He groaned in pain.

      Jurgen stepped towards Toby, but stopped when Toby held up his hand threateningly. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

      Jen was apoplectic. ‘What are you doing? Have you gone crazy?’

      Toby suddenly became aware that everybody was staring at him. He was starting to feel embarrassed.

      ‘This is about us,’ he said quietly.

      ‘There is no “us”!’

      Toby frowned... then the double meaning suddenly dawned on him. His cheeks burned more fiercely as he realized what a jealous idiot he must look like. He had really mad a mess of the situation.

      ‘No, no, no! Not like that. I mean our trackers - our CUCIs. Somebody turned them off. Somebody was trying to get us killed in Brooklyn,’ he hissed. She looked uncomprehendingly at him. ‘Eric Kirby turned them off! He was trying to kill us!’

      A gasp filtered across the room. Toby instantly regretted the outburst.

      Jen stared at him with wide disbelieving eyes. ‘You are a complete jerk, do you know that? Now, of all times.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      She looked surprised. ‘You haven’t heard? Where have you been hiding? No, wait, I remember. You’re too important to read messages people send you.’

      She pushed past Toby and hit an icon on a computer screen. The music faded down, and an image of Eric Kirby appeared on the screen. The room was deathly silent.

      ‘This is an official notice to all members of the Hero Foundation. Hard times and difficult decisions have bonded us all together and made us comrades and friends. However, fate has decreed that I should take a different path.’

      Toby glanced around the room. Everybody had heard the message before, but they were still glued to the screen.

      ‘Effective immediately, I resign my position from the head of the Foundation. Chameleon was my second in command, but will not be taking the position as leader. It has been a difficult decision, and one I make with a heavy heart. You have all been like a family to me, and I wish you all a very long life.’

      The screen blinked out. The room was so quiet that Toby could hear the blood pounding in his ears. Jen stood with her hands on her hips, looking accusingly at Toby.

      Toby didn’t know what to say. It didn’t seem right to accuse Kirby of attempted murder, but what else could he do? He was feeling angry from the injustice of it all. He looked around the control room; they needed to know the truth. His voice trembled from nerves.

      ‘NanoMite is still out there. He’s just been spotted in Cairo. It looks like the super-dudes didn’t defeat him after all.’

      Toby scowled at the crowd, none of who replied. They just stared at him with open mouths. He slunk out of the control centre without another word. He would have to resolve the situation on his own.

      

      Emily looked around the wreckage of the Forge’s hideout. It hadn’t been much to look at in the first place, but now it was a complete disaster area. Howling wind blew in from sections of the walls and roof that had been torn away. Nothing in the room had escaped destruction.

      Pete stood away from her, lost in his own thoughts. Emily stayed tactfully quiet. Finally, Pete spoke up. He sounded weary.

      ‘It’s the end of Forge isn’t it?’

      Pete glanced at the partially melted huge television set that had been linked to every games console known to man. It had been a great chill-out room for the Forge crew, in between plotting their schemes. Not that there had been great schemes. Under Pete’s leadership they had used their powers to simply mess around and have fun - a far cry from Mr Grimm and Momentum’s plans for Forge to be a new super-power on the world. They had set up an infrastructure with which they could hack and steal powers from both the HERO Foundation and the Council of Evil. They had more money than they knew what to do with, and an increasing membership base of disillusioned people from the Foundation and the Council. Things had only taken a serious turn for Forge when Jake Hunter started to blackmail Pete.

      Pete’s legs were shaking. He was feeling weaker by the hour as the viral bomb Jake had planted inside him, destroyed him from the inside. What a waste his time at Forge had been. They could have done something really special with it. Now he was going to die, Forge taken from him, his friends lost, Jake Hunter was no longer able to cure him and a bizarre biomechanical villain pursuing him from his powers. What a mess.

      ‘You can still go to the Foundation, Pete. Perhaps they can find a cure?’ said Emily optimistically.

      ‘I don’t think that’s an option any more,’ said Pete quietly. ‘I wish this hadn’t happened. None of it. Finding the stupid website, running in with Basilisk and Viral, getting ill... and the whole Jake Hunter thing.’ Pete smashed his fist down on the remains of a table - the wood splintered under the impact. ‘I wish he had been hit by a car or something!’

      ‘It’s all random events, Pete. It’s all out of our hands. It’s the butterfly effect,’ she said with a smile as she recalled something Mr Grimm had said to them a long time ago when they had stopped a boat loaded of pirated DVDs. ‘Do you remember?’

      Pete’s brow knitted together as he tried to recall. Remembering more than several weeks back was difficult. It was as though his overloaded powers blanked his memory. He shook his head.

      ‘In London a butterfly flaps its wings which in turn displaces air particles. Those particles hit others, bouncing like a pinball. One air particle hits two air particles, and they hit another two each, etc. It keeps on adding up so by the time those particles have bounced off one another they have travelled half way around the world and the number of displaced particles has grown to thousands of billions. Enough to cause a cyclone that could devastate China.’

      ‘That’s one hell of a lethal butterfly,’ murmured Pete. ‘They should kill it quick.’

      Emily laughed. ‘That’s exactly what you said to Mr Grimm.’

      Pete looked at her with sad eyes. ‘I don’t remember that. There’s a lot I’ve forgotten.’

      ‘Chaos theory,’ said a chillingly familiar voice.

      Emily and Pete spun around to see NanoMite peel himself from the wall one atom at a time.

      ‘Wherever you run, I will find you,’ he warned. ‘It’s inevitable, in the same way order arises from chaos.’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, freak,’ growled Pete as he moved closer to Emily.

      ‘Quantum mechanics is a wonderful toy. Seemingly random events all add up to an inevitable conclusion, only to see that conclusion, you must have superior intellectual power. I have a neural network at my disposal, the very best minds bound together to form the fastest computer network ever.’

      ‘You can’t defeat us,’ said Emily as threateningly as she could.

      ‘I already have. Chance and chaos have dictated that conclusion.’ He fixed his unblinking gaze on Pete. ‘The Foundation’s website would not have existed if you hadn’t saved Eric Kirby from the Jungle during the War. It was your comment that led Kirby to develop it, which then got pirated by the Council to form the villain one. You discovered the hero website just after Jake Hunter found the Council’s, thanks to Basilisk. If Hunter hadn’t found the website then lightning would never have struck. If Hunter hadn’t escaped from Diablo Island, then the fortifications would not have been weak enough for Basilisk to free Viral. If Basilisk hadn’t freed Viral, then Lord Eon would not have escaped from his permanent tomb on the island - and you would not have been almost drowned in raw superpowers and therefore would have been unable to travel back in time to save Eric Kirby and give him the idea for the Hero website.’

      Pete and Emily swapped a concerned look - NanoMite knew everything about them.

      ‘All aided, of course by random decisions from Kirby and your friends. All chance occurrences that led you to possess the one power I need to destroy humanity and bring to life my army of machines to dominate this world peacefully.’

      ‘I don’t know what power are you talking about!’ said Pete.

      ‘Your ability to mix the energies inside your body to create specific powers. That will create the perfect replicator for my Swarm! That is the key!’

      ‘You’re crazy!’ exclaimed Emily. ‘How did you come to that conclusion that this is peaceful?’

      ‘When it is just me and my Swarm there will be no enemy left to face us, therefore the inevitable conclusion is world peace. Life as you know it will be replaced by synthetic life created by me!’

      ‘That sounds like the ramblings of a completely insane maniac!’

      Everybody suddenly turned to see Toby was standing at the far end of the room. He had jumped down through the shattered portion of roof. He nodded at Pete and Emily. ‘Hi guys.’

      ‘How did you find us?’ said Pete in astonishment.

      ‘Probably the same way motor-mouth did, through Emily’s CUCI.’

      NanoMite glared at Toby. ‘You interfere in business that is not yours.’

      ‘What’s the matter? Hadn’t you planned for me to turn up? Is that just a little too random for you? I know who you really are, Professor Philip Epstein.’

      ‘Epstein is dead!’

      ‘I don’t think so. I think he’s still inside you, maybe that nagging voice of conscience you still have?’

      NanoMite snarled - then suddenly grabbed his head in his hands and bellowed in pain. His entire body shook as if he was being electrocuted.

      ‘Nnnnoooo!’ he roared. Then his voice changed, becoming almost human. It was Epstein but he sounded in pain as he duelled his evil alter ego. ‘You must run... children...’

      Toby stood his ground. ‘We can help you defeat him, Professor!’

      ‘He is too strong... argh!’ NanoMite dropped to his knees - his voice suddenly switching back, full of mechanical menace. ‘Epstein is dead!’ He quaked some more as the Epstein personality fought for control. ‘If he gets the power from Pete to duplicate the Swarm.... uh... all will be lost! Gah!’

      NanoMite fell flat on his back, his legs violently kicking out like he was suffering a seizure. Partially demolished items around the room were pulverized further. Then he fell still.

      After several seconds of silence, Pete spoke up. ‘Well, that was weird.’

      NanoMite suddenly stood and grabbed Pete around the throat. ‘Now you are mine!’

      Emily screamed and tried to pry the hand away but it was too strong. NanoMite backhanded her - and Emily flew across the room. She stopped herself dead in the air, centimetres from walloping into the wall.

      ‘Steel fist!’ she said. Her wireless earbud, discretely hidden by her blonde hair pulsed as it received the command and the power was downloaded. Emily shot towards NanoMite at full speed - her arms out stretched.

      Just as she was about to impact into the villain - NanoMite’s body suddenly parted like curtains and she passed through the hole that had formed in the centre of his body. Emily smashed through the wall, disappearing outside the building.

      While Emily had taken the initiative, Pete and Toby hadn’t been standing idle.

      The pressure NanoMite was exerting on Pete’s throat was being absorbed by his body, making him swell twice in size. In seconds he grew half a metre - forcing NanoMite’s hand open.

      Toby focused his attention on the villain. ‘Ice Storm!’ he commanded. A blast of ultra-strong hailstones issued from his mouth with such ferocity the walls and ceiling quickly iced over. NanoMite was covered in ice - then his body glowed an intense red as the nanites increased their temperature and the ice instantly turned to steam.

      Toby was surprised - it had worked for Jurgen. Then he remembered what Jen had told him, the nanobots share information in a hive mind. Those that had been defeated in Vegas would have passed the information on before they were destroyed. The nanites couldn’t be defeated the same way twice - which explained why Emily couldn’t ram into him, Jurgen had already done that trick when he hurled the pickup through the giant nanite construct.

      However, the ice distraction forced NanoMite to face Toby - giving Pete to chance to clobber him with a massive fist to the face. It was a basic move, but Pete took satisfaction in knocking NanoMite’s head clean off - literally.

      The villain’s head exploded in a shower of particles that hung in the air. NanoMite stumbled backwards, his hands clawing for a head that wasn’t there.

      Toby joined Pete - the two friends standing side-by-side once again.

      ‘We still haven’t lost that old teamwork, huh?’ stated Toby with an edge of relief.

      The particle swarm around NanoMite’s head suddenly coalesced together again and the villain snarled at them.

      ‘How’re we going to defeat him?’ said Pete in surprise.

      NanoMite extended his hands - then was suddenly yanked through the roof by an invisible force. Emily hovered above them, using a telekinetic power to effortlessly lift the fiend.

      Toby soared out after her and hovered alongside. For the first time he got a full view of where the Forge nerve centre was located: it had been built on a giant plateau in the middle of a dramatic mountain range. There was a cool blue sky above and pine trees clinging to the mountain all around. It was breathtakingly beautiful. The moon was massive, hanging in the daytime sky and giving the vista an unreal appearance. That was another cataclysmic event that needed dealing with, and he just hoped that Chameleon had it all in hand. They were high in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado, and it looked just as breathtaking as all the pictures Toby had seen.

      Emily grunted as she swept her arms sideways - NanoMite was thrust in the same direction. He smashed into the side of the mountain, causing a trickle of rocks to slide down and part of his body to scatter like grains.

      ‘Tobe, get him!’

      The villain tried to stand, but was hampered by the fact his body was still reassembling.

      ‘Laser Vision,’ Toby yelled into his earbud. Seconds later his vision turned blood red and he squinted just above NanoMite. A stream of red energy blasted from his eyes and exploded in the rock face high above NanoMite.

      Pete jumped up through the gap. His increased size meant he couldn’t fly like the others, but he was still able to travel in great bounds.

