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      The assault force emerged from the ocean as silent as wraiths.

      Jake Hunter watched them from his craggy vantage point. With the distinctive crunch of leather, Jake clenched his gloved fist. His confusion and anger seemed to enhance his superpowers. And after all of the betrayal, lying and violence that had surrounded him recently, the powers felt stronger than ever. It felt as though pins were stabbing his fingertips.

      ‘Rats… there goes my gloves,’ he muttered under his breath as his fingernails extended like cat’s claws, thickening as they ripped through the tips of his gloves. They formed long razor-sharp talons that shone like black marble in the moonlight.

      A week ago he had just been a regular schoolboy. And now he was a superpowered global fugitive wanted for theft, kidnapping, blackmail and he was instrumental in the pending destruction of the planet.

      Not bad for a fourteen year old.

      The spear of rock he was standing on poked from the surrounding jungle and allowed him to see clear across the island. It was bathed in the silver light of a full moon, which highlighted the white-sand beach. It could almost be paradise were it not for the fact that Jake’s actions had cost him everything: family, friends and security.

      Cost him his whole life.

      Knowing that it was all his own fault did not lessen the anger he felt inside. Anger was the only thing keeping him going right now.

      The line of black amphibious Sea Crawlers that emerged from the ocean spoilt the view for him. The Crawlers were the size of busses and rode on a set of caterpillar-tracks like tanks. Once they had safely landed ashore, hydraulic ramps powered down at the rear of each vehicle and soldiers exited in military formation. Jake could just distinguish that they were all armed with rifles and wearing bulky combat jackets as they raced towards the tree line.

      They were Enforcers - an elite force of soldiers created by the United Nations specifically to control superpowered misfits such as Jake.

      They must be warm with all that gear on, mused Jake. He was sweating profusely and wiped beads of sweat from his brow, taking care not to poke his eye out with his lethal talons. The tropical heat was relentless, even at night. His black jeans clung to his legs. Worse still they rode up his backside but he couldn’t pull them loose for fear of slicing himself with his claws.

      Jake rose into the air. It felt just like rapidly ascending in an elevator. He focussed his mind, realising that he was going to need a lot of firepower if he was going to take out the invading party. His fingers stretched painfully apart as an invisible power swelled in his palms. He closed his eyes and it felt as though he was holding a pair of bowling balls at arm’s length. When he flicked his eyes back open, they burnt like fiery coals. His vision was bathed in red, enhancing living creatures from the general background clutter by showing the electrical pulses through their bodies. He now saw them as shimmering figures, almost like angels. There was nowhere for them to hide.

      Jake tilted forward and was suddenly rocketing over the palm trees. Within thirty seconds he was at the beach before any of the advancing army could reach cover.

      To the men on the ground it looked like a huge black vulture was descending on them. They all raised their rifles to fire as he swooped overhead, arms extended towards the ground.

      Jake felt twin cones of force erupt from his hands and punch into the Enforcers. Some of the men were hurled through the air. The troopers left standing had the presence of mind to squeeze their triggers and shoot.

      Most of the bullets missed Jake, and combed through the air in the wake of his flight path. But some of the Enforcers remembered enough from their training to ‘lead’ the target - shooting ahead of Jake’s trajectory. These bullets struck him.

      To Jake, the impact of the bullets felt like he was being tickled. They struck an invisible shield inches from his body - and the air sparkled with fine blue crackles as his translucent force field absorbed them.

      Jake brought himself upright, hovering just metres off the ground and spun around, firing another cone of energy. To anybody watching, the cone looked like the heat haze that danced above the surface of a road on a hot day. His blast hit one of the Sea Crawlers just as the last Enforcer jumped out. The Crawler buckled like a can and flipped sidelong, rolling a dozen times across the sand before splashing into the water.

      Jake shot vertically up as another volley of gunfire shredded the palm trees behind him. The soldiers took the opportunity to sprint for their lives across the beach, dragging fallen comrades to their feet and into the shelter offered by the trees.

      Jake was so high he was beyond the range of the weapons. He paused to take in the impressive view of the island that sprawled around the smouldering cone of a gigantic volcano.

      He stared beyond his feet, and far below he could easily see the electric signatures of the troops who thought they were safely concealed in the jungle. He let out a heavy sigh, knowing he had better finish this off.

      Jake dived straight down, arms outstretched, and willed another burst of energy from his hands. It zeroed straight for the second Sea Crawler.

      The Enforcers cowering in the trees watched as an invisible hammer smashed the Crawler’s cab a metre under the sand - the tail of the vehicle was left poking at an angle into the air.

      ‘Sarge!’ wailed a terrified young solider.

      ‘Pipe down!’ growled a muscular sergeant with a Scottish accent.

      Jake landed with a thump on the beach, facing the men. He allowed his long claws to tap rhythmically against his leg, in what he hoped was a menacing manner. His clothes absorbed the moonlight, and his glowing eyes gave him a fearsome appearance.

      ‘Er… right...’ he mumbled. He couldn’t think of anything suitably threatening to say since his head was still swimming with recently discovered revelations.

      Then the ground shook making every bone in his body vibrate and his fillings jangle. The braver of the troops risked a glance behind, through the foliage, at the volcano. A massive plume of smoke spewed from the volcano’s cone, lit by flaming debris.

      It had begun.

      His antics over the last week had been truly awful, even by his own standards. But they were nothing compared to the erupting volcano and what it signified. Jake knew that the Core Probe had been launched and was now burrowing to the centre of the earth.

      After the backstabbing treachery of the last few days, it looked like he’d either be dead or in a cell on Diablo Island before he found out the consequences of his actions.
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      The alarm clock’s bleep was unceremoniously loud, forcing Jake’s eyes open from a dreamless sleep. His hand snaked out and thumped the clock silent, but it had started a chain reaction that would ultimately lead to school.

      His mother’s muffled voice yelled from the kitchen. ‘Jacob! Get some breakfast, time to get up!’

      The rest of his family was already up. His mother eating a bowl of cereal as she peered through her glasses at the newspaper, while his father watched a small television set on the counter, running a twenty-four hour news program. His sister, Beth, was in the crisp blue uniform of her private girls’ school, reading a letter that she waved at him as he stumbled downstairs.

      ‘From my pen-pal in New Zealand!’ she said excitedly.

      ‘So?’ Is she too poor to have e-mail?’ That wiped the stupid grin from her smarmy face. Beth scowled at him, then turned back to her letter.

      ‘Toast?’ his father asked as he loosened his over-tight tie.

      ‘Nah,’ muttered Jake as he slumped into his chair.

      ‘Sleep well?’ asked his mother without taking her eyes from the paper.

      Jake shrugged, and an affirmative ‘mmm’ rumbled from the back of his throat. He’d found this method of answering almost any question usually threw his parents off asking anything further. Sure enough, his mother nodded and continued reading. Jake disliked these family moments together. But try as he might, he couldn’t fault his parents. They worked hard, provided a comfortable home, were never short of money, and allowed their children to have a huge amount of independence. But somehow Jake had never felt comfortable. While the independence had made his sister a nerdy brain box, Jake had gone down a different track - and he was beginning to regret it.

      

      On his walk to school, girls threw him flirting, shy glances. He was a good-looking boy, with short, spiky blond hair. Even the school office secretary, only a few years older than him, tended to be extra nice no matter how often he was sent to the headmaster’s office. Perhaps only girls could see the softer side to him?

      Boys gave him a wide berth, and an appraising look. Jake Hunter was the school’s most formidable bully - somebody not to cross. But there was a vague awe of respect from his fellow pupils for the way he manipulated the adults, and on several occasions had defended people from being picked on by rival school kids infiltrating their territory.

      But Jake was unaware of this side of his reputation. The other boys’ actions made him feel both angry and lonely. Not an emotion he’d share with anyone, of course. He’d started by always standing up for himself, and this had naturally seemed to lead into bullying others. Now ‘bully’ was a tag he was forced to wear, a pre-emptive act that actually prevented him from being bullied by the more unscrupulous characters in school.

      Those losers had become his friends.

      He made it most of the way to school alone before he ran into his crew. They might be his friends, but he didn’t really trust any of them, and he knew the feeling was mutual.

      Anthony Culkin, or Big Tony, was huge. He claimed he had big bones, but even as Jake approached, Big Tony was already polishing off his packed lunch.

      ‘Hunter!’ he said by way of greeting, chunks of half-chewed sandwich falling from his mouth. The others turned to acknowledge their unofficial leader.

      Knuckles, a.k.a. Raymond Olson, was a little taller than Jake, and much stronger. His face was pale and greasy and his small squinting eyes made him resemble some kind of rodent. He flicked his head to one side, then the other like he’d seen boxers do before a fight. The result was a hideous crack from somewhere in his neck. Jake was sure that wasn’t healthy but he tried not to react.

      Scuffer was a small kid, who made up for his stature with a bad attitude. Warren Feddle was his real name, and he took time to thump anyone who dared use it. If anybody had an attitude problem, it was him. Scuffer was the worst of the bunch. He had a real criminal mind and enjoyed inflicting pain.

      Jake never did that. He beat up some of the kids who irritated him, but it wasn’t personal. Jake merely saw it as the order of things, a food chain with the cunning predators at the top, and the dumber animals underneath. But Scuffer, he was a nasty piece of work. Everything he did was personal.

      ‘Look! It’s the Professor!’ Scuffer yelled with delight. They all followed his pointing finger. Sure enough the lone figure of the ‘Professor’ was slouched as he walked to school, looking as miserable as Jake felt. His back was to them, and he hadn’t sensed the sudden danger he was in.

      ‘Let’s grab his pack!’ suggested Knuckles with his irritating shrill voice that didn’t fit his muscular frame.

      And do what with it? thought Jake. But already the gang was charging recklessly across the street, yelling at the top of their lungs:

      ‘Hey! Professor!’

      ‘Gonna pound you, geek!’

      The kid turned, looking aghast and fled as fast as he could. Jake dimly remembered his name was Pete. He was as harmless as a fly, but then again, flies never punched back.

      Despite himself, Jake cheered up a little and beamed as he joined in the pursuit. The thrill of the chase, he thought.

      

      During the lessons Jake entertained himself by flicking pieces of soggy chewed paper at his victims across the class. The teachers shot him suspicious glances, but it was an art form Jake had perfected over the years so he remained undetected.

      Jake and his gang prowled the yards at lunchtime, like sharks through a reef. But today people were avoiding them quite successfully, and there was very little in the way of fun to be had. So they ended up kicking a soccer ball around on an empty field. Of course, one of the teachers took exception to this innocuous activity and yelled at them to get off the field.

      Typical, thought Jake. Do something harmless and they get shouted at, but when they were deliberately starting a fight they always got away with that. That proved to Jake that justice was more a concept than a reality.

      One of the few lessons Jake and Scuffer were actually in together was computer class. Jake sneakily surfed around the Internet, glancing at his favourite rock band website: Army of Gort. He had been reading through the message board, where some fans were heaping praise on their new release, when Scuffer leaned across and tugged his sleeve.

      ‘Look at this,’ he whispered conspiratorially. He held up a USB memory stick.

      ‘What is it?’ said Jake.

      ‘My uncle’s laptop got a virus. It’s so new his virus checker didn’t pick it up. It trashed everythin’ he had, all his documents, music, and photos. All gone. ‘Cept he didn’t realize that when he’d tried to backup his stuff, he copied the virus onto this. Wanna see what happens when we stick it in the school network?’

      Despite himself, Jake couldn’t help but laugh out loud. The teacher threw a glance his way, but was too involved in helping another pupil with a problem on her screen. Crashing the school network would be a terrible offence; and therefore a great scam if they could get away with it.

      ‘Sure, go ahead.’

      ‘Put it on your computer then,’ said Scuffer forcing the memory stick into Jake’s hand.

      ‘No way! If they trace it to me I’ll get expelled!’

      ‘So?’

      Jake knew he would never hear the end of that from his parents. He glanced at the boy next to him who was staring between a problem sheet and his answer on the screen. Jake didn’t pause for thought. He reached out and scrunched the boy’s question sheet into a ball, then threw it across the room. The boy looked at him with a mixture of fear and astonishment. He hesitated, then without breathing a word, climbed from his chair to retrieve his discarded sheet.

      The moment the boy’s back was turned Jake thumbed the USB drive in the computer. He gave it a few seconds and hoped the virus was copying itself across, before yanking it out just as the boy picked up the paper and spun back around, apprehensively returning to his seat.

      Jake and Scuffer swapped grins then looked enthusiastically at their own screens. From the corner of his eye, Jake saw the boy was straightening out his answer sheet, unaware that the virus was infiltrating his machine. Jake decided to check his emails as he waited.

      The boy frowned when he looked at his screen where a spinning egg timer had replaced the cursor indicating his computer was busy. He experimentally jiggled the mouse. Nothing happened.

      Jake typed in his password and accessed his email. He had a few pieces from the Army of Gort website, and one from Big Tony which was of photo of a chimp riding a motorbike. Jake shook his head; Big Tony was always forwarding junk to people on the assumption that if he found it funny they would too.

      ‘Miss Campbell,’ said the boy in a timid voice.

      Jake glanced at the boy’s screen, the computer pointer was moving across the screen unaided, opening any file or folder it came across. This resulted in a mass-opening of programs in a torrent of windows that flooded the screen. It was as though an angry poltergeist had taken over.

      Jake hid his mirth and checked another email. This one was peculiar; the sender’s name was the same as his own. The name ‘Jake Hunter’ burned on the screen with the subject message:

      ‘Jake, join me and Rule!’

      He moved the mouse across.

      ‘Miss Campbell!’ screamed the boy so loudly that everybody turned to look at him. ‘I think my computer’s got a virus!’ His screen was thick with windows opening so fast that it flickered.’

      ‘Daniel, what have you done?’ began Miss Campbell.

      ‘ALL DATA ERASING’ suddenly appeared on the boy’s screen in letters big enough for the whole class to see.

      ‘No!’ he yelped as the computer screens either side of him turned deep blue, and a mass of computer code that raced across them. The Internet browser disappeared as Jake was about to click on the mysterious email.

      Computers began to crash like dominoes around the classroom, leaving a wake of complaints from surprised students.

      ‘Turn them off! Turn them off!’ yelled their teacher, but it was too late, the virus had spread in a spectacular manner through the school network and onto the servers where it was particularly destructive.

      felt a flurry of activity behind him and braced himself for the reprimanding hand of Miss Campbell on his shoulder.

      ‘What have you done?’ she cried.

      Jake looked up, relieved to see that Miss Campbell was towering over the boy next to him. The boy’s face was a picture of shock, something that made Jake smile all the way home.

      Jake managed to avoid spending too much time with his gang after school, he just didn’t feel in the mood to be standing around on a street corner, as it got dark. He’d left them outside Patel’s newsagents with the shopkeeper loudly complaining that they should hang out somewhere else.

      Jake just wanted to head home. Lately he’d felt something was missing from his life. Everything he did seemed a little too predictable and boring. He was smart enough to know that only he had the power to change that.

      

      Loud Army of Gort tracks pumped from his mobile and through his wireless speakers, and with any luck it would bother his sister. Jake called up his email and saw he had one unread message. He clicked on it.

      FROM: Jake Hunter

      TO: Jake Hunter

      SUBJECT: Jake, join me and rule!

      The sender’s email address was different from his own, in fact following the swirling “at” sign was a jumble of characters that seemed assembled from dozens of world alphabets. It was complete nonsense, probably just spam: junk email. But with nothing else to do Jake sighed and clicked on it anyway.

      The email opened and drifted through several different languages before settling.

      ‘Jake Hunter, unleash you true potential and click here to join me here - the world awaits you!’

      Jake hesitated, the mouse pointer hovering over the “here” link. Why bother? he thought. As if in answer to the unspoken question the text shifted on the screen. Jake read it in surprise.

      ‘Because you feel you need something more. I offer you the power to rule the world with a simple mouse click. Join me, Jake Hunter. It’s in your blood.’

      Jake frowned. Somebody had gone to a lot of trouble to make it stand out from the usual spam he got. Then a thought occurred to him, this must be just another of Big Tony’s stupid emails.

      The screen suddenly went black.

      Jake felt a moment’s dread, and hoped he hadn’t just infected his own mobile. The screen changed to a blinding white that hurt his eyes before slowly fading down to reveal a new app had downloaded to his phone: a stylized letter “V”, and the word villain underneath.

      Curious, Jake clicked on it, waiting for something stupid to appear. The app opened without a fuss and several new icons appeared below a message.