      ‘You missed him!’ he screeched.

      The rocks Toby had hit suddenly cracked - and dropped straight down onto NanoMite. The landslide lasted for forty seconds, kicking up a plume of dust and echoing between the peaks. It cleared, leaving no sign of the villain.

      Emily joined Pete and Toby on the Forge rooftop that was pocked with gaping holes. Pete smiled at Toby’s handiwork.

      ‘Not bad.’

      ‘Thanks.’ He hesitated, desperate to mend their friendship. ‘Pete—’

      ‘Give me one reason why we should be mates?’ said Pete. ‘We’ve been trying to kill each other for ages. Is it because I’m dying? You feel sorry for me now? I don’t need sympathy.’ The words tumbled out. He actually did need sympathy; he just didn’t want to ask for it. And in the face of his own mortality, repairing old friendships seemed the right thing to do.

      Toby kicked the ground nervously. ‘All friends fight, don’t they? It’s just that not all of them have superpowers. And for your information, I don’t feel sorry for you. I just don’t see the point in being mad at each other, especially when we’re on the same side. More or less.’

      Pete stared at him. If was difficult to maintain his fierce expression and his face started splitting into a grin.

      ‘You’re not going to get all soppy on me now, are you?’

      Toby burst out laughing. Emily joined in; she was relieved to see the two old friends were not beating the stuffing out of one another. Then she quickly sobered up as Pete suddenly grunted and dropped to his knees, clutching his stomach. He threw up blood.

      ‘Tobe, Pete’s dying. He’s got some bug inside that Jake put in him.’

      ‘Hunter did this to you?’

      ‘We need to get him back to the Foundation and find a cure,’ pressed Emily.

      Toby nodded. ‘We can quantum tunnel him out of here.’ He touched his wireless earbud to issue the command - just as a massive boulder struck him in the side.

      Toby wasn’t prepared for the assault. The pain was excruciation as every bone in his right-hand side was shattered. He was forced off the rooftop, falling a dozen metres to the inclined slope below. Fortunately the boulder landed away from him as he rebounded from several trees. The trunk of one particularly tall pine bent back from the impact, but prevented him from rolling further down the steep incline.

      He dropped to the foot of the tree and groaned as blood gushed from lacerations on his forehead, stinging his eyes. He could just see the edge of the Forge headquarters sticking out of the plateau and supported on stilts.

      NanoMite extracted himself from the landslide in a rapidly condensing cloud of particles. He was still half formed, but managed to unleash an energy blast at Emily. She reeled over the edge of the building at an angle from him, so Toby couldn’t see where she landed.

      Pete suddenly went rigid as the cloud of nanobots engulfed him.

      In his daze, Toby felt for his earbud. ‘Healing...’ he muttered, but his fingers touched a smashed lump of fractured plastic and smashed components that the boulder had destroyed in a direct impact. He had to rely on the slow inbuilt healing factor within the powers. But that was not going to be enough time to help Pete.

      

      Pete screamed in agony as the nanites entered through his ears, nose, mouth, tear ducts and all the pores in his skin. At first it felt as if he was being sandblasted alive, then the pain turned into a million red-hot needles as the nanobots invaded his body and drilled down - chewing into his bone marrow and infiltrating the very fibres of his DNA, extracting the unique superpowers that had formed in his system.

      NanoMite laughed victoriously as his Swarm sucked Pete’s powers from his body. Pete deflated as his enlarged bulk slowly reduced back to his normal size like a balloon leaking air. The cyan colour from his skin as every vestige of power was removed.

      

      Toby watched his old friend collapse. NanoMite punched the air, whooping like a madman. The Swarm around him suddenly grew in volume as the villain used Pete’s stolen abilities to form a bespoke duplication power.

      There was no stopping NanoMite now. His army was increasing in size, potentially infinitely large.

      Mankind was doomed.
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      Toby watched in despair as Pete’s mass deflated when NanoMite sucked every last molecule of hyper-energy from him.

      NanoMite roared to the heavens, casting Pete’s limp body to one side. NanoMite lolloped towards the satellite dish on top of the Forge headquarters. Even in his groggy state, Toby knew that NanoMite may have got his prize, but he was miles from main power lines he needed to travel. An internal generator powered the building and the dish was his only immediate way in or out of the Rocky Mountains.

      Toby’s laser vision had already dissipated from his system. Powers only lasted for a minute when downloaded using the earbud, enabling him to download more than the usual three.

      His fingers found his phone. Luckily NanoMite was far enough away that it was still working. If he unleashed his Swarm, then the phone would die instantly. The screen was cracked, but viewable and would allow him to bypass his broken earbud. He found the power he needed - it was the last power he would be able to download this cycle.

      NanoMite aimed for the huge satellite dish and flexed his body, ready to transform into his particle state and enter the dish. A massive explosion suddenly rocked the rooftop, throwing him off balance. The explosion was so fierce that the entire building suddenly tilted sideways, the satellite dish severed from its base and toppled through the weakened rooftop and thwarting the villain’s escape.

      Emily hovered over the forest and watched as Toby hurled an intensive fireball at the stilts supporting the Forge headquarters. The wooden struts combusted and the entire building teetered over the plateau - before finally falling onto the steep incline.

      It was an amazing sight. The building partially disintegrated from the initial drop. Pine trees pummelled the remainder of the structure as it slid down the incline, gaining momentum and felling some of the mighty trees in its path.

      She saw Pete and NanoMite vanish into the wreckage as it crumbled around them. The sliding building was now heading straight for Toby and he didn’t look strong enough to get out of the way.

      Toby watched as the Forge headquarters formed a landslide straight for him. He tried to fly, but didn’t have the strength. He slumped against a tree, waiting for the inevitable.

      Emily suddenly swooped down and dragged him away. Toby was too heavy for her to lift him out of the landslide’s path, and the wreckage was too broad to sidestep - her only option was to outrun it.

      Toby’s bum scraped along the steep forest floor as Emily struggled to drag him. She could only fly a metre above the ground while holding him and was forced to slalom between trees. Branches whipped against her face.

      Toby could do nothing but cling on to her arms. The building was moving faster inextricably catching them up.

      He craned his head around to talk to her. ‘Em! Go fast—’

      A thick tree branch smacked him across the face.

      ‘Sorry!’ Emily risked a glance behind them - which was a bad idea. She flew straight into a tree. The impact dazed her and she crumpled on top of Toby.

      They both watched in horror as the derelict bore down on them—

      Then the twisted wreckage ran out of steam, snagging on trees that would no longer fall. The groaning building slid to a halt - the partial remains of a doorframe touched Toby’s nose, pressing his face against the tree. He turned his head sideways convinced that he would be slowly crushed to death... but the landslide had stopped.

      Toby and Emily extricated themselves from the wreck. Their legs were shaking.

      ‘Need to heal...’ gasped Toby, dropping to his knees. Emily pulled out her mobile and called up her last available power to heal Toby. She held the flickering screen close to his face. The power transferred and his wounds slowly bonded together. Eventually he stood up, although his legs still felt wobbly.

      ‘Did I get him?’

      ‘Yes. But you also got Pete,’ Emily replied in a flat voice.

      He shot her a look loaded with concern - then scurried up the incline, searching through the debris.

      ‘Pete? Pete?’ he screamed, dropping to all-fours to clamber up the steep mountainside.

      Emily took to the air and surveyed the trail of destruction. She spotted something. ‘Over here!’ She swooped down to a leg poking from the remains of one room.

      Toby quickly joined her and they pulled the plasterboard off Pete. He was motionless, his skin pale from plaster dust.

      Toby felt his stomach knot in concern. ‘Is he alive?’

      Emily checked for a pulse. ‘I don’t know. She pressed her cheek close to his mouth to feel for any signs of breath. ‘I don’t think he’s breathing!’

      ‘Download a healing power!’

      ‘I used the last one on you!’ Toby didn’t blame her for her angry tone.

      Pete suddenly groaned and moved his head slightly. Emily yelp with delight and Toby closed his eyes in silent thanks.

      ‘What happened?’ Pete asked in a weak voice.

      ‘You brought the house down, pal,’ laughed Toby.

      Pete pushed himself upright and squinted at them.

      ‘You shouldn’t move,’ Emily cautioned. ‘You could have a spinal injury. Can you move your legs?’ Pete kicked both legs. She remembered hearing that from hospital TV show, it was supposed to be a good sign.

      ‘I can’t see properly... and I think I broke a rib. It hurts when I breath.’

      ‘You haven’t got your glasses,’ Toby pointed out. Then he remembered that Pete had used his own high-intensity healing power to cure his short-sightedness. He exchanged a worried look with Emily.

      Emily gently squeezed his hand. ‘We think NanoMite drained you of all your powers. Maybe you’re back to normal.’

      They couldn’t read the expression on Pete’s face - was it disappointment or relief?

      ‘Just when I needed them to heal me,’ he gasped.

      Then the sound of pouring sand got their attention. Dust was shifting from the debris field, gathering at one central point. They knew it was the nanites, spread across the landslide, reforming NanoMite.

      ‘Is there no way to kill him?’ said Emily in despair.

      ‘It doesn’t look like,’ muttered Toby. Then with a sinking feeling he added, ‘How’s your teleport?’

      ‘Still recharging. Yours?’

      Toby didn’t have to reply, the look on his face told Emily it was the same story. ‘That means we’re trapped out here with him until we recharge.’ He grabbed Pete’s arm and pulled him up.

      Pete screamed out, clutching his ribs. ‘OW!’

      ‘Sshh!’ hissed Toby urgently. ‘We’ve got to get out of here now!’

      Emily took Pete’s weight on the other side and they headed into the trees, hoping NanoMite couldn’t find them in the wilderness.

      

      They had been travelling down the mountain for almost thirty minutes when they stopped at a fast flowing stream to drink water. It was cool, refreshing and it even stopped Pete’s constant griping.

      Emily commented that she felt that her teleportation power was almost recharged, but remained cautious, as she would need it at full strength to get the three of them out in one jump. Toby still had another several minutes before his charge would be sufficiently strong to jump them out. They could then return to hunt down the stranded NanoMite in force, before he reached any technology to escape.

      Toby had used the time to inquire about Lorna. Emily had assured him that she was safe and well, even if she was with Hunter. That worried Toby, but Emily squeezed his hand and told him not to worry. Lorna knew what she was dong.

      Toby pulled out his phone and held it high for a signal. It was a satellite phone and didn’t rely on traditional cellular towers.

      ‘What are you doing?’ asked Emily as she stretched on the cool grass and enjoyed the warm sun.

      ‘Seeing if I can call Jen for help. She’s not picking up.’ Then he remembered this was Kirby’s phone and didn’t blame her from avoiding a call from him after he had just quit the Foundation in its time of need. Toby was feeling bitter towards the old man. He had trusted him with his own safety, and in return Kirby had tried to kill him to prevent him from revealing his past misdeeds.

      He noticed the flashing unread mail icon was still at the bottom of the screen. Now it looked like Kirby wasn’t going to get his phone back, he didn’t mind snooping in his personal files.

      He was surprised to see message was from Eric Kirby. The subject was FAO: TOBY WILKINSON.

      FAO - “for the attention of”. Why would Kirby send him a message? Perhaps it was an apology - not that saying sorry would ever absolve him. Toby opened the message and a video file started playing. Kirby himself recorded it as he was walking.

      ‘Toby, if you are watching this then you are alive and my faith in you wasn’t misplaced.’ That comment bemused him, it was that last thing he had expected to hear. Kirby paused and looked around with a worried expression before continuing. ‘I hope, by now, you have traced NanoMite’s identity. You may be wondering why I sent you on this path rather than tell you from the beginning.’

      ‘You got that right,’ mumbled Toby. Emily and Pete were now peering over his shoulder to watch the message.

      ‘I did it because you had to discover the facts for yourself. I could not bring myself to execute my friend, nor could I order you to. But now, you know what needs to be done. I have done many things I am proud of, and many I am not. The Foundation had been pressured to get results from Philip, Professor Epstein I mean. Pete Kendall and Jake Hunter were proving too much of a threat...’

      ‘Cool,’ said Pete. Emily shushed him.

      ‘...to the Foundation, the Council and to mankind. They had to be neutralized. The nanobot technology was the last step I could take before the Inner Circle demanded their execution. I was doing it to save their lives because they were my mistakes. Pete, because of what I put him through, and Hunter, indirectly, because I didn’t stop him when I should have. You were right in saying we should have brought down the Council of Evil. The reason I said no was because of an old pact between the two sides. By honouring that pact I allowed Jake to run wild and cause the mayhem he did. He could have been like you...’

      ‘Who are the Inner Circle?’ asked Pete.

      Kirby looked sharply up, a worried expression on his face as he searched for something they couldn’t see. His voice dropped in volume. ‘I haven’t got time to tell you about the Inner Circle,’ he said as if he’d heard, ‘because, by the time you watch this, I will be dead. Sacrifices have to be made for the greater good and I am the sacrifice to stop the Dark Hunter.’ The news hit Toby like a physical blow. He heard Emily gasp. ‘Your primary concern is NanoMite. If he ever gets hold of Pete Kendall, then he will be able to mine the powers from his body and absorb them. You must stop this happening at all costs otherwise NanoMite will be almost indestructible!’

      Toby closed his eyes. Why hadn’t he watched the message earlier when he had first seen it? He knew why; he had been too angry with Kirby to bother.

      Kirby continued. ‘I had to disable the CUCI within you and Jen as the nanites were locking onto the signal and using it to follow you. It was the only way I could help you avoid his clutches without attracting the attention of the Inner Circle. Without the information in the journal I doubt you would have pieced everything together and the Inner Circle forbid me from helping you directly. It would have upset the pact; upset the balance between good and evil. I had to maintain the appearance of honouring the agreement. I had to maintain this illusion because I am about to face Jake Hunter, which directly violates everything I had agreed with the Council.’ Toby wanted to kick himself. He had been furious with Kirby for all the wrong reasons... well, mostly wrong. ‘You must find Pete and place him in protection, or worse case, destroy him.’

      Pete snorted indignantly - which sent a stabbing pain to his ribs. ‘That’s nice of him!’

      ‘You have been a bit of a handful,’ Emily countered.

      Kirby stopped walking so the image became more stable. He looked around again, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘The only way to fight NanoMite is—’

      He looked up and the video suddenly ended.

      ‘Is that it?’ Emily asked in alarm.

      Toby thumbed through the message again. ‘That’s it. That’s all he said.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      Toby rubbed his forehead, he was starting to get a headache. ‘It means we’ve failed. NanoMite has got what he wants.’

      ‘But we can still stop him getting away,’ said Emily, ever the optimist.

      Toby nodded. ‘I suppose so.’

      Branches suddenly cracked, sending them all on edge. They stared at the trees. Something was moving.

      ‘I think we should leave,’ whispered Toby.

      ‘I can’t... not yet,’ warned Emily. She just intuitively knew she needed a little longer to restore her teleport ability.

      The trees shook - then NanoMite strode out from the forest.

      ‘You mortals tire. I do not! Thanks to my stolen powers, I can now do anything!’ He held up his hands and looked at it. Ice started to cover it, then that vaporised as lightning bolts crackled from his fingertips, then his forearm morphed into a long set of spiralling blades that spun at high speeds. ‘I am not hindered by your weak bodies, there is no limit to the power I can wield!’

      ‘Em?’ wailed Toby.

      ‘Not yet!’

      The branches behind NanoMite shook and a massive cloud rose behind him - it was a colossal swarm of nanites. The trees were suddenly shredded like an army of termites had gnawed their way through in seconds. A mile-long stretch of destroyed forest now lay behind NanoMite.

      ‘My Swarm duplicates with each passing hour. Soon I will have enough nanites to raze the world and rebuild everything in my image!’

      ‘That would be one ugly world,’ quipped Toby. Only by keeping the fiend talking could they hope Emily’s power would be restored in time.

      NanoMite glowered at Toby. ‘Your death will be the most painful.’ NanoMite suddenly clutched his head. ‘Nnnooo!!’

      He started beating his own head as Epstein’s voice forced its way out. ‘The only way to defeat me... is by dropping to my level... argh!’

      NanoMite roared in anger. ‘Epstein is dead!’ He roared.

      The noise was attracting movement to Toby’s side. NanoMite was too busy clawing at his own head to remove the voice. He didn’t see a huge grizzly bear storm out of the forest, fleeing from the Swarm. It almost barrelled straight into Toby - then stopped and reared on its hind legs, towering over him as it roared.

      Toby staggered back in surprise, dropping his phone. Then he acted on impulse. He had no desire to hurt the bear, but they needed a distraction if they were going to survive the encounter with NanoMite.

      His super-strength surged through his muscles - the power was seconds away from disappearing. He just had enough time to grab the surprised bear by the leg and flung the ursine into NanoMite.

      Half of NanoMite’s body exploded into granules as the enraged bear took NanoMite by surprise and lashed out at the supervillain.

      ‘Emily, get us outta here!’ screamed Toby.

      Emily grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and clung on to Pete with her other hand. ‘Let’s go!’

      BOOM! The three teenagers suddenly vanished in a thunderclap.

      By the time NanoMite had reformed, his Swarm had made short work of the bear. The villain didn’t care about the humans; he had what he needed and they couldn’t stop him now. All he had to do was find his way back to civilisation. Something caught his attention on the ground. He stalked forwards and picked up Toby’s mobile phone. The nanites automatically restored power to the device as he held it up.

      It still had a signal.

      NanoMite’s laugh echoed off the mountain peaks. He had just been handed an escape route from the wilderness.

      

      Emily’s first thought of a destination was home - so the three of them teleported into her driveway. Toby looked around in panic, remembering the last time he had been home. Now it looked worse.

      A fine grey dust covered everything and blotted out the sun. They looked underfoot and realised the dust was a fine metallic power. A second look around revealed dozens of buildings had been chewed away. Power pylons had been dissolved, some still partially poking from the dust. The scene looked apocalyptic.

      Toby knew from what he’d read about Project Swift, that all it would take was a charge of nanites to bond the dust together to create a layer of synthetically “alive” metal that would choke plant and animal life, rendering the world uninhabitable.

      Pete collapsed, weakened by the teleport. Emily reminded him that he was still dying from whatever Jake Hunter had planted inside him. They needed to get him to a hospital.

      The sight of five synthesized humans, enslaved by technology grafted to their faces was enough to propel Toby into action.

      ‘Is that Mr Patel?’ asked Emily as the figures ran towards them.

      Toby didn’t bother answering, although he was relieved to see that Jurgen hadn’t killed his old boss. He grabbed Emily and Pete as he felt his own teleport power finally recharge and he headed to the one safe destination he could think of.

      

      As soon as they arrived at the Foundation Hospital, the very one where Pete had awoken from his coma and escaped, Toby sensed the sombre mood. News of Kirby’s death had already reached everybody. Nobody could get in touch with Chameleon, which left the organization rudderless.

      Pete was immediately taken into care and Toby and Emily’s minor wounds were dealt with.

      Emily stayed at Pete’s side, but Toby preferred to pace the corridor outside the ward. His thoughts had strayed to Lorna. During their trek through the forest, Emily had told him how Lorna had set out to persuade Jake from his path of destruction, helped by using the powers on Toby’s phone. Emily hadn’t heard from her for a couple of days and was worried sick. That didn’t help Toby’s mood.

      He was surprised when Jen arrived, the Foundation headquarters were in a different location from the command centre so somebody must have informed her of his return. She still looked annoyed and demanded to know why Toby hadn’t been answering his phone. Toby coolly pointed out that he had lost his phone and had been using Kirby’s. He didn’t see the point in keeping it secret from her now that Kirby was dead, Chameleon was AWOL and his sister was still with Jake Hunter. This shut Jen up and she had the good grace to look humbled.

      ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.

      ‘What was that?’

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at him. Her voice became clearer. ‘You heard me. I’m sorry you made me think you were a jerk!’

      Toby blinked trying to work out if that was an apology or another insult. She smiled and suddenly gave him a hug. Toby was too surprised to say anything.

      Jen composed herself. ‘You were right about NanoMite, he’s still loose.’

      ‘We know where he is: the Rockies. We can stop him.’

      ‘That’s not an option any more. He got into the communications system and escaped from the wilderness.’

      ‘How?’ The moment the word was out of his mouth, Toby’s hand snapped down to the pocket where his phone should be. It was conspicuously empty. He sagged, feeling defeated.

      Jen hadn’t noticed. She pressed on. ‘He’s started to take the military out. Hayden, Jurg and a bunch of others have been trying to take him out, but it’s proving impossible. With nobody here to figure things out... we’re at a loss.’

      Toby sighed. Every moment was precious, but he couldn’t think how they could defeat a seemingly unstoppable terror.

      A doctor poked his head from Pete’s room. ‘He’s awake if you want to speak to him.’

      Pete was sitting upright in bed, greedily eating from a bowl of strawberries and cream. He looked the picture of health, sporting thick replacement glasses on his nose. He grinned at Toby when he entered. Jen kept close to the door, she only knew the darker side of Pete.

      ‘You look... normal,’ said Toby in surprise. And he meant it. The disgusting cracked cyan skin had vanished, a side effect from the quantity of powers he had ingested.

      ‘I feel great,’ he exclaimed. ‘Doctors said every trace of my powers have been removed. Everything! Those nanites cleansed my system completely clean. They’re brilliant.’

      ‘That’s what they were designed for. What about the virus thing Jake put inside of you?’

      ‘Gone!’

      Emily whooped with delight and hugged Pete. ‘So you’re not going to die?’

      ‘Not yet,’ beamed Pete. ‘It’s all gone. The doctors said it was attached to my powers. I’m back to normal!’

      

      In the dark depths of the Atlantic Ocean, a US Navy Ohio Class submarine prowled through the waters. The USS Michigan was a ballistic submarine and had been on routine patrol until they had received orders to prime their weapons and decrease their depth as a standby to firing its nuclear payload.

      Onboard, the crew were tense and nervous. This didn’t feel like one of the many drills they performed to stay in peak fighting condition. This felt real.

      Captain Freeman had been in constant touch with command, but was no wiser to why they were on active standby. One order that had seemed particularly bizarre was they had to shoot at the moon. He didn’t share that with the rest of the crew in case they thought he had gone crazy.

      However for the last thirty minutes, command had fallen silent and he was starting to fear the worst. Surely a world war couldn’t have broken out so rapidly? After fifteen more minutes of radio silence he ordered the craft to surface so they could establish satellite communication.

      The sleek submarine broke through the unusually millpond still ocean surface with all the menace of a shark’s fin. Captain Freeman was faced with the further dilemma of being unable to uplink with any satellites.

      He was pondering what his next step should be when a piercing electric shriek rang through the boat. All the electrical systems suddenly overloaded, control panels sparked and the craft plunged into darkness.

      As several moments the lighting suddenly flicked back on and the crew burst into chatter. No system was responding to their commands. The helm was unresponsive leaving them drifting in the ocean.

      The Captain looked around in alarm as the boat suddenly changed course and every weapon armed itself. In one brief cyberattack, nanites had seized control of the nuclear submarine - in fact, every military asset around the world.

      Mankind had lost the ability to fight back.

      

      Pete and Emily continued chatting happily away. Toby peered out of the window. He was so lost in thought that he jumped when Jen spoke close to his shoulder.

      ‘What’s on your mind? I thought you’d be happy you got your friend back?’

      Toby was happy Pete was alive and well, but he wondered just how safe their friendship was after everything that had happened.

      Jen’s phone bleeped and she read the message. ‘NanoMite has taken control of the world’s military.’

      ‘The entire world’s?’ Toby repeated in shock. Jen nodded. Toby rested his head against the glass with a thud. He wished his old team were together again - Lorna, Emily and Pete. They always had solutions for impossible problems.

      Emily suddenly called from Pete’s bedside. ‘Toby? I’ve just got a message from Lorna.’

      ‘Is she OK?’

      Emily nodded and Toby was flooded with relief. ‘But she needs my help.’

      ‘I’m coming with you.’

      ‘You can’t. What about NanoMite?’

      ‘What about him? There’s nothing I can do and the awesome twins are dealing with that,’ he added ironically, casting a look at Jen. She didn’t enjoy the joke.

      ‘There is something you can do. I’ve been thinking about what NanoMite said... or rather the other guy, personality, whoever he was. He said: “drop to his level”.’

      ‘I don’t know what that means? Does it mean stoop to become a psycho supervillain?’