      ‘You have been selected to receive a great free gift that will allow you to conquer the world.’ As long as the gift involved shooting something then he wouldn’t complain. A game would help him relieve the boredom. He continued to read. ‘You will be granted a single temporary power for demonstration purposes. After you have demoed your ability you will be met by one of our representatives. Choose below.’

      Jake glanced through the range of icons on offer. Some were stick figures with various lines and shapes emanating from them, others were just shapes and logos. One particular logo seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. He tapped on it.

      The screen rippled as though made from liquid. The whole experience was over in a second; leaving Jake a little dizzy and doubting anything had actually happened. He certainly didn’t feel any different, and when he looked back at the screen, the app had closed.

      ‘Stupid things,’ muttered Jake. He must be more tired than he thought. With resignation, he cranked up the music, turned his attention to his television set at the foot of his bed, and powered up his Xbox console. Within a minute he was lost in a world of rampaging monsters. Midway through the game he noticed a symbol on a door within the game’s environment. It was the same as the one he’d clicked on earlier and now he recognised it.

      It was a radiation-warning symbol.

      

      Jake awoke with a surprising spring in his step. He met his gang and thoroughly enjoyed chasing the Professor; delivering a wedgie to him that was so severe they could hear his box-shorts rip. Leaving the geek on the floor, writhing in agony, the bullies strolled into school.

      Jake nonchalantly asked Big Tony what the website link was supposed to be, but Tony had such a blank expression that Jake assumed he must have already forgotten sending it.

      Maybe it was because he was feeling unusually cheerful that the day was passing quickly and at break he noticed a pretty girl, with long brunette hair, smiling at him. Jake felt a little embarrassed and was thankful he’d parted company from his gang. He had seen her many times before and knew her name was Lorna Wilkinson, but he had never summon the courage to speak to her.

      Now he found they were walking in the same direction.

      ‘Hi, Jake.’

      ‘Hi,’ he mumbled, staring at his feet.

      ‘What are you doing over the holiday? Any plans?’

      Jake felt his mouth become dry, and had a sudden attack of nerves as she looked at him with deep brown eyes. ‘I, er... nothing. Usual stuff, probably. You?’

      Lorna shifted nervously, but didn’t stop smiling. ‘Same. Nothing new.’

      They stopped outside the woodwork block, which was Jake’s destination. They looked at one another in silence for an uncomfortably long time, lost for idle conversation. Then Jake noticed three kids, a couple of years his junior, were picking on a boy who was clearly cornered and outnumbered. Seeing an opportunity to break the silence and act the hero, Jake intervened. The three bullies made a quick escape, thinking that Jake was protecting his mantle as school thug - while their victim stared wide-eyed, thinking Jake wanted the honour of beating him up.

      ‘Hunter!’ screamed Mr Falconer, the woodwork teacher, as he rushed from the classroom. ‘Stop that right now!’

      Jake looked confused. The bell suddenly rang and a friend of Lorna’s came up and pulled her towards her classroom and out of sight. Mr Falconer was upon him, bristling with rage.

      ‘I saw what you did!’ rumbled the teacher, obviously getting the wrong end of the stick.

      Jake frowned and looked around for the boy he had save, but the kid had vanished into the mass of pupils filing into their classes.

      ‘What’re you talking about? I was helping that—’

      ‘You can explain yourself in detention!’ snarled Mr Falconer.

      

      The last place anybody wanted to be on Friday, just before a holiday, was in detention. That included the teachers and it made Mr Falconer’s temper all the more aggressive.

      ‘This is unacceptable behaviour, Hunter,’ he snapped as he paced back and forth.

      ‘I told you, I was stopping that kid from being beaten up!’

      ‘A likely story! Save your lies!’ Mr Falconer’s finger quivered with rage. ‘I know your type, Hunter. I had to put up with them myself when I was a lad. Picking on younger kids. That’s a cowards way! You should be ashamed of yourself!

      Jake was so angry at the injustice of it all that he felt a burning pain in his gut like very bad indigestion and he felt uncomfortably warm. The words slipped from his mouth before he could stop them. ‘Are you stupid? Or is that slap-head of yours make you deaf?’

      Falconer went apoplectic. ‘That’s it! I’m going to make sure you have detention for the rest of the year—’

      But Jake wasn’t listening. He’d zoned out and was looking around with a frown. ‘Do you smell that?’

      ‘I’m talking to you, Hunter! Don’t ignore me!’

      ‘It smells like burning wood.’

      Mr Falconer opened his mouth to argue back, but stopped as the distinctive odour caught his nostrils. It was getting stronger by the second. They both scanned the room with growing concern before spotting fine white smoke curling from the planks of wood stacked against one wall.

      ‘Fire!’ yelled the teacher rather pointlessly.

      Before he could move towards the fire alarm the workbench in front of him was suddenly ablaze. An orange tongue of flame punched towards the ceiling and caught the tiles. Mr Falconer backpedalled in astonishment as all the other wooden workbenches around him joined the inferno.

      Jake looked frantically around. Even the window frames had started to smoulder, and a small potted plant on the corner of the teacher’s desk was now aflame. Jake knew he should move, but something bizarre caught his attention—

      His hands and arms were glowing with a green energy that randomly shot out from his body and set fire to whatever it touched. Luckily Mr Falconer was turned the other way, running towards a fire extinguisher.

      Streamer of green energy lashed from Jake’s body, and he watched in amazement as they struck the steel legs of the stools around the room and buckled them like they’d suddenly turned to rubber.

      Mr Falconer stretched for the fire extinguisher on the wall - but pulled his hand away from the invisible wave of heat radiating from the cylinder as another streamer caught the metal tank and it began to melt like wax. The pressurised contents exploded outward, metal fragments embedding in the burning benches next to Jake and the teacher.

      More ceiling tiles ignited with a loud WHUMP, and the flames rapidly spread above them, dripping burning debris down.

      ‘Hunter! Get—’ Mr Falconer stopped in surprise. He saw Jake’s entire body was glowing with a green aura that extended several centimetres from his body. Even as he watched, Mr Falconer could feel his moustache start to singe. He batted at it and looked around in panic for an escape route, but the room was now thick with smoke.

      A distant fire alarm was triggered, but that was drowned out by an earth-shattering crack as huge lumps of the flaming ceiling started to drop. A chunk of plaster struck Mr Falconer’s head, and he fell unconscious to the floor.

      Jake’s anger had been replaced by fear and he ran for the door, fuelled by an instinct for self-preservation. He glanced at his hands - the weird glow had vanished. He hesitated at the exit.

      The room was now a cauldron of fire, but strangely, Jake didn’t feel the heat at all. He looked down at the prone body of his teacher, who moments before didn’t have the time of day to listen to reason. Now the flames were approaching him with each passing second.

      Jake hesitated. He knew he should go back inside and drag his teacher out, but the room was blazing and he doubted that anyone could survive a rescue bid.

      And whatever power had erupted from him, now seemed to have faded away so there was no certainty he would survive either.

      Precious seconds ticked by as Jake hesitated…
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      Clouds of smoke and steam billowed from the remains of the woodwork classroom as the fire crews bathed it with high-pressure hoses. The seasoned firefighters marvelled at the ferocity of this outburst, they had rarely seen anything that could melt metal the way this conflagration had done.

      Jake was sitting on the tail ramp of an ambulance looking, and feeling, completely fine. He didn’t even have signs of smoke inhalation. He had eventually double backed and dragged Mr Falconer from the inferno. Despite the teacher’s thin appearance, he was incredibly heavy and Jake had made slow progress. But if he had delayed another few seconds, then Mr Falconer would now be lying under half a tonne of rubble. A roof timber had burnt through causing the joists to crash into the room, and with it the contents of the classroom above.

      The school headmaster, Mr Harris, watched with Jake as the ambulance carrying Falconer pulled away, its lights flashing and siren whooping. Falconer had momentarily regained consciousness, and mumbled incoherently about Jake glowing green. The paramedics assumed it was a side effect from the traumatic ordeal.

      ‘You’re a brave boy,’ said Mr Harris. The firemen could find no immediate cause of the fire, and the headmaster was well aware of Jake’s reputation as a troublemaker. Because he’d pulled the teacher out of the flames, without a doubt saving his life, he couldn’t exactly accuse him of arson. But it felt strange to call the bully a hero.

      Jake mulled things over as he walked home. The green haze coming from him had definitely been real, and not a hallucination bought on by the asphyxiating smoke, that much he was sure. The glow increased with his anger but then slowly ebbed away when he calmed down.

      But what was it? And why couldn’t feel the heat himself? When he pulled Mr Harris from the conflagration the shimmering green energy field reappeared, covering him completely. Fire had rolled across the wall next to him, and he never felt the flames lick across his face.

      Jake would be the first to admit he wasn’t a straight-A student, but he certainly wasn’t stupid. He knew that he should not have been able to stand in a room where the metal chairs were melting into puddles. No matter how much he twisted the facts, they all pointed back to the previous night when he visited that website and clicked on the radioactive button. He’d seen the monitor warp - that can’t have been an optical illusion as he’d originally assumed. Somehow, he had been given the power of producing radiation, and apparently to control it with his anger and fear. Jake decided that when he got home, he was going to get to the bottom of the mystery one way or another.

      

      News travels fast. Almost at light speed if it moves from your school to your parents. Jake hadn’t even inserted his key in the lock before his mother swung the door open and grabbed him in an emotional hug.

      ‘Jacob! You’re okay!’

      ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ he managed as he pushed her away.

      ‘Brave thing you did, son,’ said his father standing a little further back. ‘Just glad you’re okay! It gave my heart a start when I heard the news. Running in a burning building took some guts!’

      Jake shrugged in response. ‘Yeah, whatever. I have to go and get changed. I stink of smoke.’ He extracted himself from his parents’ hugs and questions and headed upstairs. After a long shower he quietly entered his bedroom, twisted the lock on the door and checked his mobile.

      ‘Let’s find out what the heck’s going on,’ he mumbled.

      He opened the villain app. A fanfare played and bold letters read:

      CONGRATULATIONS ON USING YOUR NEW SUPERPOWERS!

      Jake felt his heart beat faster. ‘What is this?’

      More text appeared, whirling through languages before settling down. ‘Now you have experienced the awesome powers available to you, take your next step on the path of World Domination by meeting here, 30 minutes from now.’

      His map app opened up – a pin stuck in the destination. It took Jake a few seconds to work out that it showed the way from his house to the abandoned steel mill. Jake looked back up the screen and noticed the time had already started counting down the passing seconds.

      Jake wasn’t naive enough to agree to meet in person a stranger he’d met over the Internet, but he couldn’t ignore what had happened in the classroom. The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. Somehow, he had inherited some kind of radioactive power from the villain app. He tried to recall what he knew about radioactive material. The side effects were not pleasant; he’d seen enough monster movies to know that. He worried that he might fall ill from radioactive poisoning.

      The timer now read 28 minutes. He reckoned it would take at least twenty minutes on his bike to get to the steel mill, and walking out of the front door would raise questions from his family, and waste time.

      Jake thumped a fist against his desk decisively. He had to know what was happening to him. He moved to the sash window and slid it open. The back porch was just underneath his room, and offered a perfect step to climb out on. From there he lowered himself to the ground, only dropping the last metre with practised ease. Making sure nobody was looking from the sitting room windows, Jake ran across to the garden shed.

      His fingers shook as he unscrambled the combination lock on the shed door and pulled out his mountain bike. A shovel fell against the wall with a loud clatter as the bike dislodged it. Jake reached forward to secure the tool before it made any more noise. A quick glance towards the house confirmed nobody had heard. He started to close the door, then hesitated; walking into the steelworks at night, alone, was ill advised. He had no idea who - or what - would be waiting for him. Just on the edge of the shed’s workbench was a heavy iron wrench. Jake picked it up, and weighed the tool in his hand.

      ‘You’ll do,’ he mumbled and tucked the wrench in his belt.

      

      The factory was dark and foreboding. Jake had been here many times before, but never alone. Now the dark ruins looked oppressive and unwelcoming. He drew a long breath and tried to imagine that there was only one threat in the darkness: him. Everybody else had better watch out. Feeling a little more confident, Jake dismounted and followed the security fence. He knew where the rips in the rusty mesh were.

      Beyond the fence, crumbling brick walls several storeys high flanked the narrow roadways around the mill. Corrugated metal sheets clanked in the gentle breeze. The whirl of his bike’s spokes echoed through the complex. His hand touched the wrench lodged in his belt, and he silently berated himself for not bringing a torch. Ivy had covered most of the buildings, while the weather had stripped away roofs, making the first stars of the night visible beyond.

      Jake froze as his foot clattered a rusted oilcan aside. It bounced in the darkness, sounding unnaturally loud. He felt a chill run up his spine, and could have sworn the air temperature had suddenly dropped.

      ‘Congratulations, Hunter,’ purred a voice from the darkness behind him.

      Jake wheeled around, dropping his bike and sliding out the wrench in one fluid movement. He heard slow, mocking, clapping from the shadows. It sounded like bricks being banged together.

      ‘Very good. Reflexes like a cat,’ continued the voice.

      ‘Who are you?’ Jake demanded.

      ‘I’m your new best friend.’

      The darkness shifted as a figure stepped from deepest shadows. He was much taller than Jake. Faint moonlight reflected off steel struts that braced both legs and disappeared in a pair of black boots with countless buckles on them. His arms were bare and looked to have the texture of stone. The rest of the stranger was clad in a matt black, but even in the dim light Jake could see the man’s chest was well defined with muscles. A short black cape hung over his shoulders, and when the moonlight caught it, it seemed to glitter like a snakeskin. A wide hood covered his head, obscuring any features. He stood and appraised Jake with a slight tilt of the head. He crossed his arms, making the sound of stone grating against stone as they moved.

      Jake held his ground, although he wanted to jump on his bike and scurry away.

      ‘You can call me Basilisk!’ The figure’s voice boomed dramatically between the buildings.

      After years of picking on kids with stupid names, Jake couldn’t help but smile. ‘Basilisk? What kind of name is that?’

      ‘One you will respect!’

      Basilisk took a step forward, his boots thumping heavily on the ground as he drew himself to his full height. Jake gasped, he hadn’t been aware the figure was slouching until now. Basilisk must have been two metres tall, and ovate eyes flared neon blue under his hood.

      Despite himself, Jake let out a whimper of fear and took a pace backward as he lifted the wrench ready to strike. Basilisk boomed with humourless laughter.

      ‘Oh, very good. Feisty and aggressive. Those traits will serve you well.’

      ‘Take one more step and I’ll slug you across the head!’ Jake warned.

      A beam of concentrated light shot from Basilisk’s finger, as fine as string, but the moment it struck the wrench the tool glowed bright red and smouldered in Jake’s hand. He let go of it with a yelp.

      ‘How’d you do that?’ he said in between sucking his burnt fingers. ‘Did you get those powers off an app by any chance?’

      ‘No. I was born with them. But I did send you that email. You were given a gift. A temporary gift to be used how you see fit. And I have been watching you.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I saw how you used your powers for rage and revenge. Burning down your classroom was very wicked,’ Basilisk’s voice became thoughtful as he continued. ‘Although, you lost marks for pulling that pain in the neck teacher of yours out. But you were close to perfect, allowing your actions to be guided by your feelings. Controlled anger is the mightiest weapon.’

      Jake’s questions tumbled out at once. ‘I want to know exactly what you’ve done to me. Are there any side effects like radiation poisoning? Is it going to happen to me again?’

      Basilisk regarded him silently for a moment. ‘How did it feel? Knowing you controlled such a destructive force?’

      Jake was thrown by the question. He had to admit that he’d felt a thrill tremble through him when he realized that he had been the source of the fire. It had made him feel terrified too, but there was no way he was going to admit weakness to this stranger.

      ‘It was cool.’ Jake reflected that that was an inappropriate choice of words.

      ‘It’s in your blood, Jake. Wielding power is part of who you are; of what you’ve become. You have the ability to rule. An ability few men possess.’

      ‘Is that right?’ said Jake sceptically, though it was a great sales pitch to his ego.

      ‘The app is a portal to channel your anger and fear. If used right, you and I can be truly unstoppable. You can have not just a single power. Imagine hundreds at your disposal.’

      Jake’s mind was now running quickly through his options, a form of mental gymnastics he wasn’t used to. Basilisk didn’t look like some mild-mannered do-gooder that Jake had seen in the movies. He looked every bit the sinister bad guy, and that sent a conflict of emotions through Jake’s mind. Of course running with the good guys would just be plain dull, but this guy seemed like major trouble - and trouble was something Jake was good at detecting.