      ‘I think he meant fight NanoMite on his own terms, at his own level.’ Toby still looked blank. Emily smiled, ‘Tobe, you have to shrink down to get inside him. Defeat the nanobots face-to-face, and you defeat him.’

      Toby looked at her incredulously. ‘That must be the most nutty idea you have ever had.’

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ stated Pete, leaping out of bed.

      Toby raised his hand. ‘You’re not going anywhere. You’re officially retired.’ Pete scowled, but didn’t argue. ‘How can we beat somebody who has every power Pete had, can control any piece of technology and tear apart anything, and learns from mistakes so we can’t try the same attack twice? Even if we could shrink to his level, and I haven’t seen any powers online to let us do that, what could we do to him?’

      ‘We should just drop a nuclear bomb on him,’ said Pete. ‘The EMP blast from that would wipe him and the nanobots out.’

      ‘We can’t. NanoMite controls the world’s military. We’re the last line of defence.’

      Nobody said a word. They were all lost in thought. Finally, Emily spoke up, a gleam in her eye.

      ‘You know, we should fight fire-with-fire.’ She quickly outlined her plan. Toby, Pete and Jen made inspirational suggestions and tweaks so finally the two-stage plan to assault NanoMite in his lair actually looked achievable. The first part depended on putting his Swarm out of action, and as far as Jen could see, that was the riskiest element.

      ‘That’s a long shot,’ said Jen finally.

      ‘It’s still a chance,’ said Toby. ‘And it beats not doing anything.’

      Jen forced a smile. ‘I guess you’re right. Count me in.’

      Toby nodded solemnly - all they had to do now was find a way to shrink themselves.
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      Across the world, cities faced the wrath of NanoMite’s Swarm.

      London: the power outages spread across the city and out into the suburbs, followed moments later by a fine wave of silver mist that rolled across the landscape. When it had cleared, the terrain was covered in a fine metallic dust that clung to every available surface.

      Minutes later an electrical bolt charged through the dust shroud, activating the billions of dormant nanobots held within. People traipsing home were suddenly attacked as metal tendrils suddenly lashed out, overpowering them.

      New York: residents reacted with panic to the formidable dust cloud that rolled through the concrete canyons, clinging to every available surface. They had just recovered from that last outage and watched the new developments with growing trepidation...

      Madrid: The cloud of micro-machines swept in from the north of the city, smothering business parks and turning busy roads silent as the nanites absorbed any form of electrical current in the vicinity.

      Motorists on the A-1 autovia climbed from their crippled vehicles. Some tried to wipe the dust off their windshields, but it was a futile gesture. The moment the bots were activated the vehicles were absorbed, steadily melting into the road until nothing remained. People screamed and tried to flee as snaking tentacles reached out to snatch them.

      

      ‘The East Coast of America and half of Western Europe has already fallen,’ commented Jen as she analysed the data in the command centre.

      They had returned to Hero HQ together, leaving Pete, who was desperate to get back into action, in the hospital with Emily by his side. The nurses had insisted she’d done enough. In the command centre it almost looked like business as usual if the empty bottles, plastic cups, pizza boxes and party streamers were ignored.

      Technicians gave Toby a cold look and tried to blank him. His wrongful accusations about Kirby came too close to the news of their leader’s death, and it would take more than an apology for Toby to undo the ill will.

      With nobody to stop him, Toby had had the rare chance to look through the Power Archive, a list of every raw power and its effect. Normally this information was reserved for the commanding officers of the Foundation, but as far as he could see, him and Jen were the most qualified people to hand.

      He was surprised to see the same powers had slightly different effects depending on their dosage. The hero system delivered the same dose across the board. Toby could see many more advantages if they could be administered on a sliding scale. He was also shocked to discover just how many powers had been banned or removed from “active service” for various reasons.

      He scanned through the list and felt a wave of relief - the shrink power was one such prohibited ability. Rather than download it directly into his body, had taken a new phone from the Foundation’s supply room and ensured it was loaded up with a series of essential powers.

      Jen was busy recruiting volunteers for their plan, and once Toby had selected the exact powers they required, he would clone them onto everybody else’s phone.

      A quick visit to the research and development department gave him the chance to look through the range of superpowered gadgets available. He selected a particularly cool looking rifle that allowed small glass cartridges of superpowers to be loaded, and the power fired. That left Toby and his assault team free to download other powers into their body.

      Meanwhile, Jen had been trying to locate NanoMite’s stronghold. His Swarm would soon learn the nature of their attack, so they had to be swift and decisive when striking the villain.

      That proved to be surprisingly straightforward. Before the satellites had all died, technicians had spotted NanoMite's telltale nanotech energy signature emanating from a single location in the south east of France, on the banks of the Rhône River. Closer inspection revealed a structure that looked perfect, but when Toby saw what it was, he was not terribly happy with going in.

      ‘We have to,’ insisted Jen. ‘How else are we going to get close to him?’

      ‘Jen, it’s a nuclear reactor!’

      ‘It’s a decommissioned reactor. The French Government closed the Superphénix down in 1996!’

      ‘I don’t care! It’s still going to be radioactive!’

      ‘Not everywhere.’

      Toby searched for another excuse. ‘Those people he kidnapped. He said he was using them as a neural network. It they’re there when we go storming in, we could injure them! And Emily and Pete told us about the Cohort kids he’s using as guards. I don’t want to have to blow them away to get to NanoMite.’

      Jen hesitated. He had a point.

      ‘We have to be smart about this,’ said Toby as he paced the room. ‘We get inside the swarm with the least possible risk to ourselves, so we can’t go jumping right in the middle of NanoMite’s operation. We have to take the Swarm out first.’

      ‘How?’

      Toby stopped pacing, a calculating grin spreading across his face.

      ‘I have an idea. We’ll head them off at the pass!’

      

      NanoMite watched his zombified neural-network hive mind process the intricate billions of commands needed to control his ever-expanding Swarm. He had replicated the nanites in their hundreds of trillions, so the calculations were supremely complex and beyond any ordinary computer’s abilities, and even exceeded his own skills. He’d been forced to kidnap extra mathematicians to increase the hive-mind. Now, all he had to do was sit back and terraform the world into an industrial wasteland.

      Occasionally the nagging voice of Professor Epstein would try and seize his conscience, but it was getting easier to fight him off. With each passing hour the Epstein personality was getting weaker - when it had vanished for good he would have no other opposition.

      The data his Swarm relayed was processed by the hive mind into tiny pieces of information he could easily digest. He could access visual and auditory information from any element of his swarm - and what he saw was total, inevitable victory. He was bringing the world out of chaos and into unified mechanical order.

      

      ‘Did you have to tell those two?’ said Toby in a low disapproving voice.

      ‘Give them a break,’ groaned Jen. ‘We needed volunteers, and after your outburst, few people wanted to come with you.’

      They watched Jurgen and Hayden crouch low in the ditch. Next to them were two girls and three boys, who had rifles strapped across their backs, and identical phones laden with additional powers. They were all Downloaders who had volunteered for the hazardous mission because they still had respect for Toby, and loved the chance to work with the two charismatic twins. Toby couldn’t match their names to their faces from the hasty introductions, other than one of them was called Tony, which Jurgen had found highly amusing and kept telling people about the “two Tonys”, pointing between Tony and Toby.

      Toby reasoned that entering the nanite swarm from its leading edge, as it expanded across the continents, would be a safer proposition than appearing in the centre of the mass - but enter it they must of they wanted to neutralize the nanites. They tracked the edge of the mass as it moved across Europe. It was so large it appeared on weather satellites.

      Jurgen panicked when he saw the nanites were encroaching upon his town in Northern Germany. He pleaded with Toby that they should head there to cut the Swarm off. Toby couldn’t argue, any part of the leading edge was an appropriate infiltration point.

      Toby had only found enough shrinking power for a single dose each, and that had depleted the Foundation’s reserves. There could be no mistakes otherwise NanoMite would be unstoppable.

      They had all quantum tunnelled from the Foundation moments before the Swarm descended, swiftly overrunning the base. There was no going back, no last minute checks. The improvised plan, Toby, Emily, Pete and Jen had formed had to work.

      Now they found themselves lying in a damp ditch in Germany, opposite Jurgen’s house. Luckily the residents had fled ahead of the techno-storm, so the small Bavarian village was deathly quiet.

      Time seemed to drag as they waited for the Swarm to approach. A fine fog had started to descend, which Toby had initially mistaken for the start of the attack. The fog hampered visibility, making it impossible to see the approaching threat.

      ‘Coming here was a bad idea,’ muttered Toby. ‘we should move further back, out of this fog.’

      ‘What’s that noise?’ exclaimed one of the girls suddenly. She peeked above the ditch and looked around. ‘It’s coming from Jurg’s house!’

      They strained to listen, and Toby wondered if she’d downloaded super-hearing, which meant she had heard his grumbling all this time. Then they all heard faint barking.

      Jurgen’s eyes went wide. ‘Sable!’ He leapt to his feet - Jen and Toby reached out to drag him back down.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ hissed Toby.

      ‘Sable is my dog! They left her behind!’ he said, referring to his mother and stepfather. He broke free from their grasp and ran for the house.

      Hayden followed him. ‘Dude! Wait!’

      A thunderous expression crossed Toby’s face; already the plan was beginning to unravel. Before he could complain, Jen held up her finger to silence him.

      ‘Don’t say a word,’ she threatened. ‘I’ll bring them back.’

      ‘I’ll go,’ growled Toby. ‘Stay with the others.’

      For once, Jen didn’t argue. Toby sprinted towards the house as Jurgen opened the door and disappeared inside, shouting his dog’s name.

      The house was spacious and modern inside, completely opposite to the quaint traditional exterior. A staircase led to the basement, another upstairs. He could see no sign of the twins.

      ‘Jurg? Where are you?’

      A fresh bout of barking and excited muffled talking came from upstairs. Toby ascended to find the twins standing in Jurgen’s bedroom, stroking an overexcited black Labrador.

      ‘He was trapped in here!’ exclaimed Jurgen. ‘Look how waggy he is!’

      ‘I’m so happy for you,’ said Toby sarcastically. Sable scampered to Toby, placing his paws on his chest and delivering a gooey slurp across Toby’s face. He tried to fend the hyperactive dog away.

      ‘He likes you, Tony!’

      ‘Get him off me!’ Toby was feeling irritated. Now can we go back outside and get ready for the mission?

      Hayden pulled Sable off Toby. ‘What about the dog? He can’t come on the mission, unless, you know, he’s some kind of super mutt?’

      ‘Ja! Ja! Super-dog, I like this!’ chirped Jurgen.

      Toby couldn’t believe how immature the guys were acting. They still didn’t seem to appreciate the danger they were in. ‘No! Absolutely not!’

      ‘Then what’re we gonna do with him?’ asked Hayden.

      Before Toby could think of a response, Sable leapt up to lick Hayden’s face. The dog’s scrambling paw raked across Hayden’s touchscreen phone tucked in his shirt pocket and accidentally activated the powers he had lined up to use.

      The screen flickered - a whirlwind like cone of energy swelled out, sweeping the room and searching for living hosts. Sable yelped and raced out of the room - the three heroes were not so lucky.

      Toby saw the searching tip of the whirlwind face him and he felt himself sucked into it. His stomach lurched and he experienced a peculiar falling sensation that felt like it would never end...

      Then he hit the ground with a thump. His head pounded from the worst headache he’d ever had. It was difficult to stand, but he managed it, wobbling on his feet. Jurgen and Hayden were still there.

      ‘Er, guys... where are we?’ asked Hayden as he looked around.

      For several moments Toby mistook the floor to be knee-high grass and the surrounding monoliths that stretched to the white sky far above, to be smooth canyon walls, but now he realized what they were - furniture.

      ‘Hayden, you moron! You’ve shrank us!’

      Hayden grabbed his phone - the dog had cracked the screen. ‘This is bogus! It’s bust-up.’

      ‘That’s your full charge of the power - we don’t have any more left to spare for you!’

      Panic crossed Hayden’s face. ‘So I’ll be like this, like, forever?’

      ‘No, it will wear off and you should spring back to normal. The problems are - we’re still not small enough to face the nanites, your dosage was split between the three of us; and we’re not in position outside!’ The plan was falling apart before it had even begun.