      ‘So through the app I can just click and use any of those powers when I want to?’

      ‘You can download them, yes. Anytime you want. But, of course, you don’t get something for nothing.’

      Jake shook his head; he knew it was too good to be true. ‘You want money?’

      Basilisk unfolded his arms and held out his hands in a ‘stop’ gesture. ‘Not from you. I want your services. If you wish to possess these powers then you must help me. Let me be your mentor, your trainer.’

      ‘Why me?’

      ‘Because you are unique. You have undreamt potential.’

      ‘And what would I have to do?’

      ‘Assist me, and see the world like you’ve never seen it before. It would be like a unique adventure camp.’ Basilisk held out his hand as if to shake Jake’s. ‘Do we have a deal?’

      Jake hesitated, this all seemed wrong. His eyes scanned the dark factory around him. If he wanted to, he could run. At school Jake was goaded into actions that he knew were wrong, like letting Scuffer persuade him to use the virus. Jake felt it was a sign of being weak-willed, even if his mates seemed to respect him more for doing it. An element of curiosity held him in place even now. Basilisk was offering a fresh start - unlimited power and an opportunity to leave his boring life behind. Basilisk seemed like the bad tempered sort, but that was something Jake was used to dealing with. Jake felt scared, and he knew fear lead to weakness. The kids he picked on were frightened of him and that made them weak, prime targets for bullying. He took a deep breath - although he was scared, he was no coward.

      He reached out and shook Basilisk’s hand. It dwarfed his own. His skin felt like granite, and as it closed around Jake’s, he could feel that it was stone. His astonishment with the rocky skin lasted for a second before the powerful grip stopped short of crushing every bone in his hand. Jake didn’t make a murmur, and shook life back in his hand when Basilisk turned and strode into the darkness.

      ‘We leave now,’ said Basilisk.

      ‘Leave? Where? My parents don’t even—’

      Basilisk spun around on his heels, his eyes flaring deep blue. ‘Your parents? I am offering you a chance to help me rule the world, and you’re worrying about getting home late? If I am to make you a king, then you will learn from me - not them!’

      Basilisk turned away, and continued into the darkness. This guy was evidently crazy and he could be dangerous. If Jake had not sampled the superpower first-hand then he would have turned away. But he had, and now he needed to slake his thirst for that power again. He followed.

      ‘You never told me where we’re going, Bas.’

      ‘Travelling!’ said Basilisk. And on cue a small vehicle illuminated at the end of the factory floor. At first Jake mistook it for a sleek sports car as it had the graceful curves of a Porsche. But as he got closer it was clear the vehicle was larger and had no wheels. Instead it sat on three landing skis. A series of narrow fins ran along the back of the craft, giving it the appearance of a menacing shark. As Basilisk approached, a pair of gull-wings doors hissed open, revealing two plush seats inside. Basilisk hauled himself into the driver’s seat, and gestured for Jake to sit alongside.

      ‘Wow!’ said Jake, running his hands along the black carbon fibre bodywork. ‘What is this?’

      ‘It’s my own invention, a SkyKar. And if you don’t mind, we have an appointment to keep. Now get in.’

      Basilisk sensed Jake’s hesitation. ‘Hunter, this is a mission I need your help with. This is where your training begins. After this you will be returning home until I need you again.’

      Jake took a deep breath and nodded. He slid into the seat. The doors automatically folded down, and the dashboard lit up in an array of digital displays around a central monitor screen. A Head Up Display (HUD) projected against the windscreen giving all manner of flight data.

      ‘You will need to buckle your harness,’ said Basilisk as a rising engine hum vibrated through the SkyKar. Jake looked down at his seat, his fingers scrambling for the restraining belt. He found one strap, but before he could locate the other the vehicle tilted upwards and accelerated at a phenomenal speed. Jake was pushed back in his seat by the sudden G-force, and felt the breath crushed out of him.

      ‘And never call me Bas again,’ growled Basilisk.

      

      The SkyKar levelled out and the intense G-force vanished from Jake’s body as quickly as a blanket being pulled away. He gasped for breath, both hands gripping the dashboard for support.

      ‘I warned you to strap yourself in,’ commented Basilisk.

      ‘A little more warning would be welcome next time,’ snarled Jake. He peered out of the curved windows. ‘We’re flying!’ It was a much better view than through the cramped portholes of aeroplanes; he could see the towns below, laid out in yellow and white pinpricks, a mirror to the stars above.

      ‘Flying? You haven’t experienced anything yet. Open your app.’ Jake did so and scrolled through the range of icons. There were many more than last time. ‘As a sidekick you get to choose four powers.’

      As before, every icon depicted a stick figure in a pose, some with lines coming from their hands, others with lines from their head. There was the occasional symbol that Jake recognised from playing on his console, the radioactive sign and another he was pretty sure meant biohazard. He shuddered at the thought of that one, would he come out with oozing lumps of puss like a giant zit?

      ‘What do they all do?’

      For the first time, Basilisk hesitated. ‘Ah, yes. That’s a slight, uh, design feature.’ He faced Jake, but even this close his features remained hidden in the shadows of his hood. ‘A lot of the elements were stolen and we don’t have a description of what each icon means. We only know a few. You’ll just have to make an educated guess.’

      ‘Stolen? From where?’

      ‘Downloading superpowers is not the same as downloading your favourite song, or streaming a film, you know. Just choose instead of asking questions.’

      Jake looked back at the screen. With no key to what the symbols could be, he indiscriminately stabbed his finger at four of the icons. As before, the screen rippled and flashed.

      ‘What did you select?’ asked Basilisk keenly.

      ‘Er, I don’t really know. I just randomly hit things.’

      ‘What? You should think about your actions! Being thoughtless will get you killed!’

      Jake glared at the hooded figure and felt, not for the first time, an intense dislike for the enigmatic Basilisk. He felt a crawling sensation in his hands, racing towards his fingertips. Basilisk suddenly stretched across the dashboard and hit a button. Instantly the sensation in Jake’s fingers vanished.

      ‘What just happened?’

      ‘I activated the power dampener. Otherwise you may have blown my SkyKar out of the air. And since you don’t know if you have flying powers or not, I didn’t think it was worth the risk. Besides, the vehicle’s not insured.’

      ‘Power dampener?’

      ‘It inhibits superpowers.’ Basilisk reached in the side of his seat and pulled out a pair of handcuffs with a digital keypad in the centre to lock them. ‘Normally you need a generator the size of a house to dampen even the most basic powers. But my latest creation crams it all into a small chip. I used the same technology in these. Cuff a superhero and - zap - their powers have been nullified. Just sold the first batch to a criminal call Tempest. Good luck to him.’

      Jake shook his head. This all seemed crazy. On top of everything else it looked like Basilisk was a nutty inventor who sold his creations on to other supervillains.

      ‘We’ll be at our destination in a couple of hours,’ Basilisk continued, ‘so sit back and enjoy the ride. When we arrive you’ll have ample time to vent your anger!’

      ‘But I’m not angry.’

      ‘You will be,’ said Basilisk with a trace of mirth.

      Jake decided not to ask any further questions, as they wouldn’t be answered anyway. He sat back and enjoyed the view. It was probably best not to mention he didn’t have his passport on him.

      

      The SkyKar shimmied, and Jake felt his stomach lurch. He must have drifted asleep. His eyes opened and he was greeted by the rays of dawn peeking over the horizon. He could feel that they were descending. A quick glance at his watch told him over two hours had passed.

      Basilisk hit a button on the control panel, the words AUTO PILOT illuminated. The gull-wing doors flipped open in tandem, and Basilisk half stood on his seat.

      ‘Are you ready?’

      Jake rubbed the sleep from his eyes. ‘Ready for what?’

      Basilisk snapped his hand out and unfastened Jake’s seat belt.

      ‘Ready to fly!’

      Jake opened his mouth to respond - but before he could Basilisk’s heavy boot slammed into his chest. Jake scrambled to hold on to anything as he was kicked from his seat and fell from the SkyKar.

      It was an odd experience. The descending SkyKar appeared to move away from Jake in slow motion as he fell at a slightly faster speed. The roar of wind bellowed past his ears and tore at his clothes. He managed to spin around onto his chest, and saw, below him, dawn light glinting off the glass towers of a sprawling building complex etched out in a rocky desert.

      It didn’t look likely to cushion Jake’s fall.

      Basilisk suddenly glided into view, in full control of his dive. He zipped either side of Jake as agile as a humming bird.

      ‘Jake, remember you can fly!’

      ‘How do you know! You don’t know what powers I got,’ Jake screamed back through the wind. ‘I could have downloaded a superpower that helps me fall!’

      ‘I lied. I know what some of the website icons mean so I configured the system to make sure flying was one of your chosen powers! It’s something I’ve learnt to my cost! I’ve seen too many sidekicks splattered!’

      The structure below was looming larger than ever, now fully taking up Jake’s peripheral vision. He closed his eyes, and thrust his hands down as if to cushion his fall. He could almost imagine the roaring wind in his ears had stopped.

      In fact the wind had stopped.

      Jake opened his eyes. He was no longer rushing to meet the ground, but instead hovered over the complex. Basilisk hung alongside, so in control that the wind hadn’t even displaced his hood. The SkyKar suddenly thundered between them as it continued a pre-programmed descent, and Jake wavered slightly as he was caught in the vehicle’s wake of displaced air.

      ‘I can fly!’ he said in awe.

      ‘You can do so much more than that, Hunter.’

      Jake glanced at Basilisk. He was not used to positive comments from anybody.

      ‘Your powers feed off your fear and anger. That is why they manifested when you were angry with your teacher. Reach inside and embrace those feelings, use them to your advantage!’

      Those emotions were familiar. He’d heard the old adage that bullies are just cowards - and he knew that to be true. Every time he picked on a kid he felt a knot of fear that he might get punched back. That’s what made it all exciting.

      Jake’s arms and legs flicked out as he caught his balance. Now the rush of possibilities flowed through him as he sensed the power at his fingertips. He remembered what his dad had told him, after he’d been in trouble for the hundredth time.

      ‘Your future’s what you make it.’

      Jake realized the fruitcake in a cape, flying alongside him, was giving him the opportunity to make a fabulous future. Jake was determined that he wasn’t going to mess this opportunity up like he had with so many others.

      ‘Okay, what are we doing here? In fact where are we?’

      ‘The sub-continent of India.’ Basilisk jabbed a finger down. ‘That is a top secret, high-security, scientific development lab. Inside, they have developed something called the Core Probe, a robotic mole capable of burrowing straight to the earth’s core. And we want it.’

      ‘We do? Why?’

      ‘For power and glory!’ Basilisk saw that Jake didn’t seem motivated. He shook his head. ‘Because it’s essential to my plan! In a few seconds the SkyKar is going to trip the security defences, and then things will get very interesting.’

      ‘Interesting, how?’

      Basilisk shook his head, just as a warbling alarm sounded from below, echoing across the complex. Jake could see people and armed vehicles deployed from a hangar just to one side of the complex.

      ‘They have guns!’

      Basilisk pointed. ‘They have missiles.’

      Jake hadn’t spotted a pair of flatbed trucks camouflaged in a thicket of ornamental trees. Gimbal mounted missile launchers on the trucks spun to face them, and twin flashes made the vehicles lurch as a pair of rockets shot out.

      Jake felt a flood of adrenaline course through him, heightening his senses. ‘What do we do?’

      Basilisk’ voice was as smooth as honey, betraying the fun he was having. ‘Now we fight!’

      With that, Basilisk powered towards the ground, but Jake couldn’t avert his eyes from the missiles that were almost on top of him.

      This is it, he thought, I’m going to die.
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      It was difficult for Jake to explain how he knew what to do; his every action had just seemed natural. The missiles had been so close that Jake could make out the symbols on the red nosecones warning that they were high-explosive devices. Jake held his hands out, palms up, and the air glistened around his body - both projectiles exploded in front of him in a fierce blast of orange and midnight black that set the sky afire.

      Flames curled around him but it was as if he was trapped in a giant bubble. The air shimmered as the fire probed for a weakness. Jake was hurled head-over-heels before he caught his balance. Seconds later the fireball had burnt itself out and tiny fragments of shrapnel rained down.

      ‘Wow.’

      A distinctive pinging-noise came from below. Jake glanced down to see four army jeeps had swivelled their machine guns towards him and opened fire. The high-calibre bullets bounced off his invisible shield. It occurred to him that he didn’t know how long this shield would hold, so he better act fast. Already the two mobile missile platforms had teams of men reloading them.

      Jake pivoted his body down as though he was diving and stretched forwards. In the blink of an eye he was zeroing down towards the nearest jeep. The soldiers manning the machine guns made an admirable attempt at tracking his progress as Jake swooped low, pulling himself horizontally mere centimetres off the ground and powering towards them like a bullet, kicking a cloud of dust in his wake.

      Gunfire tore the ground around him but ricocheted harmlessly off Jake’s shield. In three seconds flat he ploughed into the jeep. Some of the soldiers leapt clear as Jake rammed the vehicle sidelong.

      He pulled himself to a halt above the ground to watch, as the car rapidly bounced sideways, unidentifiable parts flying off with each impact on the ground. The jeep covered twenty metres before slamming into another gun-jeep - whose desperate soldiers trained their machinegun fire on the metal hulk in a futile attempt to stop the collision.

      Jake whooped with delight as the spinning jeep toppled the second vehicle over onto its side, spilling the men everywhere. From the impact with the other vehicle, Jake’s ‘bowled’ jeep leapt in the air, spiralling out of control - before it smashed through a second floor mirrored window on the main building behind.

      ‘Wow!’ he yelled. It was like living in a computer game, the excitement was tangible, and it made him feel more alive than he ever had.

      The troops that had been pitched off the jeeps had the presence of mind to flee. Jake felt flush with anger - how dare they shoot at him?

      He recalled Basilisk’s instructions and channelled his indignation. He extended his hand and felt a pulse of heat travel down his arm, and a split-second later a green snake of radioactive energy shot from his hand, twisting through the air like silly-string until it struck the fleeing men. They fell down on the spot, instantly breaking Jake’s concentration. He was filled with dread. He hadn’t meant to kill them. But faint groaning from the prone figures assured him they were still alive.

      More gunfire churned the ground around him, and bullets pinged off his shield. He twisted around to see the remaining two jeeps jouncing across the desert rocks towards him. Beyond, he could see the crews on two missile platforms had finished reloading, and it was only a matter of time before they fired again. He looked around for Basilisk, but the villain was nowhere to be seen.

      Jake was alone and in the thick of it.

      A sudden tug of conscience asked him how he’d wound up in this lethal situation. He nudged the thoughts away; he didn’t have time to daydream. He took to the air and raced towards the missile trucks. He looked and felt like he’d been flying all his life. However, Jake was focused on only one thing, destroying the trucks before they fired their next batch of missiles at him. Years of playing games had drummed basic strategy into his brain.

      He passed between the jeeps like a rocket. One gun team had the presence of mind to stop firing - but the other continued strafing, bullets tearing across the jeep opposite and shredding the armoured vehicle. The tyres were blown out as the vehicle’s occupants dived for cover from the friendly fire.

      The missile operating crews didn’t have time to respond as the boy tore towards them. A haze of green radioactive energy blossomed from his outstretched fingers and blasted one of the flatbeds. It folded in two in the middle, the missile rig collapsing onto the ground with a groan of twisted metal.

      The commander of the second truck punched the fire control in panic, before he sprinted away. The missile arced wildly away in the sky as Jake hurled another energy blast. This time the rear section of the flatbed was consumed, and the entire vehicle angled down and sideways with such a force, it flipped the flatbed truck onto its side.

      Jake pulled up from his flight, and found he had to run a couple of metres across the dirt to stop himself from falling over, just like the speed-change when running off an escalator. He surveyed his handiwork with wide eyes, as rapidly cooling metal plinked.

      ‘That was cool! Now where’s that hooded idiot?’ He turned to the building, half expecting Basilisk to step out of concealment after Jake had won the fight.

      Instead he faced the devil-red tip of the heat-seeking missile. The faint trail of exhaust smoke indicated it had just completed a revolution in the sky. Jake threw his arms up in panic—

      BLAM! The missile exploded right in front of him, fire and shrapnel bouncing centimetres from his face as his force field kicked in. This time the energy from the detonation pushed him backward. Jake felt as though a gigantic fist had punched him. He was lifted clean off his feet and hurled against trees in the glade that had camouflaged the missile launchers.

      He knew he’d let his guard down, a stupid mistake he had seen in others during countless schoolyard fights. The moment somebody’s guard dropped, usually when they thought they were winning, was the perfect time to strike. And that lapse in judgement had almost cost him his life.

      It felt painful to move, but Jake pulled himself upright only to see the final armoured jeep bouncing towards him.

      ‘Damn, forgot about that,’ he mumbled, hoping he had the strength to do something about it. But the explosion had made his head feel woozy, like being woken from a deep sleep.

      ‘Don’t move!’ they yelled, training their M16 rifles at him. A third solider rotated the massive 16mm gun to face Jake, his finger lightly resting on the duel triggers. ‘Stand up! Slowly.’

      ‘Don’t move or stand up? Make up your mind,’ said Jake groggily.

      The soldiers were at a loss. Five of their heavy perimeter defences had been destroyed by a flying figure that had hurled energy bolts. And that figure turned out to be a young boy in an Army Of Gort t-shirt.

      ‘I said on your feet, boy,’ confirmed the solider Jake assumed was in charge. ‘Hands on your head. Don’t try any funny business.’

      Jake’s vision was returning along with his strength, and with it, a familiar feeling of resentment. Why should he allow himself to be bullied by these guys, even if they were wielding guns at him? Jake slowly climbed to his feet, crossing his arms over his head.

      ‘Nice Tee.’ He smirked at the man’s puzzled look. ‘They’re a good band.  What now?’ he asked with a defiant sneer.

      The soldiers swapped nervous glances as burning chunks of leaves drifted from the trees above.

      ‘Those weapons look a little hot for you,’ said Jake casually, remembering Basilisk’s trick with the wrench. The tree trunks behind suddenly erupted into flames, startling the troops. They raised their weapons menacingly.

      ‘I told you not to move!’

      ‘I haven’t lifted a finger.’

      ‘And not to spe—’ the guard’s words turned into a shriek of pain as his gun glowed red. Both soldiers dropped their weapons. The guy on the truck released the 16mm triggers as they burned his fingers. He could feel an uncomfortable warmth seep through the thick soles of his boots. The steel chassis of the jeep started to smoulder and the paintwork bubble. Seconds later the padded seats erupted into flames.

      ‘You better run,’ whispered Jake as the ground under his feet grew black and leaked acrid smoke.

      The three men regarded Jake with horror. With the blazing trees behind, they thought a demon had risen - and they certainly weren’t getting paid enough to fight the supernatural. They fled as fast as they could, never looking back.

      This brought a smile to Jake’s face; it was much more fun than anything he’d done before. When he had been younger, he’d played with toys, crashing up his cars first into one another, and then smashed them with his dad’s hammer to make the destruction more authentic. But now he could do this for real, whole cities could be his plaything. Basilisk was definitely onto something when he spoke of power. Jake liked this feeling and wanted more.

      With that in mind, he rose a few centimetres into the air and flew across to the complex where the alarms were still squawking loudly, and automated voice warned of ‘intruders’ in multiple languages. Jake felt confident as he entered the building in search of his mentor.

      

      The large glass entrance hall must have looked stunning five minutes earlier. Splendidly decorated with plasma screens, glass sculptures and fine water features. But now smashed monitors sparked lifelessly, and the fountains were splintered beyond repair, water flooding across the floor.

      A proud sign declaring: THE Indian institute OF advanced technology had been shot up. Bullet holes riddled the walls and ceiling. Rifles lay discarded on the floor but there was no sign of any bodies, only a fine layer of dust and chunks of grey rubble.

      The incessant alarm drew him back to the situation. The noise started to aggravate him, but he couldn’t see where it was coming from. Instead he cocked his head, hoping to hear Basilisk’s path of destruction. Sure enough a distant scream followed by a loud crash got Jake’s attention, and he ran in that direction.

      The corridors were wide and straight, with the occasional signs of a skirmish, but again no evidence of the hapless guards caught in Basilisk’s path. Jake turned a corner - and a vending machine next to him exploded in a shower of flames. Punctured soda cans clattered everywhere; streams of fizzy drink propelling them across the floor. Jake felt a firm hand pull him sideways into the lee of a door.

      ‘Keep your head down,’ Basilisk commanded as another powerful laser bolt struck the frame above them, cracking wood and clattering plaster dust into Jake’s hair.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘One of the Institute’s military research projects they’ve activated and turned on us. Something my powers have no effect upon. Some kind of RoboSoldier.’

      Jake risked a peek around the corner. A two and half metre goliath blocked the end of the corridor, with several white-coated scientists cowering behind it. The RoboSoldier was essentially a humanoid shape, with smooth flowing metal skin that bent with its limbs so as to conceal any moving parts. The head was a simple dome with an inverted ‘V’ slit-visor where the eyes should be. Somebody had drawn a pair of cartoon eyes above the machine’s visor, but it didn’t make it any less intimidating.

      Jake saw a pulse of energy, like a camera flash in the RoboSoldier’s eyes, and then a chunky yellow laser fired out and ripped away another piece of masonry close to his ear.

      Jake felt debris bounce from his face. ‘At this rate it will blast through the wall to reach us if we just hide here! Do something!’

      ‘Ah… I can’t. My powers work only on living targets.’

      ‘Living? You mean you can’t do anything about that giant robot at the end of the corridor?’

      Basilisk’s voice changed to a caustic tone. ‘Yes, I can hide whilst my sidekick selects which of his panoply of powers to use.’

      Jake bit back a sarcastic reply, annoyed by Basilisk’s fancy words. Already he was getting tired of the villain’s sneering tone. Without willing it, Jake felt his hands burn as the radioactive power took over. He rolled into the corridor, like he’d seen the heroes do in movies, and unleashed a tangle of radioactive streamers at the mechanoid.

      It was a perfect hit. A notice board next to the RoboSoldier burst into flame, as did several ceiling tiles. Then the radioactive luminance died away, and Jake gasped.

      ‘Oh, no!’

      The machine was unharmed - and Jake was left crouching in the corridor, a sitting duck. He leapt back into concealment as another laser bolt bore into the ceramic tiled floor, carving a trench to where he had been crouching.

      ‘It didn’t work!’

      ‘Of course not! That thing is built to fight through a nuclear war. What else have you got?’

      ‘Just a shield, and I can fly.’

      A footstep clumped from the end of the corridor. This time Basilisk risked a glance over Jake’s shoulder. The machine was taking long measured steps down the corridor towards them, each footfall so heavy the tiles cracked underfoot.

      ‘Think!’ bellowed Basilisk with an edge of panic in his voice. ‘You downloaded four powers. What is the fourth?’

      Jake drew a blank, and shook his head. What could it be? Flying, the force field and radioactive blasts materialised without any conscious effort from Jake, so why hadn’t the fourth?

      Another set of thunderous steps brought the machine closer, and another blast clipped the edge of the doorway.

      ‘Time is running out, Hunter. I hadn’t factored this into my plan. Think quickly.’

      The clipped sentences reminded Jake of his maths teacher, Mr Rutledge, who always took great delight in embarrassing him in front of the class by asking him the answers to impossible sums. The world already had enough Mr Rutledges, and Jake hoped he’d have these powers one day in class so he could use them against the creep.

      Jake was so consumed in his vision of extracting revenge on his maths teacher that he didn’t realize he had caused his fourth power to manifest.

      ‘Jake! Look at your hands!’ said Basilisk.

      Jake held them up. They appeared to be wet, with a liquid dripping from every pore. A drop landed on Basilisk’s arm with a hiss as it burnt into his stone skin.

      ‘Acid,’ said Jake in surprise.

      He quickly moved his hands so as not to burn Basilisk any further, and extended them away from his own body. Jake took a deep breath and jumped back into the corridor.

      RoboSoldier was halfway down the passageway, its head twisted towards Jake. Jake stretched his fingers as he held his hands aloft, and twin globs of acid spat from his palms. One globule hit the mechanoid’s chest and instantly began chewing the armour away in a cloud of hissing smoke. Jake’s second shot struck across the robot’s visor - just as he saw it flare with energy.

      The acid melted the eye-slit on contact - at the precise moment RoboSoldier primed and fired its laser. With no visor opening, the laser blew apart the machine’s head from the inside. The headless body staggered a few steps, but with its guidance processors fried it could do nothing else but topple over like a drunk, smashing a dozen floor tiles.

      Jake took in his victory open mouthed, then looked at his hands, which had returned to normal. ‘Awesome,’ he murmured under his breath.

      Basilisk strode past him, confident once again. The knot of scientists at the end of the corridor cowered and raised their hands in surrender as their eyes darted from Basilisk to their defeated guardian.

      ‘Now tell me,’ rumbled Basilisk, his eyes flaring a malevolent blue, ‘Where is the Core Probe?’

      A bespectacled Scientist pushed his way defiantly forward. ‘You shall not have it! It is in the vault, and nobody will supply you with that code!’

      Basilisk grabbed the man by the neck, and lifted him off his feet. The Scientist gurgled and thumped Basilisk’s arm. The villain ensured everybody was watching, and then his eyes flared brightly from within the recesses of the hood.

      With a cracking noise the scientist’s skin took on the same dull sheen as Basilisk’s own hands, and his thrashing limbs became rigid. The man was being petrified - turned to stone in front of everyone. Jake jumped at a noise like a balloon bursting, as the scientist suddenly turned to fine dust in Basilisk’s hand. The charcoal powder and tiny stone fragments washed over the startled witnesses.

      Jake thought about what he’d just seen. That explained the grey ash throughout the complex; the guards had never stood a chance. He felt a chill run through him. This was a level of violence that he’d never encountered before. When he actually calmed down enough to realize what he was doing, he felt panicked attack and his thoughts briefly turned to Scuffer and his destructive nature.

      ‘So, who wants to open the vault for me?’ Basilisk asked as pleasantly as if he had been ordering food in a restaurant.

      The terrified scientists all offered, anything to get out of this predicament alive.

      

      Basilisk had ordered Jake to be rearguard as he selected one of the scientists, a petite Indian woman, to lead the way. Jake frowned but complied; he really didn’t like the way Basilisk told him what to do.

      Told, not asked.

      They entered a huge circular development chamber that was equipped with computers, scopes and screens for projects unfathomable to Jake. He remained silent, and watched over the scientists who were clearly too scared to show any bravado.

      The woman keyed in a code on a small keypad adjacent to a huge circular vault door. Pneumatic rams slammed into place, drawing open the three metre thick bombproof door like a cork being pulled from a wine bottle. Inside the vault stood the Core Probe, supported on a wheeled frame so it could be moved around the lab.

      At first glance, the device resembled a three metre tall thimble, with the curved underside pointing down. But on closer inspection the curve was a giant glass-like bowl with an array of lasers behind it, all pointing at the convex surface. The exterior surface of the probe was covered in heat resistant matt-black tiles, with a dozen caterpillar tracks running the length of the machine to give it traction beneath the earth.

      Basilisk ordered the scientists to wheel the probe out of the vault and towards a set of loading doors on the far side of the lab. The petite woman rested her hand on another keypad mounted on the loading doors, but hesitated as though debating whether she should open it. All Basilisk had to do was stand behind her, his shadow was enough to prompt her into entering the code.

      Outside Basilisk’s SkyKar was hovering over a circular helicopter landing pad. On Basilisk’s orders the Scientists attached the Core Probe to a harness dangling from the vehicle’s underbelly.

      ‘A job well done, Hunter,’ said Basilisk. ‘Do you want to deal with the witnesses, or should I?’

      Jake wondered how many people had Basilisk killed to get this device? Was it worth all the carnage? Jake would gladly step into a scrap and cause untold trouble - but he drew the line at killing. Was that what it took to be successful? He looked at the frightened group and nodded.

      ‘I’ll sort it out.’

      Basilisk grunted his approval and soared up to the cockpit of the SkyKar. Jake swallowed hard and turned to face the prisoners, and he hoped his nervousness didn’t show.

      ‘You lot, get in the lab. NOW,’ he bellowed in his most threatening voice. The scientists shuffled back through the loading doors. He followed the group into the lab, and closed the doors behind him, giving a quick nod to Basilisk who was watching intently from the SkyKar.

      Jake turned to the pale faces. The warm seep of the radiation pulsed through him, powered by his fear rather than anger.

      The scientists’ lives were in his hands.
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      The return journey was a little slower due to the additional weight of the Core Probe slung beneath the SkyKar.

      Jake was too wrapped up in his thoughts to acknowledge Basilisk’s occasional complement about Jake’s villainy. He tried to shake the thoughts from his mind that people had just died. The fighting was a lot of fun, but completely beyond the realms of normality, which made it seem like a game. Yet people had lost their lives. The more Jake thought about the last twenty-four hours, the more confused he felt. He wanted some answers. Halfway through the flight he couldn’t bottle up the questions any longer.

      ‘Who are you? In the real world I mean. Or what are you? And why did you give me these powers?’ A hundred other thoughts rattled through his mind but he knew there was no time for them now.

      Basilisk gave a low chuckle. ‘Only now do you ask? Incredible. You have flown, battled a robotic solider and fired radiation blasts from your hands, and not once did you question your abilities.’

      Jake thought about that. Of course the ‘how and why’ had been floating through his mind, but the sheer thrill of his adventure had pushed them aside.

      ‘As I said before, Hunter: this is all in your blood. I’ve been watching you for some time, and what you have done is something you find very natural, I wager.’ Jake felt uncomfortable that Basilisk may have been spying on him. Had he been following Jake to see if he had what it took to be a criminal? Was this some kind of test? But he had to admit that wielding the powers took little effort, as though he had been able to do it his whole life.

      Basilisk continued, talking over Jake’s thoughts. ‘As to who I am, isn’t it obvious?’

      ‘Sure, you’re a guy who likes dressing up in Halloween costumes and has an app that gives me superpowers. Even I know that’s not normal.’

      ‘The costume or the powers? I am what the authorities like to call a supervillain.’

      Jake was expecting that answer, but it still felt odd to hear it and he tried to suppress a grin. ‘Like in those movies? Threatening to conquer the world?’

      ‘Exactly. Where do you think they get those ideas? It’s been happening throughout history. Real life is the best form of inspiration. A film producer once modelled his main villain after me.’

      Jake frowned. ‘What was the film?’

      ‘Let’s just say there was no sequel,’ Basilisk replied ominously. ‘There used to be many of us, each with separate plans for domination, blackmail, destruction and revenge. Each of us who remains, still wants power in some shape or form.’

      ‘That must get complicated. Don’t you ever end up crossing paths or have the same ideas?’

      Basilisk grunted. Jake had a feeling he’d touched a nerve. It was several seconds before Basilisk continued. ‘Our numbers are thinning, and we saw that by banding together we could recruit others to our way of life. We tried a variety of recruitment methods but they failed to work. We moved to cyberspace and tried to recruit that way, but our techniques were primitive and had to be scrapped. Then The villain website was born from those digital ashes. The perfect lure for young, impressionable minds don’t you think?’

      ‘How many more of you bad guys are there still around?’

      ‘I think you mean ‘us’ bad guys. Bad is such a clichéd black-and-white view of the world. We just have different opinions. And when those opinions conflict with the majority’s cherished beliefs, then they label us as ‘the bad guys’.’

      ‘But what about good and evil?’

      ‘It is not a battle between good and evil, there is no such thing. It is merely a battle of wills, a battle for power. Those who are brave and smart enough will win it. When countries go to war how can one be good and one be evil? The populations of those countries both think that they’re on the side of justice. Would you consider yourself evil?’

      Jake hesitated as he thought back to the horrified look on the scientists’ faces when he had set the institute alight. He had made sure they all escaped through the far door. He may be many things, but he wasn’t a killer. He just hoped Basilisk hadn’t seen what he had done.

      ‘Of course I’m not evil,’ retorted Jake.

      ‘No? You’re a warrior. People fear you. You bring much misery to the ordinary folk around you and you enjoy the power don’t you? Power over those scared kids in school; power over your sister. Jake glanced askance at him, so he knew he had a sister. How much more did this creep know about him? ‘Power over those scientists’ lives.’

      Jake had to admit, it did feel good.

      ‘Power is what the villain website and app is all about. I have ambitions to rule the world, shape it in my image. But so did Napoleon, and that did not make him bad.’

      ‘So did Hitler,’ retorted Jake, thankful that some of his history lessons had sunk in.

      ‘But at the time many saw Hitler as a hero, the man who would revive Germany. They never saw the darker side until it was too late. History is shaped by the winners, never the losers.’

      Something occurred to Jake. ‘So are there superheroes too?’