      Toby pulled his own phone out and thumbed Jen’s number. Nothing happened. He stared at the screen. ‘I can’t get a signal. I think we’re too small to pick up the phone’s wavelengths.’ He gritted his teeth, determined not to shout at the twins for ruining yet another mission.

      ‘I don’t think that is our biggest problem,’ said Jurgen suddenly.

      ‘“Biggest”. Is that supposed to be a joke?’

      Then he noticed Jurgen was staring over his shoulder. Toby slowly turned, dreading what he was going to see.

      A monstrous spider was advancing towards them. It would have been small if he had been normal size. At about the size of a coin, it was as large as a van to them now.

      They ran through the thick carpet, but the fibres were as thick as their arms and make progress difficult. The spider didn’t seem to have such problems as its eight eyes detected movement, hairs on its legs picked up the subtle movements.

      Toby suddenly came to his senses and used one of the downloaded powers his body had absorbed. He took flight as the gnashing arachnid fangs sliced towards him.

      For some reason the twins hadn’t downloaded that power, and became the spider’s prey of choice. Toby hovered over the beast and fired a stream of lightning from his fingertips. That got the spider’s attention.

      Had he been normal size, the charge would have looked like nothing more than a few tiny sparks, but scaled down the effect was much more impressive. The thick lightning crackled around the spider’s body - leaping from its legs as the charge was earthed. It was enough to make it stop pursuing the twins - instead it reared up towards Toby.

      The monster balanced on its rear legs and stretched out. Toby hadn’t been expecting it to reach so high, but the legs were three times longer than its body, so the creature’s reach was deceptive. The legs were tipped with nasty looking claws about the size of two fingers together. The claw ripped through Toby’s jacket and into his side. He howled in pain as he was plucked from the air and driven into the floor.

      He had increased his healing factor, so the wound was already mending - unfortunately it was healing around the spider’s leg, which was caught in the flesh around his waist. The spider shook its leg to jolt him free, but Toby was caught fast and found himself being repeatedly bashed against the floor.

      Jurgen and Hayden’s reactions were synchronized. They both hurled flames at the arachnid. The flames sloshed from the palms of their hands like liquid napalm. The spider instantly ignited and scuttled in circles as it thrashed in pain - that didn’t help Toby’s situation. He was trampled under the burning creature’s panicked footfalls. Only by gripping the leg and sliding it from his gut could he free himself. The wound quickly healed and Toby was forced to run under the flaming legs to escape.

      By the time he looked around, the spider was lying on its back, dead. The flames extinguished themselves with nothing left to burn.

      ‘Are you OK, Tony?’

      Toby nodded and reluctantly thanked the twins, ‘That was... quick thinking. Thanks.’

      ‘There will be more spiders,’ warned Jurgen with a sense of urgency. ‘This is the countryside. We get many.’

      ‘Terrific!’ he exclaimed. We don’t have time for that. We need to get to Jen. ‘Can’t you guys fly?’

      Hayden shrugged. ‘Thought we wouldn’t need it.’

      Toby was speechless. During training he had drummed into them that it was the one must useful power available.

      ‘Maybe we can download it?’ suggested Jurgen going for his phone. Then he hesitated. ‘Oh, I forget. No signal this small.’

      ‘That’s right, genius,’ said Toby. ‘You guys wait here and try not to get eaten. I’m going to fly up to the window and try and get Jen’s attention.’

      Toby soared up the vast smooth edifice of Jurgen’s wooden desk - it seemed as tall as a skyscraper. He soared over the contents of the messy desk - a laptop, pens and scraps of paper, euro coins and a half empty glass of cola that had almost congealed into syrupy ooze.

      He landed on the painted window ledge and peered out the huge glass pane. He could see the tops of his team’s heads, although the mist prevented any clear definition.

      ‘Jen!’ his voice sounded pathetically small event to him.

      He kicked himself for not downloaded an extra growth power to allow them to revert to normal size rather than have to wait for the shrink effect to naturally wear off. That left one option, he would have to fly across to Jen and hope she didn’t swat him to death.

      Flying back through the house would be time consuming. He was sure the front door had closed behind him and had no idea how he could open it. The most direct exit lay through the window, but it was too big to break. Toby was frustrated, opening a door and breaking a window - two basic tasks that were almost impossible for him to do!

      He placed his hands flat on the glass and concentrated on focusing his lightning blast on melting a hole through the window.

      He didn’t see the shape slowly moving across the desk behind him.

      

      ‘They’ve been gone too long,’ said Jen with concern.

      ‘I can’t hear any noise inside... just the dog,’ reported the girl with the acute hearing. ‘Something must have happened to them.’

      Jen silently agreed, and it had to happen to the twins. After they had pursed the dog, she was slowly coming around to Toby’s line of thinking about them. It was a combination of being accident-prone and luck that had portrayed them as great heroes. She was certain that something had gone wrong, and it had been their fault.

      ‘What do we do?’ asked the boy who could have been Tony.

      ‘The plan stays the same,’ said Jen confidently, although she wasn’t feeling so certain inside. ‘We enter the Swarm, shrink down, neutralize it then get to NanoMite before he can reactive them.’

      Then something near the houses caught her attention. Something was moving.

      

      The glass under Toby’s hands became warm and soft. A charred black circle started to appear. In a few seconds he would have created a hole big enough to climb through.

      Something suddenly thudded against the glass, forcing him to jump backwards. At first he thought a fly had landed on the outside of the window - but it was a metal sphere, the size of his head. Multiple arachnid-like legs covered the surface, attaching it to the glass. It was a nanite. This close he could see the smooth metal surface was criss-crossed with circuit board-like channels though which energy occasionally pulsed.

      It was joined by others of varying sizes, most of which were smaller than the first. In seconds, the entire window was covered, blotting out the light. There were dozens of designs, each capable of doing slightly different tasks. Toby had to peer closely to see the smaller ones, no bigger than the tiniest pores on his shrunken nose.

      Some had tiny hair-like sensors covering their bodies, communicating with the other bots. Some had tiny mechanical claws to grip things. Others had an assortment of drilling implements the like of which belonged in a deranged dentist’s surgery.

      They occasionally moved, twitching left or right. The motion rippled through the Swarm as each machine mirrored the other.

      Toby took a step back. He gripped the gun strap that crossed his chest, finding some comfort in knowing he still had his primary weapon, but he was still too big to carry out the plan, and now he was separated from his team by a road that was the scale equivalent of a mile across.

      He dropped down off the window ledge and onto the desk, moving slowly so as not to attract the attention of the machine. He backed into a pen that came up to his thigh. He turned - and saw another spider was standing stationary at the end of the desk. This one was huge - twice the size of the one they killed. Possibly it was an angry parent.

      Toby’s blood ran cold. All his powers and weapons had been tailored for a mechanical foe. It had taken the twins’ combined efforts to defeat the other beast. He hoped that the nanites had got its attention.

      He took a side step - and the spider tracked his movement. So much for the idea it was watching the machines rain down outside. He looked around for something he could use as a weapon.

      He darted to the side. The spider hadn’t been expecting the sudden movement and sprang for the pen, its fangs bouncing off the plastic case and splashing poison.

      Toby headed for a stack of books that had been piled higgledy-piggledy, the overlapping covers provided narrow crevasses that the spider couldn’t reach. Toby pressed his body in as far as he could.

      ‘Jurg! Hayden!’ he screamed, but his companions didn’t respond.

      The spider threw itself with fury at the books. Its bloated body couldn’t make it through the gap between the narrow volumes. Fangs, dripping with paralysing poison, slashed close to Toby’s face and he could smell the sharp acrid odour of the creature.

      He was trapped, and the Swarm was no doubt attacking his friends outside - he could ill afford this struggle. He was angry with himself, why had he followed the twins inside? Why had he allowed them to come at all?

      His anger built until he could hold back his temper no more. He booted the spider in the cephalothorax, which was the nearest thing it had to a head, with all the enhanced strength he could muster. The arthropod toppled onto its back, eight legs cycling the air as it fought to upright itself.

      Toby rolled form concealment and flew across the desk to the cola filled glass. He grunted as he gripped the glass lip and strained to topple the glass. It was like moving a house... but his super-strength gradually tilted the glass until gravity took over and it toppled onto the desk. The sticky cola residue splashed out just as the spider flipped upright and scuttled towards him. The gunk stuck to its leg hairs, slowing it down, as though it was walking through treacle.

      ‘Gotcha!’ yelled Toby.

      But the spider wasn’t finished with him. It angled its abdomen and a strand of silk suddenly shot from its spinnerets - thumping into Toby’s back.

      ‘What the heck is wrong with you?’ he screamed at the spider. It was as if it had a personal grudge against him.

      The spinnerets rapidly clicked together, reeling him towards his doom. Toby struggled, but only succeeded in dragging the spider closer to the edge of the cola pool. If it got out, that would make matters worse for him.

      He looked around for anything he could use - and spotted a paperclip. He dived towards the clip and scooped it up - just as he was tugged closer to the spider.

      With a grunt of exertion, Toby pulled a section of the bent paperclip straight. He only needed to extend one spar to form a spear; the rest of the clip provided the perfect grip. He charged the spider.

      The evil looking eyes saw him coming and the beast tried to incept him with its clicking fangs. Toby charged the arachnid with all the momentum he could muster. The paperclip speared through the creature’s head - discharging his lighting blast through the metal as his did. The spider’s head exploded - splashing green and grey gloop over Toby. His momentum flipped the creature onto its back and pitched it off the edge of the desk.

      Toby watched the brute fall - before realizing the silk strand was still attached. He grabbed the silk and fired his lightning blast through it - melting the silk second before it could pull taut and drag him down.

      Toby caught his breath. He’d only fought two spiders and still had several trillion nanites and a supervillain to face. It was going to be a long day.

      He hovered over the edge of the desk to see if he could spot the twins.

      ‘Guys?’ he yelled.

      He was alarmed to see Sable had entered the room and was snuffling about on the floor. The dog headed straight for the two spider carcasses and licked them up, before snuffling around on the floor where Toby had left the twins.

      ‘NO!’ he screamed. He had the dreadful thought that the mutt had eaten its owners. As much as he disliked the twins, he didn’t want that to happen to them. He would have to break from the plan and enlarge himself to save the twins.

      He selected the power from his phone and instantly felt his body swell. It was one of the most unpleasant experiences he had ever had and he felt thoroughly nauseous afterwards. He fought not to be sick, the last thing he wanted to do was lay a sea of puke over the twins - no matter how tempting that sounded.

      Sable was alarmed to see Toby suddenly appear in front of him, but barked and danced around him, licking the spider gunk off him - which had also grown proportionately.

      ‘Sable! No! Bad dog!’ Toby grabbed the dog by the collar and pulled him out of the room, slamming the door behind him. He walked carefully over the carpet, just in case he trampled the twins.

      ‘Guys?’

      He saw a patch of black on the carpet where they had barbequed the first spider. Toby carefully knelt down and peered closer.

      ‘Can you guys hear me? OW!’ Something pricked his cheeks. He turned in time to see another miniature fireball arc out from the gap under a set of draws. The twins were there, waving to him. He could see their mouths move, but could hear nothing. He had expected them to have comically high-pitched voices like in the cartoons, but real life wasn’t always funny like that. He held out his hands for them to climb on.

      ‘You’re alive!’ he whooped.

      The twins dropped to their knees, covering their ears in pain. Toby suddenly realized that his voice must sound like a rock concert. He dropped to a whisper, which helped.

      ‘I’m glad you’re OK,’ and he surprised himself because he meant it. ‘The nanites are here. It think it’s best if I take you with me.’

      They nodded in agreement. He dropped them into his breast shirt pocket, and made a mental note not to shove anything in there later. He just hoped they didn’t grow back to normal size anytime soon.

      He turned to leave the room - just as all the windows imploded!

      Jagged glass and splintered sections of wind frame spun towards him. He dropped to his knees as multiple glass shards stabbed into his back. It was painful, but his healing power fought against any serious injury - without that, he would have been shredded alive. He checked the twins were safe before flying through the broken window.

      There was a battle raging below. Two of the Downloaders lay prone on the floor, possibly dead. Toby looked around for their attacker - before realising the remaining three Downloaders were ganging up on Jen!

      Furious, he dropped to Jen’s side and faced the attackers. Lightning flared from his fingers threateningly.

      ‘Back off!’ he warned the rookie Downloaders. They looked at him with puzzled expressions - something was wrong. ‘Jen? What’s happening?’

      He turned to look at Jen properly. The nanites had synthesized her! The side of her face was crawling with tiny nano-bugs. The nanites crawled all over her skin as they grafted her mobile into her skull, using the technology as a receiver to control her. She looked at Toby with undisguised loathing - then shot at him point blank!
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      Flames covered Toby’s field of vision and he could smell his hair burning. The jet of fire burnt his skin without mercy. The force of the strike lifted him off his feet and threw him a dozen metres into a stagnant pond.

      He splashed down in the stale water, which, mercifully, quenched the flames. He lay there, allowing the water to cool him down. His skin make horrible sickening sounds as it healed - the fireball must have ripped the flesh away to his bone. Once more he was thankful for downloading the extra-healing ability. His mission hadn’t even properly started yet and it had already saved his life a couple of times.

      He combed his fingers through his hair - or what was left of it. It had burnt away to rough crew cut. The healing powers didn’t fix cool haircuts, so he would have to look like a marine for the next few months.

      He suddenly remembered the twins were in his pocket and sat upright, checking they were OK. They had been submerged for the last half minute and spluttered and swore at Toby. Luckily he couldn’t hear a word they said.

      Jen was now a major problem. How could he stop her without badly injuring or killing her?

      He checked his phone was working; luckily it was waterproof and fully functional. He looked up to see one of the remaining three Downloaders plucked off her feet and tossed onto a rooftop. She tried to stand, but was swallowed by the Swarm. He watched in horror as the nanites disassembled her. She was still screaming as the machines plucked off her skin and worked their way through to the muscles and bone beneath. In seconds she had been deconstructed, each element of her body being used elsewhere within the Swarm for fuels or replicating other machines. It was a terrible sight to witness and Toby felt physically ill. He knew this was something that was going to haunt his dreams.

      He had to act fast and without mercy. He remembered an expression: the needs of the many out weight the needs of the few. No matter how much he cared for his friend, the fate of mankind was at stake.

      As quickly as he could, Toby soared low over the ground and reached the two downed heroes as nanites swarmed towards them. He didn’t have time to check if they were still alive - he needed their phones and the valuable powers they carried.

      The last surviving guy - who could have been Tony - leapt over to Toby’s side.

      ‘What’re you doing?’

      He was suddenly blasted off his feet before Toby could reply. Fortunately his phone dropped at Toby’s feet. He scooped it up - ducking just as Jen’s energy blast shot overhead.

      ‘Come and get me!’ he roared at Jen.

      Toby shot vertically up and Jen followed. It was the only way he could think of buying time.

      He flew through the Swarm, the tiny machines felt like hailstones as he cut a path through them. He finally emerged on the other side, high above the Swarm and fog.

      Some nanites still clung to his skin and clothes. The tiny machines crawled up on him. Toby channelled a lightning shock through his body, instantly electrifying himself. The tiny machines shorted out, falling away.

      He only had seconds to activate one of the Foundation phones he had swiped - just as Jen punctured through clouds beneath him. She snarled and hurled a stream of fire at him.

      Toby banked away - then dropped; performing a tight spiral that brought him slightly below her. She tried to compensate for the sudden move, but it gave Toby enough time to activate the power he required on the phone—

      A miniaturization cone shot from the device and consumed Jen. He heard her scream as he administered the full charge. An after-image of Jen lingered as she shrank to a microscopically small particle - far smaller than Toby and the twins had been rendered.

      He could no longer see her - but at least she was neutralized for the moment. Toby quickly changed direction back towards the Swarm, knowing she had no chance of following him now she was so small.

      The fate of the world lay on his shoulders - again. But this time he was on his own. That was a sickening prospect.

      He hovered above the swirling cloud and carefully extracted the extra raw power phials the Foundation techs had added to his phone. They contained a powerful electro-magnetic pulse power that would, theoretically, instantly wipe out the nanites. The only problem was the blast would not be powerful enough to take out the entire Swarm that encompassed half the world. However, he had faith in Emily’s wild plan. He just hoped he had the opportunity to execute it.

      He hovered and pulled the rifle from over his shoulder. He loaded the EMP, Electromagnetic Pulse, cartridges into the gun strapped to his back. He had six shots. Six shots to save the world, leaving one left on his phone.

      ‘Here goes nothing,’ he mumbled to himself and dived into the roving Swarm beneath him.

      Again, the nanites slapped into him like hailstone. Toby adjusted his trajectory so he was no longer plummeting earthwards, but instead heading deeper into the swarm. This was only the edge of a nanite mass that stretched to both side of the Atlantic, but at least he was inside the swarm. He reckoned that he had seconds before the Swarm reacted to the foreign infiltrators and rendered him apart. All he had to do was shrink down to their size - smaller than before. He had to push the power to the max.

      Toby activated his phone, and gritted his teeth as his body was suddenly jolted. His stomach lurched worse than before - it felt like he was falling into infinity.

      

      For a second, Toby’s vision went black - then suddenly flicked through all the colours of the spectrum in rapid succession. When his sight came back he thought he had been transported to a strange parallel world.

      The entire sky, in every direction, was filled with planets. It took him several moments to register that he was looking at the nanites from a vastly different perspective. Some had been the size of a fly; others had been no bigger than a grain of sand, but now they were incredibly massive.

      Toby landed on the surface of one that was, proportionately, the size of an aircraft carrier. The smooth surface was warm to the touch. The tiny circuitry channels he had seen earlier were as large as roads. Energy pulses shot through in pairs with loud whooshes.

      Above him, the Swarm kept in perfect formation. There was no sense of movement. The outside world was now so vast, and so far away, he could see nothing but a grey blur.

      Regular laser pulses shot between the swarm; it was like a beautiful multicoloured lightning. He remembered reading in the Project Swift files, about the nano-laser optics that sent signals between the individual bots to trade information.

      The machine he was currently hitching a ride on sported massive drilling appendages that stretched as tall as tower blocks. The front of the nanite slowly rotated like a drill as it cut through the air. This was the same type of machine he had seen on the window earlier; the same type of bot that would have disintegrated the Downloader to dust. For his plan to work, he needed to reach one of the communication drones.

      A smaller machine hove into view. This was about the size of a small frigate and covered in hair appendages. Massive sail-like paddles pushed the machine through the air like a whale through the ocean. A series of tubes along the machine’s central hull shot the laser information beams to the other machines. Toby recalled from the files that this was a communicator, which was exactly what he needed.

      Toby took flight and crossed to the communicator. He landed on the side without any fuss. This looked like it was going to be easier than he’d ever dared hope.

      As he landed, he realised that the machine was huge, relative to his own size. It was constructed from dozens of over-lapping panels, bonded together with a hard glue substance. Toby had to get to the central processor unit inside. The CPU was a state-of-the-art qubit processor that ran the machine and dictated its role within the Swarm, and the only way in lay through one of the many laser tubes.

      As Toby approached, the lasers fired out their regular signal. This close, he could feel the wall of heat from the lasers that were as thin to him as a pencil. Luckily the laser tubes were wide enough for him to fit inside. At the bottom he could see the laser lens, a large unblinking red eye. If he got caught in the tube when the laser fired, he would be vaporized - and no amount of super-healing would save him. He had to time it right. Drop in, and then smash through the tube into the nanite’s interior hull.

      He waited patiently for the lasers to pulse again. The madness of the situation gripped him. In reality the communication nanite was 0.005 mm in size - no larger than a small grain of sand. Yet here he was, standing on it as it glided through the air in a coordinated display with trillions of its mechanical cousins.

      The information lasers shot out in all directions. As soon as the column of light vanished, Toby flew into the tube. It was stifling hot inside and he knew he should be sweating, but was a little concerned he wasn’t. Perhaps his pores were too small for the sweat to seep through?

      He hovered over the lens and punched the side of the tube. The metal buckled, but remained intact. He tried again with similar results.

      ‘Come on! Give me a break!’ he yelled.

      Several more punches dented the metal, but it didn’t give. It was like pounding pliable plastic.

      The lens below him suddenly whined to life - it was powering up again. Toby frantically kicked at the tube sides to no avail. The lens started to glow blood red - in seconds a laser pulse would be shot out again.

      In desperation Toby shot his lightning bolt. The sparks that leapt from his fingers were thick and cumbersome - but they did the job. A small neat hole was punctured through the tube. Toby struggled through - as the laser flared behind him, the heat wave singeing his skin. It was a narrow escape.

      He looked around the cavernous interior. He had been expecting it to be laid out like the decks of a ship, but instead he was surprised to see that it was hollow; an arrangement of girders that kept the hull rigid. At the centre of the machine was the giant CPU.

      ‘There you are!’ exclaimed Toby. He pulled his gun, loaded with the precious EMP cartridges, off his shoulder and flew across to the CPU - within minutes, he’ll know if their wild plan will work.

      Midway to the processor, something collided him sidelong, spinning him into a girder. The object that had hit him hovered menacingly. It was the size and shape of a football, sporting nasty spikes in every direction. A pair of nasty prongs, mounted on the side, crackled with power. It was a security bot, originally designed to break down cancerous tissues, the machine had been reprogrammed by NanoMite to seek out any undesirables - just like Toby.

      A fine laser shot out and burnt Toby’s leg. He howled in pain, dropping from the girder. Lightning arced from his fingers and blew the irritating machine in half.

      Toby smiled... then saw two dozen more machines that had been hanging from the walls, suddenly detached and headed straight for him.

      ‘Aw, hell...’ was all he managed before they opened fire simultaneously.

      The explosion ripped a massive hole in the side of the communication bot, blowing off one of its large paddling fins. Toby tumbled out, a horde of security machines in pursuit.

      He spun out of control before crashing into the side of another aircraft carrier sized nanite. He watched as the communication centre he was about to sabotage spun out of control and collided with three more machines with an explosive result as its laser discharged.

      As soon as that happened, a rapid series of signals flashed between every other hulking machine he could see - the alarm had been raised. The machines knew they had an infiltrator.

      The smaller security drones buzzed towards him as the massive machines around him edged closer in response to the intruder. Toby wasn’t sure what was happening - until the hundred massive nanites around him fired a fine mist from vents on their side.

      They’d sprayed a cloud of security bots: thousands of them, all zeroing in on Toby!

      Toby raced along the curved deck of the nanite he had landed on. Gravity didn’t normally work in this ultra-small world. Each of the mighty nanites created its own micro-gravity through strong atomic forces, known in the scientific community as “strong force”.

      There were few places to hide on the wide-open hull. Several hundred guns fired at the same time - the results were catastrophic.

      The onslaught tore the nano-cruiser he stood on in half. The hull severed in a smooth tear that glowed from the extreme heat.

      Luckily, Toby was clinging to a section the size of several football pitches. It rotated around, providing cover from another hail of lasers that blasted a huge chunk from the wreckage. Everything floated as though they were in zero-g, which created a cloud of debris that shielded Toby from the security bots. There was no way he could survive a direct hit from a thousand of them.

      The drones fired short controlled bursts at the floating debris, breaking them into smaller chunks. Another series of nanites swept into view, about the size of garbage trucks - these had yawning mouths that scooped up the junk. They were processing craft that would break down the junk into component parts and recycled them throughout the Swarm.

      But Toby didn’t have time to marvel at the efficiency of Professor Epstein’s creation - because they were about to kill him.

      He had one option left. He raised his rifle towards the security drones and fired from the hip as he’d seen soldiers do in the movies.

      The EMP pulse discharged from the rifle, shimmering the air. Toby kept the trigger depressed until the first ampoule of power was empty. The effect was extraordinary. The thousand-string horde of security drones suddenly hung limply in the air while dozens of the bigger nanite “cruisers” behind, that lay in the firing line, suddenly deactivated and spiralled lazily through the air drifting out of formation. Several crashed into one another - but there were no explosions, just the crunch of hollow shells bouncing apart.

      The unaffected nanites outside of the EMP’s blast, suddenly peeled away as they tried to vacate the battle area.

      Toby whooped victoriously. Several thousand down - just a few trillion more to go! The principles of the plan worked - he just now had to apply it to the Swarm.

      His sixth-sense made him turn around - a fast moving object was heading in his direction.

      Toby kicked away from the hulk he was standing on and hovered in the air, rifle aimed for whatever the Swarm could throw at him next. He looked through the optical gunsight and saw that the approaching menace was Jen, Toby almost dropped the weapon in surprise.