      Basilisk growled derisively. ‘According to the authorities, yes. The Invisible Brigade amongst them, so-called ‘goodies’ even though they don’t pay their taxes and will stop at nothing to get what they want either. But they do it under the banner of ‘law and order.’ Basilisk thumped the dashboard with his fist, his knuckles leaving an indent.

      ‘And these heroes have the same powers?’

      ‘Similar powers, not quite the same. They want to shape the world in their own image just as much as we do. There is an old saying: who polices the police?’

      That made logical sense to Jake. But before he could flip the thought around, Basilisk continued.

      ‘You have proved that your potential is vast.’

      Once again Jake felt an unexpected surge of pride. He was beginning to regard Basilisk in a different light. He understood his thirst for power. That thirst for power, on a much smaller scale, was what normally propelled Jake through each day.

      ‘So who were you before you became Basilisk? Surely you had a real name?’

      Basilisk turned his shadowed gaze on Jake for a moment as though contemplating telling him. ‘I was once Scott Baker, from Canberra, Australia. I was in the army and had an accident that triggered my latent powers.’ Basilisk said it as though he was reading from a script.

      That seemed to be all the biography Jake was getting for the moment. He looked out of the window; it was once again dark outside. ‘Where are we going now?’

      ‘You are going home, as we agreed.’

      ‘Home? Why?’ Just his luck, the moment he found something fun to do, something happened to end it. ‘I want to stay with you!’

      ‘You will see me again in a couple of day, rest assured. But for now we cannot raise suspicions. If you stay away from home for too long then your parents will call the police. That is something we dare not risk at the start of an operation.’

      ‘But I don’t even know what the operation is! You haven’t told me!’

      ‘At the moment the less you know the better. It’s for security. Believe me, even now some do-gooder will be probing around the technology institute we just destroyed, looking for clues. Fortunately with no survivors, they will have little to go on.’

      Jake remained silent, and stared at the ground. He could sense Basilisk briefly turn to look at him. Did he know what Jake had done? Was this a test?

      ‘So what’s next?’ said Jake, eager to change the subject.

      ‘I shall return to my base and prepare the Probe. In the meantime you rest. There will be much for you to do when my plan rolls into operation.’

      Jake sighed and decided to press again. ‘What is the plan?’

      ‘All in due time, Hunter. You will know soon enough.’

      

      It was almost five in the morning by the time Jake was dropped back at the steel mill, and it was still dark. The SkyKar has flown so quickly that dawn light in India had yet to cross through time zones to reach him. A thin layer of frost had coated his bicycle but he was relieved it hadn’t been stolen.

      Jake’s gaze combed the empty star spangled sky. He was no longer feeling frightened by being left alone in the factory, but curious as to why Basilisk had chosen him. Clearly he’d been spied on, but for how long? And what was all that stuff about it being ‘in his blood’?

      So far Jake had had no clear goals in his life, or role models to follow. But now he did. He wanted to be like Basilisk, he wanted the freedom to do as he wished and he wanted power - power over people so they wouldn’t hassle him any more.

      Feeling good with the world, Jake pedalled furiously home. For once he knew how he wanted his life to shape out. And it was full of exciting possibilities.

      

      Something roused Jake from sleep. His blurry vision gave way to the digital red numbers on his alarm clock informing him that it was a little after midday.

      Jake still felt tired as he went downstairs even though he had slept the moment his head had touched the pillow. Vivid dreams had replayed the events in India - the faces of the terrified scientists staring at him, pleading for their lives. And his dreams created bizarre images of him and Basilisk riding the Core Probe to the centre of the earth like a motorcycle, heading for some unknown destination, before it melted from the intense heat.

      His family was already around the kitchen table having lunch. Jake slumped into his seat as his parents mumbled their ‘good mornings or should that be good afternoons’. His sister looked at him across the table.

      ‘What’re you staring at?’ he growled.

      ‘You look ill, Jacob.’

      ‘So do you,’ he snapped back.

      His mother studied him, concern on her face. ‘You do seem a little pale, love.’ She touched his forehead. ‘Temperature’s fine though.’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’ Although in truth he did feel weak. Perhaps that was a side effect of last night’s exertion?

      ‘You hungry? I’m cooking eggs.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Jake, turning his attention back to his sister.

      ‘It’d be hysterical if you were sick during the holidays,’ she said with a thin smile.

      ‘Shut up.’

      His dad intervened without taking his eyes from the crossword he had been attempting to complete. ‘Jake, don’t tell your sister to shut up.’

      Beth looked triumphant as she shovelled a spoonful of soup into her mouth. ‘I think you should stay locked in your room until we’re back at school. In case it’s contagious. I wouldn’t want to catch anything off you.’

      Jake’s temper snapped and he jumped to his feet, stretching his hand towards his sister, willing a stab of radioactive energy to hurl her off her seat.

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again, but succeed only in making his sister stop eating. She frowned. ‘What are you doing? Have you got cramp in your hand?’

      ‘I’m trying to melt your spoon!’ he snarled, puzzled.

      ‘You are seriously weird. I hope that’s not genetic.’

      Jake realized he must look a fool, poised over the table in an action stance, but he had other things to worry about. His superpowers had completely gone.

      

      ‘Congratulations for activating your account,’ Jake read. As soon as lunch had finished, he’d dashed to his room and studied the app. ‘Your continued membership has been approved by the Council and a representative will once again be in touch with you to further your new career.’

      Jake felt a thrill. At least that meant the adventure was not yet over. He was about to close the email, when a rider at the bottom of the message got his attention. ‘The Council of Evil is not responsible for injury, damage or death to either the End User (yourself) or others (victims) due to utilizing online powers. Any criminal use will be approved and endorsed on condition that the Council receives a ten-percent commission from all financial gains.’

      Jake flicked through to the download option in the hope that he could still access the powers and experiment with them on his own. A message in the centre of the screen read: SERVICE RUNNING, and prevented him from tapping any of the options. Jake was disappointed. How long would he have to wait to experience that power again?

      He shutdown the computer and crossed to his window. Outside it was a gloriously chilly day. He glanced at the mirror on his wall, which was almost concealed by stickers and postcards he’d amassed, and ran a hand across his face. He did seem a little paler than usual.

      Jake decided he should get something to eat and then maybe find his gang around town. At least that would give him something to do rather than sit and wait.

      

      The week slowly crawled by without any word from Basilisk. Jake began to obsessively check the app and his email. His elation at finding a new message was shattered when it turned out to be from Big Tony, with a short abusive paragraph, which he no doubt found hilarious when he wrote it.

      One day, out of curiosity, he typed ‘Basilisk’ into a search engine and chose one the first of the two and half million hits, which was a link to Wikipedia. The entry explained that the basilisk was a mythical creature whose gaze could kill. Jake wondered if Basilisk had named himself or if it was a nickname given by others.

      Jake longed to tell his friends about his experience, but knew they would accuse him of lying and no doubt it would all end in a scrap. Another side of Jake whispered selfish thoughts; this was a gift for him not them.

      His ambivalence to the gang must have started showing. Scuffer pulled Jake aside to have a whispered conversation as they walked back from yet another knuckleheaded expedition to a street corner.

      ‘You feelin’ alright, mate?’ Scuffer asked, his eyes constantly twitching like he couldn’t focus on one thing.

      ‘Yeah, why?’

      ‘Well, I know this sounds a bit, weird, you know; but you’re lookin’ white like a ghost. Not turnin’ into a Goth are ya?’

      ‘Just not sleeping enough,’ Jake replied casually. But in fact he had noticed that. His face was normally pink and healthy, but dark bags had slowly appeared under his eyes even though he had slept longer than usual.

      ‘An’ you don’t seem to be ‘avin’ fun no more.’

      Jake glanced at him, and concealed a smile. Could it be that this band of roughneck thugs was actually worried that their faithful leader was losing interest in them?

      ‘You know how it is. I’ve just been thinking about things. That’s all.’

      ‘Wot like?’

      ‘Just stuff,’ Jake replied deliberately ambiguous. From the corner of his eyes he saw Scuffer glance at him, but he didn’t say anything else.

      By Thursday, Jake had decided not to meet his friends at their regular rendezvous and sent them a text message to cancel. He was sure they would react aggressively so he turned off his phone so he couldn’t receive the barrage of replies from the three of them. Besides, he had something else to think about. After checking the app for what must have been the tenth time that morning, he had received one simple message. Just two words: SERVICES REQUIRED.

      Jake waited in his room for further instructions. Outside the fine day had become stormy. Torrential rain pelted the windows and lightning forked overhead. Jake watched the light show from his window. He loved thunderstorms in direct contrast to his sister who was always frightened by them and preferred to hide in her wardrobe until they passed.

      He suddenly became aware that somebody was standing just beyond the tool shed at the bottom of the garden, hidden by the trees. Another flash of lightning did little to illuminate the figure.

      ‘Basilisk!’ Jake grabbed his scuffed black leather jacket from the floor, and climbed out of the window. He ran across the waterlogged lawn, and the figure moved further back into the trees that separated Jake’s garden from a farmer’s field.

      Jake pushed away the branches, and then saw the SkyKar on the edge of the field. Basilisk, sitting inside, motioned him over. Jake was delighted and sprinted to the vehicle.

      ‘Quickly, we have much to do,’ said Basilisk with a sense of urgency. Jake saw him scrutinize a monitor showing a radar display of what he presumed was the immediate area.

      ‘Good to see you too,’ said Jake with heavy sarcasm. This time he buckled himself firmly in the seat as the gull-wing doors closed on them with a pressurised hiss.

      The SkyKar lifted from the ground and shot off towards the clouds as lightning flared again.

      A damp figure watched from the trees. He’d managed to attract Jake’s attention when he had seen him at his bedroom window, and had been planning on leaping out to frighten him.

      Only when Jake had ran past did he notice the strange vehicle sitting in the field. He’d watched Jake climb in and stood with an open mouth as the craft vanished into the clouds.

      Scuffer gawped at the sky in amazement, only blinking when the rain stung his eyes. What had Jake got himself involved in?

      

      The SkyKar shook as it passed through the turbulent clouds, forcing Jake to grip the door to brace himself. Rain smattered across the windscreen. Jake flinched when he saw a finger of lightning poke from the black clouds above and strike the SkyKar.

      ‘Watch out!’ he screamed as he shut his eyes. He could still see the lightning afterimage temporary burnt on his retina.

      ‘It’s okay we’re not earthed,’ explained Basilisk. ‘Lightning strikes aeroplanes all the time, and harmlessly passes through until it hits the ground.’

      Jake looked through a break in the clouds, down at the houses below him and wondered what the lightning had struck after it had been diverted by the SkyKar. He fancied he could see a set of telephone wires flare up as lightning struck them, the electricity channelling towards a house that had a large oak tree in the garden. Someone probably just had their phones blown out, and their computer too if they were online.

      He was shoved back into his seat as the SkyKar jolted as they passed through more clouds and then immerged into suddenly clear blue skies. They must be high, as from here he could just make out the gentle curvature of the earth around him. It gave him a slightly sick feeling, like looking through a goldfish bowl.

      ‘I thought I would’ve heard from you sooner,’ said Jake uncomfortably aware that he sounded as reproachful as his mother could when he was in trouble.

      ‘I’ve been busy,’ snapped Basilisk. He glanced in Jake’s direction, and Jake wondered what lay inside the blackness of the cowl. ‘It turned out you did not tidy our loose ends in India, and decided to leave some witnesses.’

      Jake felt butterflies in his stomach, but he managed to keep his face blank. Lying was a superpower of his very own. ‘They must have escaped. I was sure I locked the door.’

      ‘Whatever happened it brought the attention of a sneaky superhero who thought he could stop me.’

      ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘Ashes to ashes,’ Basilisk said laconically. Jake shuddered, remembering how Basilisk’s gaze had crumpled the scientist to dust. ‘But there are more on their way. One of whom has a personal vendetta against me.’

      ‘Vendetta?’

      ‘I killed his sidekick in a previous encounter. It seems he was rather attached to her.’

      Jake looked out of the window and saw they were already over the sea. He tried not to think about what had happened, but the question was already on his lips. ‘Why did you kill her?’

      ‘If she had wanted to live, all she had to do was stop meddling. Very few people, even with superpowers, can survive having a bomb strapped to them. You must always be careful, be vigilant!’

      At that precise moment an alarm sounded in the cockpit.

      ‘Missile lock,’ warned a smooth voice from the console.

      Basilisk jinked the SkyKar to port so suddenly that Jake’s head cracked against the side window.

      ‘What’s happening?’ said Jake - but as soon as he asked the entire SkyKar shook as a military jet fighter shot overhead, its afterburners spluttered out as it circled around. Jake had no idea what type of aircraft it was, but it looked deadly.

      ‘Enforcers!’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘They’re like an international anti-superpower police unit.’

      ‘How did they know where we’d be?’

      ‘They’ve been on our tail since your failure in India. The witnesses ID’d us and recognized your accent. They probably picked the SkyKar’s radar signature up as I entered their airspace.’

      ‘Unidentified aircraft,’ crackled a voice over the SkyKar’s radio. ‘You are in restricted airspace. Turn away from your current flight path and follow us.’

      Jake noticed another sleek aircraft to their side, the co-pilot waving his hand to signal they should land. ‘Can we outrun them?’

      Basilisk keyed something on his computer. Second later the HUD showed schematics of the aircrafts that were intercepting them. Typhoon fighters, more commonly known as the Eurofighter: one of the most advanced fighting planes in the skies.

      ‘We can, but the SkyKar picks up speed gradually. So while we can outrun them eventually, we can’t accelerate fast enough to do it! They’ll blow us out of the sky.’

      The other Typhoon had now circled around to fly on the far side of the SkyKar. Jake looked between the two aircrafts, both brimming with weapons.

      ‘This is what happens if your leave loose ends, Hunter. But we can do something they can’t. Hold tight.’

      Jake anticipated a sudden acrobatic manoeuvre, but instead Basilisk hit the air brakes. The effect was instantaneous. As the SkyKar ground to a halt the two Typhoons shot past like bullets and had to split apart in order to turn around. As agile as the Eurofighter was, it couldn’t hover. Jake spotted the flaw in Basilisk’s plan.

      ‘Now we’re sitting ducks! They can blow us out of the sky!’

      As if the attacking pilots were reading his mind, Jake saw a flash from under the wing of one fighter. Basilisk’s computer rang the alarm in its unnervingly monotonous voice.

      ‘Missile launch detected.’

      The HUD informed them that it was an Aim-9 Sidewinder missile arcing towards them, leaving a candyfloss vapour trail.

      ‘It’s gonna hit us!’ he yelled unnecessarily.

      Basilisk poised one hand over a control and watched the missile zeroing in. At the very last second he mashed the control with his fist and the SkyKar bolted vertically in the air. Jake thought he was on some diabolical fairground ride as he was crushed into his seat. He felt light-headed as the G-forces pooled the blood to his legs. When they stopped, Jake saw the missile had overshot, but was circling around on another attack run.

      Basilisk edged the SkyKar forwards and hit an option on the computer screen. Jake craned around to see a series of brightly coloured flares jettison from the SkyKar. They fell to earth away from the SkyKar, and he watched with growing excitement as the heat-seeking missile altered course and homed in to the hottest targets and exploded.

      ‘Bam! You got it!’ Jake hammered the dashboard in his excitement.

      ‘It won’t take long for them to line up another shot,’ grunted Basilisk as the two Typhoons scissored past in front of them. ‘We have to fight.’

      Jake looked at him expectantly. ‘What kind of weapons has this thing got?’

      ‘Just you,’ said Basilisk as he reached across and opened Jake’s door with a hiss. Cold air flooded the car and Jake felt his ears pop from the sudden change in pressure.

      ‘Are you crazy?’ he screamed as he saw the ocean glittering a long way down, through wispy cloud. He felt a sudden attack of vertigo and pressed himself firmly back in his seat. ‘No way.’

      ‘Remember the Institute? You know I have nothing for situations like this. You have to - or we both die. And it was your carelessness that got us into this fight!’

      Jake stared at the madman, a thousand reasons why he should not leave the SkyKar rattled through his mind. But he realized Basilisk was right. He was their only hope. He grit his teeth, unfastened his belt before grabbing the door jamb and heaving himself out.

      Jake felt Basilisk suddenly yank him back into his seat.

      ‘You better download some powers before you leap out!’ Jake examined the range of icons on the app. He thoughtfully selected several options.

      ‘Don’t rush,’ said Basilisk sarcastically.

      A sound like fireworks dragged their attention back to the situation outside. One Typhoon was rushing towards them; the Mauser BK-27 cannon was spitting bullets at them. Jake could see green tracer fire streak past them before the aircraft shot overhead - the slipstream savagely rocking the SkyKar and forcing Jake’s finger onto the wrong option.

      ‘Go get ‘em!’ Basilisk encouraged. ‘They’ll be circling around for another attack run.’ Basilisk pushed him towards the door.

      Jake gripped the doorjamb like a limpet. ‘I don’t think I downloaded flying!’

      ‘I told you to be careful!’

      ‘My finger slipped!’ Jake snapped back. His fear was more than enough to trigger the powers flowing through his body. ‘You better keep this thing steady!’

      ‘Get on the roof then and shoot them down!’

      ‘Are your crazy?’

      ‘Hunter! Now!’

      Jake steeled himself and edged to the door, refusing to look down. His legs felt weak as he reached across and pulled himself on the bonnet. Moving with agonising slowness he looked around and had to shield his eyes from the sun. He saw one of the Typhoons had turned to face him; its narrow profile making it difficult to see head on. He heard the SkyKar’s computer warn of another missile lock.

      ‘Come on!’ yelled Jake defiantly as he raised his hands. He felt small and vulnerable perched on the bonnet, thousands of feet up, but felt the reassuring swell of superpowers inside. The fighter grew closer, and at such speed it would be on him in seconds. He raised his hands and fired.

      A terrible pain shot through his body, and with a crackling sound he saw his arms and legs extend, and his face ached like he had been punched.

      Basilisk watched Jake flail on the bonnet, and saw the boy’s appearance changed. He let out a deep sigh; Jake had downloaded a shape-shifting power. He had transformed into a hideous none-descript person, a side effect from trying to change without knowing what you want to look like.

      The Typhoon shot overhead, causing the SkyKar to rock. Jake threw his arms out for support as he slid over the smooth carbon fibre body, dangerously close to the edge. His own features snapped painfully back.

      The pilot must have noticed the mutant figure on the hovering aircraft and was stunned enough not to fire. But the second Typhoon didn’t seem to have that problem.

      ‘Missile launch detected.’

      Jake tried to sit upright - just as the SkyKar shot vertically up once more to avoid the heat seeker that narrowly skimmed beneath them.

      Jake was pressed flat against the bonnet from the sudden acceleration and couldn’t move. His ears popped painfully - and then Basilisk stopped the ascent.

      But Jake kept rising.

      Momentum flipped him off the bonnet like a pancake. He screamed in horror as he soared metres above the aircraft, which looked like a small toy below him. Then he reached his zenith, arms and legs frantically scrabbling the air like a cartoon character - before plummeting back towards the SkyKar.

      The vehicle looked too small a target to hit. But in a second it consumed Jake’s vision and he slammed onto the roof, causing the entire aircraft to pitch. He rolled on impact, and the open gull-wing door saved him from falling off the edge.

      Jake sat up, rubbing his ribs, which stung like hell. He saw the missile had failed to locked onto the flares Basilisk had deployed, and was heading straight for them. Jake didn’t think - he just raised his hands and hoped.

      Something sprang from his fingers. It looked like liquid glass and it struck its target - the missile suddenly froze in the air like Jake had pressed ‘pause’. Then it dropped like a rock.

      Jake didn’t have time to gloat as tracer fire sliced by two metres away, the bullets screaming. He spun around to see a Typhoon blasting towards him. He opened his mouth and screamed.

      Jake felt his teeth jangle as he emitted an unearthly howl. The sky shimmered from the sonic blast waves that came out of his mouth. They shredded portions of the Typhoon’s thin fuselage and ripped a wing off.

      Jake ducked as the fighter shot overhead, spiralling out of control. It fell towards the sea. The canopy flew off and the two pilots ejected. Jake watched transfixed as the ejector seats shot away from the stricken fighter and parachutes deployed.

      ‘Jake!’ came Basilisk’s muffled voice. ‘Stop messing about and hurry up!’

      Jake glowered. He was doing his best.

      He turned back as the surviving Typhoon lost altitude and passed beneath them, afterburners booming. It took a few moments for him to realize that the aircraft was retreating back to the mainland. Jake boldly swung back through the gull wing door, the rush of adrenaline making him oblivious to the fifteen thousand foot drop beneath him. He yanked the door closed.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘They’re bugging out. They probably don’t want to risk losing another fighter. We best get out of here while we can.’

      Jake felt a sickening feeling. ‘If they’re on to us, does that mean they know who I am?’

      ‘Hopefully not yet.’

      Not yet? The words were not very comforting. Jake felt a rare pang of concern for his family. Were they safe? What would happen to them if the authorities found out who he was? Perhaps he should get out of this situation before it got any worse?

      As the SkyKar accelerated he felt now was not the time to express his doubts. He quickly fastened his harness. ‘Where are we going now?’

      ‘Stage two.’

      

      Several hours later the clouds had vanished to reveal a deep blue ocean as the SkyKar started to descend.

      ‘One of the perks of the job is having an impressive office. Behold, my island.’

      Basilisk dipped the nose of the SkyKar so Jake could see. Sparkling turquoise water filled the horizon. Straight ahead was an island covered in verdant jungle and fringed by pure white-sand beaches. At the centre of the island sat a steep volcano, blowing thin black vapours that caught the gentle breeze.

      Jake grinned. ‘That’s so cool! Where are we?’

      ‘The Pacific Ocean.’

      ‘And you own this island?’

      ‘Every inch. My base is deep beneath the volcano. See the entrance?’

      Jake noticed a circular metal platform poking from the jungle at the bottom of the volcano, held aloft on a hydraulic pole so it resembled a waiter’s arm holding a serving platter.

      Basilisk skilfully landed the SkyKar without the slightest bump and opened the doors. Jake could feel the tropical air rush into the cockpit, and he started to sweat under his thick leather jacket. A rich fragrant aroma hit his nostrils, and a cacophony of bird song whistled through the air. Before he could take it all in, the platform plummeted underground. Black walls immediately replaced his view. Jake looked up to see the circular portal of daylight grow smaller by the second.

      The chute gave way to a spacious cavern, and they came to a smooth halt. Several circular doorways radiated from the cavern like the points on a compass. The stolen Core Probe rested on a steel framework in the centre of the chamber, connected to banks of computers. Tools and workbenches were strewn everywhere, giving the appearance of a disorganised garage. Dozens of thick power cables snaked across the bare rock walls and domed ceiling, powering suspended floodlights. There was nothing else in the room, and Jake had the feeling that the base had recently, and hastily, been constructed.

      Basilisk spread his arms, and boomed enthusiastically. ‘And here we are! What do you think?’ His voice echoed from the rough stonewalls.

      ‘Uh, good?’ Jake was feeling rather disappointed. He had expected more: teams of people running around, computers and other paraphernalia. All brand new and squeaky clean.

      Basilisk picked up on his unimpressed tone. ‘We’re a quarter of a mile below an active volcano, on my own private island! What does it take to impress kids today?’

      ‘I was just expecting more people.’

      ‘I have a skeleton staff running this joint. People cost money, boy! And that’s what we need right now.’

      ‘You said you didn’t want money,’ said Jake who was always reluctant to part with his cash.

      ‘I said I didn’t want your money. And I also said that this is stage two. You’re going to help me get rich. ‘Us’ rich, I mean.’ He added hastily.

      Jake followed Basilisk through one of the doors that rotated open with a faint schnickt sound, like a camera iris. It lead to an equally unimpressive passageway a dozen metres long that was hewn from the rock and ended in another circular door.

      The next room was slightly more impressive. It was roughly the size of Jake’s house, with a massive screen mounted on the wall showing multiple camera views across the island. More cables ran across the floor to dozens of computers on desks so new that the cardboard packaging was still propped against the wall. Six technicians, wearing white coveralls with their regular clothes underneath, sat at the terminals. They all looked up respectfully as their boss entered.

      ‘Satisfied?’ asked Basilisk sarcastically.

      ‘It’s better. I guess you haven’t had the place very long?’

      ‘Less than a month. Now pay attention to the screen.’ The island views gave way to a live satellite image of the earth. ‘To rule, you must have power and money, and to get money, you need leverage. And a command centre like this,’ he gestured to the room around him.

      ‘What do you mean by leverage?’

      ‘Leverage is something you use to threaten people to get your way.’

      ‘Like threatening to punch some kid if he doesn’t hand over his lunch money?’ asked Jake, drawing from his own real-life examples.

      ‘Exactly. Except countries tend to be a little mean on handing over their lunch money, unless you threaten more than one of them. Like the entire world for example.’

      A flat map replaced the satellite image. A flashing blip indicated their location just below the equator in the Pacific Ocean. From the amateur quality of the graphics, Jake could tell they were created cheaply. He kept tight-lipped.

      ‘We have the Core Probe, and with it the power to pierce the earth’s heart.’ The computer graphics abruptly changed to a cut away view of the earth, and the blinking dot travelled slowly through the different layers of the earth, towards the core. Basilisk narrated its path. ‘Through the lithosphere, the asthenosphere and into the mesosphere. Then it will explode, creating a worldwide catastrophe.’ A chill ran down Jake’s spine at the thought, but he was too fascinated to raise any moral objections. ‘Leverage. We will be able to demand whatever we want!’

      ‘The Core Probe can do that?’

      ‘With a little assistance, yes.’

      ‘What would happen?’

      ‘The earth would tilt from its axis. A change of axis would alter seasons, affect the ocean currents and cause droughts. Doing what global warning couldn’t achieve in a thousand years. That is leverage.’

      ‘But that’s crazy!’

      Basilisk barked with laughter. ‘Exactly! That’s why it will work. Of course, the world’s governments will try our hand and force us to launch the device. Blah, blah, blah. But, as usual, at the last moment they will concede and give into our demands. We deactivate the machine, get rich and everybody’s happy.’ He clapped his hands together like a showman.

      ‘So what are you waiting for?’

      ‘By itself the Probe can’t tilt the earth. We need to load it with explosives and then set them off at the core.’

      Jake guessed the next part. ‘But you don’t have the explosives.’

      ‘No, nor the money to buy what I need. So we’re forced to resort to pettier crimes to achieve a grander scheme. But it provides a perfect training opportunity for you.’

      ‘What am I going to do?’

      ‘A little blackmail. You are going to perform a kidnapping.’

      Jake’s stomach jolted with a sick feeling as he guessed that things were about to get very messy. For the first time since they had arrived at the base Jake’s thoughts strayed back to his family and the Enforcers who were pursuing him.

      ‘I need time to think about this.’

      ‘There is no time to think, Hunter.’

      Jake found a vacant seat and dropped into it. The reality of the situation was just occurring to him. ‘If those Enforcer blokes tracked me to where I live, then what if they get my family?’

      Basilisk paused, as though searching for the right argument to convince Jake. ‘What have your family ever done for you?’

      Jake opened his mouth to answer. They had very little direct contact with him, but then the freedom he had was a gift of sorts.

      ‘The Enforcers don’t yet know where you live otherwise they would have picked you up before I could. You’re safe from them for now. But when they do find you, you better have something to use against them.’

      Jake couldn’t help but notice that Basilisk’s comments were about him directly, he never said ‘us’. But he had to concede Basilisk had a point. It was a big country, and the only time he had used his powers was at school. And that had been an accident.

      Basilisk softened a little. ‘I am aware that killing does not appear to be your style. At least not at the moment. And there is nothing harmful in what you’re about to do. Look.’ The screen changed to a surveillance picture of a middle-aged man entering a gallery. ‘He’s a wealthy businessman, not short of a spare few million. All you have to do is bring him back here. Alive. Think you can do it?’

      Jake’s mouth was dry as he stared at the screen, but he nodded wordlessly.

      ‘Good. Let’s get you some different powers then. And remember; if he does give you any trouble, knock him out, because he’s sure to try and kill you first.’

      Jake took a deep breath. How much more trouble could he possibly get into?
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      The life of a supervillain was not shaping out quite the way Jake had imagined. Basilisk had instructed him to contact his parents to tell them he’d be staying over at a friend’s house. Hardly a clandestine supervillain activity, but Basilisk insisted it was important to maintain a regular appearance and create an alibi. Secretly, Jake hoped to be able to use the phone call to check that the Enforcers hadn’t threatened his family, but he got the answer phone. He wasn’t reassured, but at the same time was relieved that he didn’t have to explain himself. He left them a vague message.

      He spent the rest of the day skimming through surveillance photographs of the gallery owner he had been tasked to abduct. Karl Ramius, a Ukrainian businessman who dealt in fine antiquities and art, and owned a gallery in a city close to Jake’s hometown.

      Jake’s initial apprehension with the notion of kidnapping evaporated when Basilisk explained that most of the Ukrainian’s fortune was made from drug smuggling, and that he laundered the money through the gallery so that it appeared to be legally obtained. Ramius was estimated to be worth twenty million, and Basilisk anticipated a modest two million ransom would suffice.

      Later, Jake rested in a small barrack that was no larger than the shed back home, but at least it had new furnishings. So new that he had to pull the bubble-wrap off the bed himself.

      Although he was exhausted he couldn’t sleep straight away. He thought about his family, and the fact he never had bothered trying to spend time with them. He shook off the thoughts and put it down to a rare bout of homesickness. Then his attention turned to Lorna, the girl at school. She’d been nice to him when others usually kept their distance, but all he’d done was mumble embarrassingly. He sighed deeply and wondered why he always managed to mess up his own life.

      After a fitful sleep he browsed through the villain app to see if he could select powers that appealed to him. Some of the stick figures were undecipherable; one had straight lines coming from its head, another jagged lines whilst others had wavy lines, and then all three were repeated in various combinations with Morse code like dots and dashes. Basilisk had indicated the icon representing flying, although to Jake it looked like the figure had just fallen flat on its face. Jake selected that, and another three that looked menacing enough. After he had chosen four powers the unnerving mercury finger curved out and tapped his forehead.

      He glanced at the time and noticed it was almost time to commence the operation. When he arrived at the city it would be Saturday afternoon, and Ramius would be closing the gallery, an ideal time to strike. Jake returned to the command centre to find Basilisk in discussion with another caped weirdo.

      The newcomer was tall and muscular, wearing a grey and black outfit with a curious whirlwind logo on his chest, and a black flowing cape. What was most unusual was the man’s head. It was bucket shaped, with a high sloping forehead and pale skin that was almost translucent, showing the blue veins beneath. A mop of greasy black hair crowned his head. He was known as Doc Tempest.

      ‘It’s such a good thing you broke away when you did,’ said Doc Tempest. Jake thought he looked nervous, his hands fidgeting with a pair of power dampening handcuffs.

      ‘The Council has no vision, Tempest. But they won’t be a problem much longer, I assure you.’

      ‘Good. Er... why is that?’

      Basilisk’s fingers rolled on his desk, making a sound like hailstones. ‘You shall see with the rest of the world. But the Council of Evil will soon be no more.’

      Jake frowned. Basilisk had mentioned the Council before. Now it appeared he was plotting against it.

      Tempest nodded eagerly, and again Jake couldn’t shake the feeling that the villain was nervous. ‘Getting equipment through the Council is proving more difficult every day. Chromosome is having murder getting new biotech gear for her Legion, and she’s on the Council. The paperwork is crazy. I need more glyder-discs too. It’s a bigger operation than I—’ alerted by a sixth-sense, Tempest suddenly whirled around to face Jake. ‘Who is this sneaking around?’

      Jake’s gaze was glued to the newcomer’s enormous forehead, blue veins wriggling like worms. ‘What happened to your head?’

      Tempest glowered back, unconsciously running a hand through his lank hair. ‘I fell into a vat of chemical dry ice when I was a child. That gave me extraordinary powers.’ He raised his fist, ice suddenly cracked across his glove as the air around it super-chilled. As soon as he unclenched his fist, the ice vanished and Tempest flashed his jagged teeth at Jake, obviously pleased with the chance to show off.

      Basilisk leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers as he fixed his hooded gaze on Tempest. ‘You still owe me money for the satellite service on that Storm Engine of yours.’

      ‘I’ve had a few minor cash flow problems caused by four little brats from that stupid dot-com site. The sooner somebody brings it down the better!’

      ‘Perhaps you should take a hostage? Always stops meddlers.’

      Tempest looked thoughtful. ‘You think so? Never really been my style. You’ve got to feed them, clothe them, make sure the doors are locked... just seems a lot of hassle.’

      Basilisk shrugged. ‘I find family members are always a good leverage for situations like yours.’