      Jen came to a halt, hovering opposite him. Toby could see her skin was crawling with nanites, some no bigger than ants - they had obviously shrank when Jen had.

      ‘You cannot defeat the Swarm, Toby Wilkinson.’ The sound came from Jen’s mouth, but it wasn’t her voice, it was NanoMite’s.

      ‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ Toby replied coolly. ‘If you really thought there was no threat then you would have made Jen attack me instantly.’

      Jen remained silent. Toby guessed the EMP pulse had sent a flurry of warning messages through the Swarm, which had allowed Jen, or the possessed Jen, he corrected himself, to locate him.

      ‘I compute that you are no threat,’ said NanoMite. ‘Or else you would have struck now rather than play for time. This will be your undoing.’

      Jen fired a jet of liquid fire towards him. It was easily dodged. There was something odd about the flames. They seemed too big to be affective. The microscopic size was having a strange effect on some of the powers.

      ‘Now that was rather pathetic,’ Toby goaded. ‘Do you want to try again?’

      Jen roared in fury and tracked Toby’s movements as he orbited around her. Her eyes glowed bright yellow and a string of pulsing spheres shot out. Toby ducked to one side - but the spheres homed into him. This one wouldn’t be so easy to avoid.

      Toby glided to the nearest nano-craft. This one had plenty of towers and gullies he could lose himself in - it was like flying through downtown New York.

      The energy spheres banked and weaved in his wake. He took one corner at the last minute - two orbs exploded into the side of the structure in an explosion of blinding light. He lost another three in a similar manoeuvre - but two more remained close on his tail, slowly catching him up.

      He swerved towards Jen, accelerating to ramming speed. She had no intention of getting out of his way. At the very last second, Toby came to a complete stop and changed direction at a perfect right angle. Ordinarily such a manoeuvre would have seen his guts ripped apart from the change in g-force, but at a macro level he felt nothing.

      The chasing spheres slammed into Jen before she could move out of their path. Toby felt bad as he watched her spin out of control towards another massive craft. Her skin was red raw from the explosion. She had downloaded the same healing factor as he had done, so he wondered why her wounds wouldn’t heal. Instead, the nanites would keep her alive as long as possible, but if he hit her again it would kill her.

      Jen landed awkwardly on the hull of another huge nano-craft. Toby bore down on her.

      ‘Jen? Speak to me!’

      This close, he could see one side of Jen’s face was covered in silver nanites. The remaining half was still flesh and blood but a huge section of that now hung off in a grotesque lump. He could see the muscle and bone beneath. He wanted to be sick. Nanites flooded into the wound, bonding it together and turning her into more of a machine.

      ‘Jen?’

      WHAM! She punched him with such force, Toby was surprised his head didn’t fall off. He must have fallen unconscious for a second because when he opened his eyes, he was flat on his back and Jen was standing over him with her first raised. Nanites trickled along her arm, forming a lethal spike on the end of her fist. She punched down with jackhammer force.

      Toby had just enough presence of mind to roll sideways as the spike punctured the deck below. Before Jen could retract the weapon, Toby hooked his legs around her arm and tensed them - effectively trapping her arm in place.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

      If there was anything left of his friend, it didn’t register on her face. In a quick movement, Toby fired his rifle into her chest.

      The invisible EMP pulse shot through Jen’s body. She staggered backwards - then keeled over. Toby scrambled to her side.

      ‘Jen? Speak to me. Please... don’t die!’

      He cradled her head. As he moved her, the chunks of junk that were implanted into her face fell away as the nanites bonding them together deactivated.

      Then the chunks of wiring that were embedded into her skull started to push themselves out of her body with a sickening crunch. Toby watched with a combination of repulsion and amazement. Her super-healing must have been dampened by the nanites to enable them to graft to her skin. Now they were gone, the healing factor was pushing all foreign objects from her body.

      Jen suddenly gasped, her body jerking as metallic objects clattered out of her body. It sounded like a lot of loose change falling. The wounds quickly healed as her abilities fought to save her life. It was a magical transformation, in just over a minute she was back to normal. Her eyes flicked open and she gazed at Toby with blurry eyes.

      ‘Where am I?’

      Toby beamed with relief. He wanted to kiss her... but didn’t. ‘We’re inside the Swarm. They had Synth’ed you. You tried to kill me.’

      ‘Huh?’ She gasped in pain when she sat upright. ‘I must be losing my touch if you’re still alive.’

      ‘I thought I’d killed you.’

      She flashed him a cheeky smile. ‘There’s no chance of that, Shrimp. No matter how zoned out I am.’ She stood up, her strength flowing back. ‘So, where do we kick butt?’

      Toby felt a rush of relief now that he was no longer alone in his task. He pointed to one of many communication nanites that had moved out of the way of the EMP pulses. ‘We go in there. But we only have four charges left. I don’t know if that’ll be enough to knock out the entire swarm.’

      ‘It’s going to have to be. Shall we?’

      They soared towards the nearest communicator. Toby had warned her about the security drones inside. They only had one shot to burst in and offload their payload.

      Now he knew the hulls were empty, Toby didn’t waste any time with the laser tubes. He smashed straight through the hull and into the hollow interior.

      Jen followed, and in a wave of devastating plasma blasts, she destroyed the security drones before they could peel away from the wall.

      Toby flew straight to the optical CPU. He activated his phone and called up the one power that would allow them to complete their mission - it would atomise him, sending him into the CPU exactly the same way NanoMite travelled.

      ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’

      ‘Certain. I digitize in with the EMP powers. Trace the origin of the Swarm back to wherever NanoMite is storing Pete’s stolen replication powers - combine them with the EMP cartridges and we should have a self-replicating EMP pulse that will travel throughout the Swarm, destroying it.’

      ‘You make is sound so easy.’

      He smiled as he checked the optical processor. It was then he saw the flaw in his plan and his smile vanished.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘There’s no way in to the processor! Look.’ He thumped a solid block of metal that protected the CPU. The only way in was through narrow vents that he couldn’t even put his finger through. ‘I did this when I escaped from the Council of Evil. Then I had a monitor to jump into. Here there’s nothing! I need to touch the processor but it’s protected by the damn case!’

      He had carefully read the Foundation instructions regarding this power. If he couldn’t touch the electronics then he would simply turn into a bunch of charged particles that would be dispersed into the air.

      ‘We could tear it off?’

      ‘Tear the cover off, that would shut the CPU down and it would disconnect from the network meaning I’ll be trapped inside.’

      ‘So we need to go smaller.’

      ‘Impossible. We’ve used all that power. There’s nothing left.’

      He felt the crushing certainty of defeat weight heavy on him. They had come so close.

      ‘What about them?’

      Toby frowned. Jen was pointing at his chest. He looked down to see Jurgen and Hayden hanging over the lip of his pocket, waving for attention. They had heard every word.

      Toby held out his hand and let them climb out. He was stunned to see them. He had simply assumed once he’d shrunk they would have been left behind, instead they had miniaturized in proportion. He had no idea you could double-shrink people. He carefully laid them next to the CPU. Hayden squeezed into the intake vent and out again indicating they could fit.

      ‘Do you guys know what you have to do?’

      He saw Hayden gesticulate and rapidly speak... but they could still hear nothing.

      ‘We can’t hear you. Just nod or something.’

      The twins gave two thumbs up. Toby was sure he could see a resigned look on their tiny faces, and it occurred to him that this could be their last mission. He tried to think of something poignant to say, but couldn’t think of anything.

      Toby laid the last three EMP cartridges next to the twins - they were three times their size. Despite this, the twins’ enhanced strength was still working and Jurgen heaved one over each shoulder. Hayden grabbed the last then held up his mobile phone to show Toby it was still working. Toby had downloaded the digitize power to everybody’s phones just in case it was their last means of escape. It was now proving to be their only means of defeating NanoMite’s Swarm.

      Toby wanted to warn them not to mess this mission up, but bit his tongue. They were showing incredible bravery. Despite their natural clumsiness, their hearts were in the right place.

      They were real heroes, and for once, he felt proud for having been the one who had trained them up. He hoped this really wasn’t a one-way mission.

      The twins disappeared through the narrow cooling slots on the CPU case, dragging the EMP vials with them. Two flashes from with the system indicated they had successfully digitized themselves and were now running along the cyber pathways of the Swarm.

      If they knew this was a suicide mission, they were making sure they completed it to the letter.

      Jen and Toby looked at one another. Hanging around in the centre of the storm was not a safe place to be. Besides, the moment the twins deactivated the Swarm, they had to move in to confront NanoMite.

      That’s when they would face the real battle.
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      Toby and Jen teleported out of the Swarm, aiming a good distance away from the encroaching cloud of death. It had almost spread to Germany’s northern edge and was heading towards Denmark where the Government could do nothing but evacuate their people farther north.

      Minutes dragged painfully by as they waited for any sign that the twins had been successful. After ten minutes, both Jen and Toby snapped back to full size. The subsequent nausea did nothing to brighten their mood.

      Toby leant over a wall, dry heaving - until Jen nudged his arm.

      ‘Look!’

      The nanite Swarm had been growing on the horizon, a black stain against the blue sky. It suddenly flickered with internal lightning and a deep sustained boom washed across the landscape thirty seconds later.

      The cloud flashed with increasing intensity - then it was suddenly swept away as if a hurricane force had blown it apart.

      Toby jumped to his feet, mouth open wide. The sky was blue once again.

      ‘They did it!’ he cried jubilantly.

      Jen screamed with excitement and hugged him tightly. They performed an improvised victory dance.

      Toby was the first to sober up. ‘I hope they’re alright.’

      Jen suddenly calmed as if she’d been tranquilized. ‘Yeah... I’m sure they are.’ She sounded uncertain.

      Toby took a deep breath. ‘Our turn now.’

      

      The undulating hills around the Rhône River were beautiful, stretching to the north and east into gentle alpine peaks. Or rather, the landscape would have been idyllic if it was not covered in an ashen grey cloud of nanites and metallic dust that smothered the life beneath.

      Jen and Toby quantum tunnelled into a field in the small town of Flévieu, across the river from the Superphénix nuclear facility that NanoMite was using as a base. The quantum tunnel was a stealthy way of travelling that allowed them to sneak up on their enemy. Unlike teleporting, they could make multiple jumps in quick succession - ideal for the commando raid they were embarking upon.

      Their first reaction was that they had made a dreadful mistake - the nanites were still here.

      Then a ripple shot through the grey dust at supersonic speed - evaporating the nanites beneath their feet. Toby breathed a sigh of relief; they had merely outrun the path of self-replicating destruction the twins had set in motion.

      Across the river, the dust fell from the huge cylindrical tower at the heart of the abandoned power station.

      Toby was suddenly brimming with confidence. ‘Let’s do this.’

      

      NanoMite convulsed with anger. His feet stomped against the floor as he threw a tantrum. He had sensed the sudden EMP detonations with the Swarm. They had radiated out from the location he had stored Pete’s replication power. He had swarms of nanites using the power to replicate themselves into an unstoppable army - then some stupid heroes had thrown in a raw electromagnetic pulse power. Pete’s superpower had instantly combined with the EMP energy and replicated in an unstoppable chain reaction that had wiped out his Swarm.

      In five minutes his entire network had been evaporated! With half the world under his control it had seemed like an impossible task - but now power had been restored to cities; world militaries had regained control of their weapons and the HERO Foundation had suddenly put its website back online. His master plan was unravelling.

      The EMP wave was so quick that he had been forced to disconnect himself from the Swarm before the pulse was transferred into him. Now he was filled with vitriolic rage.

      The people he had kidnapped to form his neural computer system physically felt the destruction of the nanites. They convulsed as if the blows were hitting them. The nanites flowing through them suddenly deactivated and the neural-processors all slumped to the floor, unconscious.

      To add insult to injury, Professor Epstein’s mocking laughter rang in his head. The remnants of the personality were still very much alive.

      The air at the end of the chamber suddenly tore apart like a curtain as the quantum tunnel opened. NanoMite could see the idyllic valley outside.

      ‘What is this?’ he bellowed.

      A blast of frost suddenly shot out, engulfing his body in a solid block of ice.

      Toby and Jen flew into the chamber and quickly took stock of their new environment. It was fifty metres in diameter, and they were positioned halfway up the tower. Luckily, Toby had read the schematics beforehand to ensure they didn’t tunnel into the main reactor that lay below them. The reactor core dominated the centre of the room, with access platforms circling the core’s exterior. Above them lay a massive corroded yellow crane system that ran on rails and was used to raise and lower the cooling rods into the reactor when it was functional.

      The kidnapped victims lay on a platform near the wall, safely out of the way. Toby hoped they were all alive. He recognized Yvonne from the sea of faces; the trip to whose apartment had led them here. It looked like she was peacefully slumbering.

      The ice around NanoMite suddenly cracked as the nanites that formed him super-heated.

      ‘You have already tried that,’ NanoMite’s voice was filled with contempt. ‘It won’t work twice.’

      ‘It’s game over for you,’ retorted Toby. ‘Can you thank Professor Epstein for his help in bringing you down?’

      NanoMite roared in frustration and extended both hands, firing a pulse of white-hot energy. Toby and Jen darted in separate directions as it struck the floor where they had been standing - forming a crater. Toby suddenly doubted the wisdom of having a shoot-out in a nuclear reactor, even a decommissioned one.

      He perched on the lip of a reinforcement girder that ran along the perimeter of the tower.

      ‘You just don’t have the skills to defeat us, NanoMite. We’ve faced worse than you.’

      ‘You mean “better than you”, surely?’ shouted Jen from across the reactor. ‘If they were worse, then they wouldn’t be as good as this clown.’

      Toby nodded graciously. ‘I believe you’re right.’

      NanoMite looked between the two heroes with disgust. ‘This is not the time for a lesson in grammar!’

      He blasted Jen with an intense energy volley. The wall and floor bubbled from the impact - but there was no sign of Jen.

      Her laughter drifted from the crane overhead, where she clung on the girders like a monkey.

      ‘You’ve got to be faster than that,’ she taunted.

      Although they were both flicking light-hearted banter at NanoMite, they didn’t feel jovial. They knew their one advantage lay in upsetting the villain’s delicate emotional balance so he wouldn’t suspect their plan. They had to wear him out in order to get close and finish him off.

      ‘We’re always one-step ahead,’ Toby added.

      ‘Enough of this!’ NanoMite spat. ‘You maybe one step ahead, but a grand strategist always thinks several steps ahead of their opponent.’

      Toby saw the sudden movement. NanoMite’s six Cohorts stepped from the shadows. Their hands glowed menacingly. Toby recognised their faces from the missing people reports Kirby had showed him.

      ‘They’re just kids.’

      ‘Correction. They are highly trained, bionically enhanced kids.’

      The Cohort suddenly sprung forward with huge bounds. They bounced from wall to reactor to stairwell to reach their targets. Toby had never seen anything move like them - their implanted nanites gave them extraordinary speed and strength, but their moves showed the split-second timing of seasoned Parkour free runners that Toby had seen racing through the city, leaping over anything in their way.

      In seconds, two kids had joined Toby on the narrow girder. They landed either side of him and delivered swift karate chops with their glowing hands. Toby took flight as they sliced into the wall.

      However, a third kid was waiting for him. It was Trevor - using his skills honed over hours of game play, he had developed cutting-edge techniques and timing that had stood him out to be one of the best gamers in the world. Like his companions, his physically body was no match for the rigorous activities they played in the games, but with the nanites enhancing their bodies, they were unbeatable.

      Trevor soared through the air after calculating Toby’s trajectory in the blink of an eye. He landed on the hero - the extra weight plummeted Toby to the ground.

      The two kids perched on the girder somersaulted off the edge to join in the fight below. Their enhanced frames allowed them to land in a stylish crouch around Toby. Their fists absorbed the impact and cracked the concrete floor.

      From ten metres above, Jen was convinced she was safe from the ninja kids, as they clearly couldn’t fly. But they didn’t need to. They bounced from girder to support strut in an amazing gymnastic display to reach her. They surrounded her on the crane, high above Toby.

      Toby’s first thought was that he couldn’t risk hurting them, as they were not responsible for their actions. That was rapidly replaced with desperate thoughts of survival as the Cohorts rained down an ultra-fast array of spin kicks and martial art punches - every move learnt from a computer game and practised until they had blisters on their thumbs. They now played out their moves for real, thanks to nano-technology.

      The fight looked like a sped up video. No sooner had Toby’s head been kicked backwards then another cohort had punched him in his vulnerable extended stomach forcing him to convulse forward. It was a merciless onslaught and Toby could hear his bones breaking - then rapidly healing. If he didn’t do something then it would be an endless cycle of pummelling until his powers expired and he was beaten to death.

      Jen dropped off the girder to avoid her attackers. She had seen what had happened to Toby when he had flown, so she zigzagged to avoid being plucked from the air.

      It didn’t work.

      One of the kids missed her and crumpled against the central reactor core. He spun to the ground like a mannequin, his arms splayed at awkward angles until the nanites knitted him back together. Two of the Cohorts grabbed her in mid-air. The weight of one was enough to pull her down - but two fat kids made her drop like a stone.

      Concrete cracked as she hit the ground with ferocious force. The Cohorts pinned her down, punching her with lightning fast blows.

      Toby was starting to tire. What he gained in superpowers was of no advantage against the Cohort’s augmented speed.

      ‘Flash dance!’ he exclaimed through bloody lips.

      NanoMite was watching his victory with a sense of glee. His Swarm had been defeated, but his Cohort had saved him from complete failure. He had assumed Toby’s last utterance was to do with the brain damage he must surely be suffering. Only at the last moment did he see Toby’s earbud Toby glowed blue. Ordinarily his nanites would have neutralized any electronic device, but the only ones he had left were keeping him alive or controlling the Cohort.

      To everybody in the room, Toby appeared to vanish.

      Toby felt the superpower rush through his body. Then the world suddenly ground to a slow motion ballet as his perception sped up. The Cohort still moved fast but, to him, they now appeared to be moving at normal speed.

      He ducked two synchronized punches and kicked the third kid in the knees. It was an inelegant assault, but with his super-strength it broke both his attacker’s kneecaps. He dropped to the floor allowing Toby to bolt towards Jen.

      She now had all three of her Cohorts trading punches as she tried ineffectively to crawl away from them. Toby barrelled into them like a bowling ball. They had not expected the attack and spun away in every direction.

      However, no matter how fast he was moving, the Cohort was still quick. His original three assailants were already charging towards him. Toby didn’t have time for niceties. He raised his hands and blasted the rusting steel girders holding the crane up. His super-fast shots sawed through the metal almost instantly and the heavy crane dropped.

      He impatiently watched as the crane descended with all the urgency of a feather. Toby surged up to intercept it. He gripped the edge and, with a combination of super-strength and speed, he hurled it towards the ground to speed its descent.

      The thirty-ton crane flattened four of the Cohort. A quick energy blast sent the remaining two reeling into the curved walls.

      NanoMite couldn’t keep up with the action. He watched helplessly as his Cohorts were bashed around by a fast moving blur - then the crane fell at an alarming speed - pinning more down.

      A grinning Toby suddenly appeared in front of him. He waved his phone at the villain.

      ‘Game over, NanoMite.’

      Toby thrust his hand into NanoMite’s chest—

      But NanoMite’s body quickly formed a hole as the nanites avoided Toby’s punch. Toby quickly retracted his hand and the nanites closed the hole.

      NanoMite’s laugh was not pleasant. ‘You fool! Haven’t you learnt yet? My nanites know all your moves and tricks! You can’t pull the same trick on me twice!’

      Toby glanced behind him as the Cohorts stood, pushing the heavy crane off them. The micro-machines had rapidly healed them. Jen moved closer to Toby, covering his back. She was still feeling groggy from the beating she had taken.

      NanoMite continued taunting him. ‘It is you who is defeated!

      ‘Now, Jen!’ shouted Toby.

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘NOW!’

      Jen suddenly remembered what she had to do. She slid out her mobile and dialled Toby’s number.

      NanoMite stalked towards them ‘I will make your deaths...’ he suddenly trailed off when a funky ringtone echoed through the reactor. He looked around trying to trace the source. Then he looked at Toby.

      Toby smiled, elated that their wildly optimistic plan had worked. He held up his empty hand - the hand that had been clutching his phone.

      NanoMite suddenly clawed at his stomach - that’s where the ringtone was coming from! Toby had dropped the mobile inside him!

      ‘You may have been thinking a dozen steps ahead... but I was always thinking about the winning move,’ gloated Toby.

      For a moment, Nanite’s expression flickered to a smile and he clearly heard Epstein’s voice: ‘Thank you!’

      Then the EMP pulse stored in the phone exploded inside NanoMite. Toby and Jen held each other as they ducked - millions of nanites exploding in every direction. The electromagnetic pulse radiated across the reactor - destroying the last of the nanites.

      The Cohort suddenly slumped to the ground as the machines inside of them, were destroyed.

      It was over in seconds.

      Toby and Jen slowly stood up, not quite believing they had won despite overwhelming odds. Jen looked at him with an admiring smile.

      ‘You know, Shrimp, you have the making of a hero after all.’

      

      The next day was a whirl of activity, but all Toby had wanted to do was sleep. The kidnapped victims that had formed NanoMite’s neural network had been dropped off at regular hospitals, and they were all making speedy recoveries with no memory of the ordeal they had been through.

      The Cohort kids had to be tended in a Foundation hospital to surgically remove the tech implanted alongside their muscles. The same applied to tens of thousands of people all around the world who the nanites had Synth’ed.

      Toby had been in touch with his parents, who had assumed he’d been isolated, like them, because of the massive power outages. They seemed fine, although Toby was still deeply worried because he had heard nothing back from Lorna.

      Around the world, Governments provided excuses for the mysterious fog clouds and power shortages, anything to avoid mentioning the existence of superpowers. It would take a few months for cities to clean up their respective messes, but at least the loss of life had been kept to a minimum.

      The high point had been when Jurgen and Hayden had showed up alive in a field in Germany having fallen to earth with the nanites. When the power wore off they expanded back to their normal size, although Toby swore he was a centimetre smaller. They took great delight in wooing everybody within the Foundation HQ with their incredible story of battling through the Swarm’s virtual network and delivering the EMP that stopped NanoMite’s stranglehold on the world.

      Toby listened in silence for a change. His usual feelings of jealousy were replaced with pride that his cadets had performed superbly when it really counted. This time he agreed that they really were heroes.

      But the twins were not about to ignore their friends. Toby was surprised when they hoisted him and Jen onto their shoulders and told everybody who the real geniuses were behind the plan. The crowd went ecstatic when the full story emerged.

      Jurgen punched Toby’s arm. ‘Toby, congratulations! I never doubted!’

      ‘Jurg... you called me “Toby”!’

      Jurgen frowned. ‘Is that not correct?’

      Toby and Jen burst into laughter. Tears streamed down their faces leaving Jurgen even more confused.

      The day ended with a minute’s reflective silence when Eric Kirby’s death was formally announced. The head and creator of the Hero Foundation would no longer be steering the mighty heroic organization, and with Chameleon still missing, nobody knew who would.

      Toby watched the weeping staff with a sense of detachment. The previous day, as Kirby was dying, the control room had been the scene of a stupid party. Now it was a scene of mourning.

      Toby found himself alone in Eric Kirby’s office, and it was there he finally cried. No matter what he had done, Kirby had believed he was doing the right thing. Toby couldn’t blame him for anything. He had left some riddles - why had he stalled attacking the Council of Evil when Toby had finally discovered its location? And who exactly were the Inner Circle and why were they so influential?

      He suddenly noticed something hanging on the wall, held in a glass frame. It was a folded shirt with a faded “CC” logo: Kirby’s old Commander Courage uniform. It was still smeared with dirty and dried blood from when Toby and Pete had saved him in the jungle during World War II. That was, chronologically, the first time Kirby had met the boys - but it was far from the first time they had met him. He had never noticed that Kirby had kept them as a precious reminder of that moment.

      That thought stopped Toby’s tears from rolling. The sadness he had been feeling was suddenly replaced by an odd sense of completion.

      Kirby owed them his life, but if it wasn’t for Kirby then he would never have been a hero, and who knows, maybe the world would never have been saved. It was all a series of random events, which had, bizarrely, made sense.

      Toby stared at the army stripes and wondered what the future held, for him, Jen, Pete, Emily, Lorna and the twins. What strange new adventures would rise from the chaotic events of the present?

      Only time would tell.
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