      Jake couldn’t shake the feeling that Basilisk was looking at him when he said this. But the dark hood meant he couldn’t be sure.

      Tempest brightened. ‘Maybe you’re right. I’ll grab their mummy. That’ll put the little beggars in their place!’ Tempest stood and swirled his cape theatrically. ‘Until next time!’ He walked from the room without giving Jake another glance.

      ‘Who was that nutter?’

      ‘He calls himself Doc Tempest. Not the brightest of villains. He’s built some kind of weather machine and still owes me money for launching the satellite that deflects his machine’s rays around the globe. He’s one of the more theatrical souls in our business, into all the old school cackling and swaggering. He’s a very odd character.’

      ‘Is he always that nervous?’

      Basilisk sounded thoughtful, ‘No. If I didn’t know him better I would suspect him of betraying me to the Council. But enough of him, are you ready?’

      Jake hesitated. This was his very first solo supervillain mission, a real test of his mettle. He felt the tingle of super-energy trickle through him, and knew this was too good an opportunity to miss. Whatever Jake’s doubts were, and whatever he had to do, Basilisk was offering a rare chance and he would be a fool to ignore it. He was already tangled in this mess. What did he have to lose?

      Jake firmly nodded.

      ‘Good,’ said Basilisk mirthlessly. ‘Let’s go and extort some money.’

      

      The SkyKar was on autopilot for the entire journey as Jake was travelling alone. It kept low, trying to avoid detection from the various air traffic controls of the countries he passed over. The rumble of the engines was lulling him to sleep and he noticed a key design fault with the craft: the lack of a radio. The time alone allowed him to examine the chain of events that brought him here.

      The entire villain website infrastructure had been stolen, but from where, from whom, and how it actually worked, remained a mystery. Jake guessed there must be some method of storing superpowers so they could be downloaded in the first place. Did that mean there was a host of supervillains sharing their powers via the Internet, or were the powers all artificially created?

      Basilisk had insinuated there were higher powers at work, and had mentioned the Council of Evil, but who were they? And why did Basilisk want to bring them down?

      The next piece of the puzzle was Basilisk’s reasons for kidnapping the gallery owner. He mentioned it was to buy explosives, but what kind of explosives would cost a cool two million? And would the governments of the world really give into blackmail? After all, who was mad enough to really want to tilt the world off its axis?

      The turbulent thoughts sailed through his mind, and his imagination started to kick in about what he would be like as ruler of the world. He’d be able to have anything he fancied, and if it didn’t exist, he would have the best scientists at his fingertips to invent it. He could live anywhere he wanted. Somewhere on a tropical beach sounded fantastic.

      And he would ask Lorna if she would come and stay for a while. He was surprised by that last thought, but it made sense. She wasn’t intimidated by him and seemed to like talking to him. Perfect company.

      A soft beeping from the SkyKar woke Jake. He’d drifted asleep with dreams of a mansion on a golden Australian beach and his own private jumbo jet, complete with bowling alley, which would take him anywhere he wanted. Reality overruled the dream. There was a light rain on the canopy above his head, while below lay drab city streets. The SkyKar was landing on the roof of the gallery.

      Jake climbed out, feeling apprehensive. He fingered a small aerosol canister in his pocket. Basilisk told him a single squirt would render the Ukrainian unconscious. Then it occurred to Jake that he wasn’t wearing any kind of disguise. His face wasn’t concealed, and his spiky blond hair was distinctive. He had no choice but to take the man by surprise or else risk being identified later. Why hadn’t Basilisk warned him about this?

      Jake walked to the edge of the building and peered down the ten floors to the pavement below. His brief sleep had done little to refresh him and he felt irritable - but a voice at the back of his head assured him this was a good thing: didn’t that emotion feed his powers? Or did the powers make him feel like that?

      The street was deserted, with just a few vehicles parked up. He closed his eyes, reminded himself he could fly, and took a step off the edge of the building.

      He landed on the street and quickly looked around to check he hadn’t been spotted. Across the street a pile of rags shifted, and like an optical illusion, a tramp became visible. He stared at Jake with an open mouth and a bottle in his hands. Jake ignored him; a homeless guy was no threat.

      Two doors down, a doorbell jangled as Ramius exited his gallery and gave a quick look around. He only saw a teenager walking towards him, head bowed against the rain. He pulled the gallery door tightly closed and turned keys in three separate locks. Then he turned to his Porsche parked outside - just as Jake shouldered into him.

      Ramius was instantly on the defensive; his fingers clutched a small can of pepper spray he kept in his pocket at all times in case anybody dared mug him. Jake was a flurry of movement, extracting his own knockout gas canister and thrusting it into the Ukrainian’s face - just as Ramius pulled out his.

      They both fired at the same time.

      Ramius briefly gagged on the gas that jetted in his face, then crumpled like a sack of potatoes. The Ukrainian’s pepper spray shot wide, but just enough billowed into Jake’s face.

      Jake felt his eyes sting like acid had been dropped into them. The skin on one cheek burned. He clutched his face and dropped to his knees in agony.

      For almost a minute he writhed on the floor, the vision slowly returning to one of his heavily watering eyes. He heard shouting, and looked up to see the tramp run into the middle of the road, arms flailing. At first Jake thought he was dancing drunkenly, until he noticed he was flagging down a police car.

      ‘Aw no,’ groaned Jake through gritted teeth. ‘Idiot!’

      He stood, still unable to open his right eye. The police car had stopped, and a pair of uniformed cops climbed out to pacify the drunk. Jake couldn’t hear what was being said, but the tramp pointed to the top of the building, then to Jake. The police obviously must have thought it was the ramblings of a drunk, as they burst out laughing.

      Until they spotted Jake and the gallery owner slumped at his feet.

      The officers ran towards Jake, shouting. ‘Hey! You there!’

      Jake panicked and crouched down, trying to pull the Ukrainian upright. It was difficult, the man was twice as heavy as him, and in a fleeting thought he wished he’d downloaded super-strength.

      ‘Superpowers, of course!’ Jake stood back up and raised his hands towards the cops and concentrated hard. For safety he had downloaded the radioactive power yet again, it was something he felt proficient in.

      Green tendrils shot out of his hands. A pair of fine strands slammed into the two policemen knocking them to the floor. The main thrust of the energy struck the police car, which briefly glowed then exploded in a magnificent fireball. The tramp dived for cover in a doorway as vehicle fragments struck into the wall around him, shattering several windows and triggering car alarms along the street.

      Jake bent back down and hooked the Ukrainian’s arm around his shoulder. He hoped that his flying power was going to be able to lift them both. Exerting every muscle in his legs, Jake tried to jump from a crouching position. He needn’t have worried. He shot into the air like a firework, gripping his hostage tightly so he wouldn’t fall.

      The cops watched with open mouths as Jake carried the man ten stories up, disappearing on the rooftop. They scrambled for their radios to report the situation.

      Jake landed on the rooftop with a gasp. The higher he climbed with Ramius, the harder it was to fly. Obviously there were some weight restrictions with the power. Jake dragged the gallery owner the rest of the way to the SkyKar. Already he could feel the muscles in his arms, legs and back screaming out as he strained to lift Ramius in the vehicle. He locked the Ukrainian’s harness, before hesitating. Ramius looked wan, and didn’t seem to be breathing. Jake panicked and felt for a pulse on his wrist. Not finding one he checked his neck, breathing a sigh of relief as he detected a strong, slow beat. Leaning close he could now hear shallow breathing. The knockout gas must be incredibly strong, and then Jake remembered Basilisk telling him to spray it a good foot away from the victim. He had accidentally given the Ukrainian a huge dose.

      A rhythmic thumping got Jake’s attention. He looked around the rooftop with his one good eye, but couldn’t see anything amiss.

      The noise was getting louder, and Jake suddenly realized what it was. He scanned the sky, until he spotted the approaching police helicopter. He ran to the edge of the rooftop for a better look.

      ‘Oh, great. That’s all I need.’ Below, an uproar of police sirens rose simultaneously, and he could see flickering blue strobes across several streets, converging on him. After the incident with the jet fighters he had no wish to fight a helicopter.

      His bullying instinct told him when a fight couldn’t be won. It told him to run.

      He ran back to the SkyKar and jammed the doors closed. All he had to do was remember how to activate the autopilot. He thought back to the hangar on the island. Basilisk had briefed him on the SkyKar’s various safety features, but Jake had been staring at the Core Probe as a couple of engineers welded a lattice cradle to the top of it. Jake had wondered what it was for. He only zoned back into Basilisk when the villain had wished him luck and thumbed a button on the touch screen. The autopilot switch!

      The helicopter was now circling overhead with a loud clatter of rotors. A hesitant voice boomed over the aircraft’s loudspeaker.

      ‘You in the, uh, car on the roof. Come out with your hands up!’

      Jake examined the multitude of options on the screen. They were all labelled with icons. What was it with these people, couldn’t they just write what the buttons did? Jake had a feeling Basilisk had touched the button that showed an image of the SkyKar.

      Jake pressed it.

      The SkyKar whined to life and spoke: ‘Autopilot engaged.’

      ‘Way to go!’ he screamed jubilantly.

      The vehicle shot vertically up, surprising the helicopter pilot who jinked sharply aside. Jake instinctively pushed himself back in his seat, as the chopper’s lethal rotors filled the windshield as he sped past.

      Soon they would be in the clouds, and speeding towards safety. The SkyKar suddenly juddered. Jake heard several heavy thumps against the fuselage as a pair of bullet holes punctured the SkyKar’s nose.

      They were shooting at him.

      ‘What’re you doing!’ Jake screamed. He’d watched enough police chase shows on television to know that police helicopters were not suppose to be armed. But he saw the sharpshooter hanging from the side door of the chopper as it banked around.

      And he saw the rifle aimed in his direction - then a muzzle flash and a violent thud from underneath. The computer screen glitched: ‘You have manual control.’ The SkyKar stopped ascending, and hovered in the air.

      ‘What? No! I don’t want manual control. I want to get out of here!’ shouted Jake. The vehicle lurched as he thumped the control stick. He looked up to see the helicopter bearing down on him.

      ‘Land now, or we will shoot you down!’ came the voice of the chopper pilot.

      ‘Don’t you know I have a hostage? You’ll kill us both!’ Of course they couldn’t hear his panicked cries. He also knew that unless he took the controls he’d be history.

      He gripped the control column, and his fingers rested on a set of thumb-sticks and buttons like they’d done many times on his games console at home. His feet found a set of pedals, and he hoped his instincts would get him through this. He tried to recall Basilisk’s actions when they had been out manoeuvring the Typhoon fighters.

      The SkyKar suddenly jolted low, just underneath the helicopter, which rotated to give chase. A skilful move - if it wasn’t for the fact Jake had been attempting to rise over the chopper.

      ‘Controls are inverted!’ he said through gritted teeth. And unlike his computer games, Jake doubted there would be an option to reconfigure them.

      The ground rose up to greet Jake, and he pulled back hard on the stick. The SkyKar levelled out a metre above the traffic. He zoomed past parked cars, the air pressure setting off their alarms. Three police cars squealed in pursuit, the helicopter thundering just above them.

      Jake pulled on the stick, and swung the SkyKar around into another street. He was going so fast he barely made the turn - the underbelly of the vehicle shattered several office windows as he slewed wide, scraping a building. Jake levelled out. The gallery was in a quiet part of the city, but now he had just turned onto one of the main thoroughfares, and the Saturday traffic below squealed to a halt as the drivers watched the SkyKar race overhead.

      Below, the police were struggling to keep up. One took the turn wide and crashed into another car whose driver had stopped midway across a crossroad to gawp at the flying car.

      Jake glanced at the dashboard and saw one button that resembled a camera. He pressed it and the monitor screen turned into a split-view of what was behind and below him. He could see the police chopper was hot on his tail. Jake didn’t have the expertise to lose the helicopter. He’d have to rely on something else.

      He gently released the control stick, and the craft remained steady and straight. The road below was long, so Jake took the chance to open the door and lean out. The air blasted his ears, and caused his good eye to smart. He kept one hand firmly gripping the doorframe, twisted himself backward and leaned as far as he dared to face the pursing helicopter.

      He saw the sharpshooter raise his gun - then hesitate when he realized Jake was only a boy.

      A bad mistake.

      Jake extended his hand. He was mad at himself for messing up such a simple job; that anger manifested itself in his superpowers.

      Millions of tiny pellets issued from Jake’s hand, like black ball bearings. They extended into a thick cloud of hail that the copter flew straight into. The effect was instantaneous.

      The chopper’s windscreen shattered and the rest of the fuselage was peppered with pinholes. The pellets struck through to the engine and instantly caused metal to grind against metal. Black smoke poured from the engine, as fragments of the rotor were torn off.

      In seconds, the helicopter dropped from the sky. The damaged rotors slowly revolved as the air forced them to turn, something pilots called autorotation - effectively serving as a parachute and saving the crew inside.

      The chopper landed on top of a bus, the roof of which crumpled, tipping the helicopter sidelong onto a taxi. The rotors shattered as they hit the road, people scattered in all directions.

      A smile crawled across Jake’s face as he watched. ‘No way!’ He’d broken things before, but nothing on this scale.

      He pulled the gull-wing door shut. Catching his breath he thumbed the autopilot button. It didn’t respond.

      ‘Come on!’ he snarled and irritably punched the dashboard. The autopilot light suddenly flashed on, and the computer confirmed it.

      Jake forced himself to relax as the SkyKar sharply angled up and accelerated. His hostage was peacefully slumbering alongside.

      He’d done it; his first solo task, and he’d enjoyed it - the suspense, the thrill of the chase and the ultimate sensation of living on the edge. Jake Hunter was officially a supervillain, and he felt proud.

      What he didn’t know was that his picture was currently being circulated by police forces across the country, and then passed on to worldwide anti-terrorist units. By the time Jake had returned to Basilisk’s hideout, he had become the most wanted criminal in the country.

      And by the following week, he would be the most wanted supervillain in the world.
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      To say it had been a strange weekend would have been a gross understatement. Jake lay on his bed, in the familiar surroundings of his home. He was feeling restless as he gazed blankly at the ceiling, his mind churning over recent events.

      Returning to Basilisk’s volcanic paradise had been straightforward. The supervillain had started to ask Jake if the mission went smoothly, but the question drifted from his lips when he saw the bullet holes peppering the SkyKar. The swelling in Jake’s eye had faded, and he’d finally got his sight back. Chagrined, Jake had to tell Basilisk about the police pursuit across the city. Basilisk didn’t say a word, but his fists clenched with an audible crunch.

      Then Jake was left alone for a while, and he decided to take the opportunity to get some fresh air and explore the island. As he soared up the access tunnel leading to the surface he could feel the warm tropical air on his face. But as he emerged, the bright sunshine started to hurt his eyes and gave him a migraine. His skin felt a raw as though his face had been severely sunburnt. It was a bizarre reaction to a beautiful day, and it forced Jake back underground wondering if his sister’s omen about him falling ill was coming true.

      Basilisk strode into the hangar, interrupting his thoughts. ‘I’ve issued the ransom demand to Ramius’ people so now we wait. I’m sure they’re crooked enough to want to keep this out of the way of law enforcement. If that’s possible after half the cops in the country saw you kidnap him!’

      ‘My skin is burning!’ Jake said, ignoring Basilisk’s accusation.

      ‘Ah, as I feared you’re becoming photosensitive.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘It means you are becoming sensitive to light. In this case, bright UV rays, like you get from the sun. Don’t let it worry you. We’re near the equator. The sun is warmer here than anywhere else in the world.’

      ‘But why? I never used to be photo... whatever.’

      Basilisk hesitated. ‘There are occasional side effects from long-term exposure to your superpowers.’

      Jake scowled. ‘You said there were no side effects!’

      ‘They’re very rare,’ said Basilisk levelly. ‘You will return home until phase three.’

      And so Jake sat aboard the hastily patched up SkyKar and was ferried home. Basilisk’s last words puzzled him during the flight home.

      ‘Keep your head down, and don’t mention this to anyone. We’ll talk soon.’ He understood that their devious plan was not something he could divulge to friends. But why would he have to keep his head down?

      Jake arrived at his house and walked straight into the lounge where his parents were watching television. He was about to tell them his pre-prepared lie about what he’d done with his friend’s, when his mother shot him a look of concern.

      ‘Do you feel okay?’

      ‘Fine, why?’

      ‘You look very pale. Like you’re sick. Have you been sleeping okay?’

      Jake assured her that he had been and tried to leave the room, but his eyes strayed to the news.

      An anchorman was talking about an attempted bank robbery in the city the day before. The sudden surge in violence across the country had prompted the police to arm patrols. And it was one such armed air-patrol that had tried to foil a kidnapping. The ensuing car chase had caused chaos, the reporter said, but Jake noticed there was no mention of the fact that his car was flying.

      Then the image changed to a fuzzy shot of Jake himself. It was a close up as he hung from the SkyKar, taken close enough so that it wasn’t apparent he was in the air. Blurred or not, there was no mistaking that it was Jake.

      He felt a sudden streak of terror turn his stomach. His parents watched the report, failing to make the connection with the image on the screen and their son. But Jake was certain that they would any minute.

      The anchorman continued to inform the public that the suspect was wanted for both the kidnapping and the bank robbery.

      ‘Police consider him armed and dangerous,’ said the presenter directly to the camera. Jake felt the presenter’s accusing gaze was boring into him. ‘Do not approach him, and if you have any information that may lead to his arrest, contact the police as soon as possible. There is a reward.’

      The telephone rang. Jake’s eyes shot to it, but his limbs refused to move. His mother leaned across and picked it up.

      ‘Hello?’ she said.

      Jake knew this was the moment his parents would discover his secret. The moment his newfound chance in life would slip from his grasp.

      But his mother shrieked with laughter down the telephone. It was one of her work friends calling for a gossip.

      Jake bolted from the room and took refuge in his bed with a growing sense of dread. He kept away from everybody on Sunday, and avoided the television and any news websites. He regularly checked his email, but there was nothing from Basilisk.

      It’s not fair, he thought, being dependent on the villain. Basilisk had already lied to him about side effects, so what else would he do? Jake just didn’t trust him.

      He could hardly believe that he was looking forward to returning to school the next day. Anything to derail his obsessive thoughts.

      

      Jake tensed when he walked past Patel’s newsagents and saw an A-stand with the national newspaper headline on it, and the blown-up picture of him in the SkyKar. He was now Public Enemy Number One. Jake studied the picture and decided with relief that maybe identifying him wasn’t so easy.

      Feeling a little more reassured he walked through the school gates. As usual everybody cleared his path, but this time he was thankful for it. Rain had been falling hard since he woke up and the air was unseasonably warm. His mother had been rambling on about the crazy weather all morning. He didn’t mind getting wet though as the clouds blocked the sunlight, and his skin didn’t tingle as badly.

      He almost walked past his gang, who had the Professor pinned against the wall threatening him. Jake had to laugh. It seemed they were having interference from another kid, who Jake knew was Lorna’s brother, Toby. Toby was somebody Jake always left alone because of Lorna, and it wouldn’t look good beating up the brother of a girl he liked. Scuffer looked over and waved, but Jake kept on walking.

      ‘Jake!’

      The voice snapped him out of his daydream. He turned to see Lorna struggling to enter a classroom, her arms filled with books. Her usual bright smile faltered when she saw his face.

      ‘You okay?’ she asked.

      Jake bit back a snappy reply. She was somebody he wanted to keep as a friend, so instead he gallantly opened the door for her. ‘I’m just feeling a bit run down. Haven’t been sleeping much.’ Well, at least that was true.

      Lorna was grateful for the assistance and hesitated as she entered the classroom. ‘Thanks. I heard about you saving Mr Falconer. That was a very brave thing to do, especially after what he did to you.’ She blushed and looked away.

      Jake didn’t know what to say. If Lorna knew about that then it was for sure the whole school would be talking about it.

      ‘You’ll have to tell me about it,’ she continued. ‘You know. After school some time?’

      Her cheeks were burning now and she glanced behind him. ‘Your fan club’s here. See you around.’ She slipped into the classroom and the door swung shut as Jake felt Knuckles’ big hands slap him on the shoulders, so hard his knees buckled.

      ‘Hey Hunter, what’s up?’

      Jake’s thoughts jumbled in his head. Once minute he was worrying about being a wanted man, and now he was trying to figure out if he’d just been asked out on a date. He could deal with the notoriety, but girls were uncharted territory. He pulled himself together; Lorna was another item on the growing list of things he didn’t want his friends knowing about.

      ‘Knucks, guys.’

      Scuffer walked alongside him, never one to make direct eye contact he looked even more shifty than usual. ‘Where’ve you been all week?’

      ‘I have the worst luck. As soon as we’re not in school, I get ill.’

      ‘Is that right?’ mumbled Scuffer.

      ‘You look sick,’ said Big Tony with a trace of concern. ‘I’m not going to get it am I? Don’t wanna be off my food.’

      No chance, thought Jake, but tactfully remained silent.

      ‘Is that all?’ pressed Scuffer.

      Jake paused. His companions walked several steps before they noticed he had stopped. A few days away from his friends make him realize what a dull life they lead and how much better it had been without their constant dares and immature behaviour. Maybe Jake was finally growing up. But he was suspicious of Scuffer’s tone. ‘What do you mean?’

      Scuffer gave a forced, humourless smile. ‘Nothin’. Just meant: is that all? You didn’t get up to anythin’ else? You know flyin’ around... with your family or somethin’?’

      Jake narrowed his eyes as he scrutinised his friends. The three of them looked in every direction except his. The school bell rang, breaking the tension.

      ‘Later,’ said Jake bluntly before he turned and walked away.

      Out of earshot, Scuffer confided with the others. ‘See, he’s actin’ weird. I told ya, but you don’t believe me. Swear I saw him get into some sort of flying thingy the other night. Somethin’ strange is going on!’

      Knuckles laughed. ‘We heard you before, and you’re still mental.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Big Tony. ‘If you think he’s an alien, why is he in school?’

      Knuckles broke into laughter. ‘Yeah, Scuff. You’re just losing it.’

      Scuffer winced as they laughed, his cheeks burning red from embarrassment. He hated being the butt of any joke, and he was certain about what he’d seen. There was something strange going on with Jake Hunter and he was going to find out exactly what it was.

      

      Jake was on edge all morning, convinced that a teacher or pupil was going to single him out and accuse him of the kidnapping. But nothing was mentioned. His fear was then overshadowed by his sudden heroic status as word got around that he had saved Mr Falconer. Of course a parallel rumour circulated that he had been the cause of the blaze. As the gossip took on a life of its own, Jake noticed people staring at him in whispered huddles, but with looks of curiosity rather than fear. It was like he had become a celebrity. He wouldn’t admit it, but he had a feeling that he would enjoy being famous.

      Or infamous.

      Later in class, Jake reluctantly started the assignment he’d been given, to research how a small local business could grow through e-commerce, when a thought struck him. Basilisk had mentioned that he was originally from Canberra, Australia. Jake tried to remember what he said he’d been called. His fingers drummed the desk as he searched his memory, and when he glanced up he caught Scuffer quickly looking away. Jake angled his monitor so Scuffer couldn’t see. His friend tried not to react, but Jake couldn’t help but notice the scowl across his face.

      Baker, that was it. Scott Baker. Jake typed the name and location into Google along with any other keywords that would help him find information: ARMY, ACCIDENT.

      The search engine churned through its immense database in a fraction of a second, and returned over a hundred thousand hits. Only one successfully matched all of his keywords ‘Scott Baker Army Accident’. Jake clicked on it.

      A scanned newspaper article from the Canberra Times showed a picture of a young solider, in full army uniform. The headline read: local hero killed by freak accident. Jake read more, but the details were sketchy, apparently it had to do with an army supply tanker flipping off the road, the solider had been crushed underneath. It wasn’t of great use to Jake.

      ‘Killed?’ murmured Jake. ‘Something’s not right here.’

      Checking the teacher was not standing behind, Jake went back to Google and typed in the keywords ‘Basilisk supervillain’, and hit the enter key. Moments later a handful of hits came up, but they were old news stories with headlines all along the lines of: SPATE OF TERRORIST ATTACKS BY MASKED vigilante NAMED BASILISK. The accompanying stories didn’t offer much in the way of detail, other than to say the crimes were still unsolved.

      Jake was about to close the original article when something caught his attention: its date. Something about that date was bothering him. He used the browser’s back button to return to the Scott Baker story. His eye was immediately drawn to the date imprinted at the bottom of the article - Baker died two years after the articles mentioning the masked villain Basilisk.

      Basilisk was around long before the accident in Australia. The supervillain had lied to Jake again.

      Jake knew about identity theft, when one person uses the name and address of another, effectively stealing their identity in order to extort money from credit cards and bank accounts. That’s why his father insisted they shred everything before throwing it out. Is that why Basilisk would take the name of a dead man?

      Jake stabbed the mouse button to clear the articles from the screen. He was feeling betrayed, although part of him couldn’t quite see why. After all, Basilisk was a supervillain - he was supposed to lie. But that small betrayal hurt Jake more than he liked to admit.

      Jake looked around the classroom and saw a new kid was staring at him. Had he seen what Jake was doing? Jake was getting increasingly paranoid. Even if the boy had seen what he was doing it wouldn’t mean anything to him. If Jake weren’t careful then he would be jumping at his own shadow next.

      The lunch bell freed Jake from the class, and he was surprised to notice Scuffer disappearing into the crowd without saying a word. That was a welcome relief, as Jake didn’t feel like conversation right now, he had too much on his mind. Instead of crossing the schoolyard, Jake chose to head for the canteen through the network of corridors within the main school building. Nobody ever went that way. It kept him out of the way from gossipers and finger-pointers.

      With both students and teachers gone, Jake’s footsteps echoed down the long corridor that was lined with notice boards, posters and half open classroom doors. The building was old, the white plaster ceiling was heavy with cracks and flickering fluorescent lights.

      ‘Hey you!’ called a voice from behind.

      Jake stopped and turned. At the end of the passage stood the new kid from computer class. He was much smaller than Jake, hugged an armful of books defensively, and wore an oddly blank expression.

      ‘What do you want, shorty?’ said Jake brusquely. Although he was small, the boy had made Jake pause for thought. Even people who knew him well would normally think twice before calling out to him.

      Maybe he wanted an autograph?

      The boy started walking fearlessly toward him. ‘You’re Jake Hunter.’

      It was a statement rather than a question. Jake felt his hackles rise and his eyes narrowed suspiciously. In his pocket he felt his phone vibrate, no doubt Big Tony and the others trying to track him down.

      ‘Who wants to know?’ Jake asked, as the kid got closer.

      ‘So, you’re Basilisk’s latest sidekick?’

      At the mention of the name, Jake felt his blood run cold. Then he remembered that the kid was sitting next to him while he had been searching the web. That’s probably where he got the name.

      ‘Get lost, shrimp,’ said Jake turning his back on the kid.

      ‘Oh I don’t think so, Hunter.’

      Jake stopped in his tracks. The voice had changed into something gruffer and then he heard the books clatter to the floor. His mobile kept silently vibrating in his pocket as he took a deep breath and turned.

      The kid was growing, taller and thinner. His shirt merged with his body as his torso narrowed and extended. His arms and legs grew longer. Small curved talons poked from elongating fingers. His sneakers became broad reptile feet. The boy’s fleshy skin turned mottled and scaly, and his head transformed into something out of a nightmare - saurian, with broad black eyes and a fat swollen tongue that flicked from his mouth. In a matter of seconds, the boy had turned into a two-metre tall, spindly reptile creature hunched forward on two legs, a thin tail snaking out to balance him.

      Jake took a step back, his eyes wide. ‘What the hell are you?’

      The lizard-man replied in a voice that sounded like it had been dragged across sandpaper. ‘As if you don’t know! They call me the Chameleon, and like you I possess certain…’ the tongue lashed out, ‘…gifts. And I’m here for you!’ Chameleon pointed a slender clawed finger.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Jake raising his hands and trying to conjure an escape route. ‘I think we’re on the same side.’

      Chameleon let out a hoarse laugh. ‘Same side? You mistake my appearance, Hunter. I’m one of the good guys! Both you and Basilisk have led me a merry dance. I even had to buddy up with The Enforcers to track you down. And they’re not a particularly hygienic bunch.’

      ‘How did you find me,’ Jake gasped. It was a pointless question but he was playing for time as he glanced around the corridor for something he could use as a weapon.

      ‘The scientists in India gave us a pretty good description, blondie. Basilisk we knew of already. He’d left his calling card, the petrified bodies and dust. Your new friend is very ruthless. He even blew apart my partner when we sabotaged his last plan.’ Jake’s expression must have given away his surprise. ‘Oh don’t you know? We go a long way back to when he kidnapped the President’s daughter. You should have picked your company more carefully, Hunter. I’ve sworn to bring Basilisk down , and since you have helped him, I’ll bring you down too.

      ‘We don’t know where Basilisk’s hiding out at the moment, but when we detected his SkyKar in the airspace here, and then you destroyed an Air Force fighter, we knew we were on the right track. A little cross-referencing with any unusual news stories, such as a schoolteacher undergoing psychiatric treatment because he claimed his pupil was glowing when he set a classroom on fire, and I found your school. Then I just had to make sure it was really you. Using a public computer to search for Basilisk was such a clumsy move I could hardly believe my luck.’

      ‘You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes,’ snorted Jake.

      ‘Well here I am. I’m bringing you to justice.’

      Chameleon took a step forwards, claws clicking on the old parquet floor. Jake tensed - and dove through an open classroom door. He scrambled under a table just as Chameleon clattered into the room, and leapt on top of a desk, effectively out of Jake’s line of sight.

      Jake held his breath and felt his heart pounding. The desks in this classroom were long and had been pushed together to accommodate group exercises, making little islands across the room.

      ‘Tried to go invisible have we?’ hissed Chameleon.

      Jake heard the gentle patter of claws and the desk above him shifted slightly as Chameleon stood on it. As silently as possible, Jake crawled across a gap between tables, and hid under another group just as a scaly fist smashed through the wood and clawed air where his head had been moments before.

      ‘I know you’re here, Hunter. I can smell your stench!’

      Jake’s phone vibrated yet again, giving him an idea. In a last act of desperation he could call the police. Nobody had recognised him from the mugshot on the news so it was worth the risk that the police wouldn’t either, and he might get this freak behind bars.

      ‘You can’t stay hidden forever, Hunter,’ intoned Chameleon. It was lucky Chameleon assumed that Jake still had his powers or else he would have just ripped up every desk until he got to him.

      Jake slid out his phone, and tapped on the villain app. He didn’t have time to study the icons, instead he randomly tapped away.

      The desk above his head shifted as the hero jumped across. A set of claws appeared on the edge of the desk and Chameleon’s inverted head followed. He looked right at Jake, his vertical pupils narrowing gleefully.

      ‘There you are. And fresh out of powers, I guess?’

      ‘Guess again,’ snarled Jake, thrusting out his palms to fire a volley of, well, something. Instead his jaw painfully extended and a black swarm shot from his mouth, straight at Chameleon with a terrible buzz. The stream stopped, and Jake spat lumps from his mouth in disgust. When he looked at Chameleon he felt sick. He’d exhaled a mass of flies, and they were orbiting the lizard, trying to bite his scaly skin. Chameleon’s tongue darted out, and in two flicks he had swallowed the swarm.

      Jake was irate. ‘What kind of stupid superpower was that?’

      ‘You should take more care in what you pick then,’ hissed Chameleon with delight.

      Anger welled in Jake and he felt his palms heat up. He extended them again and hoped. This time a blinding light shot out and crashed into the underside of the desk. Jake just had enough presence of mind to roll aside as the table above him shot towards the ceiling in a trail of fire - Chameleon perched on top, riding it all the way as it ploughed into the tiles before dropping onto a cupboard. Stacks of exercise books spilled on the ground.

      Jake stood as Chameleon groaned, pushing away the charred desk that pinned him. Before Jake could react, Chameleon performed a serpentine flip onto his feet and swayed in front of Jake like a prize boxer.

      ‘Not bad,’ hissed the lizard, spitting a glob of blood on the floor. ‘Let me show you something really impressive.’

      Chameleon spun around. His tail whipped out, extending until it coiled around Jake like a boa constrictor. Jake’s arms were pinned to his side as the breath was crushed from him. With a powerful flick, Chameleon hoisted Jake off the ground and skittered towards him.

      ‘Just a little tighter and you’ll lose consciousness,’ Chameleon said as he increased his grip, forcing another gasp from Jake. ‘Don’t worry, Hunter. I’m one of the good guys, so I won’t butcher you like your master killed my partner.’

      ‘Whatever he did to you is nothing to do with me!’ Jake pleaded in short breaths.

      ‘I want my revenge. You picked your partners badly, kiddo. There’s no way you’re getting out of this!’

      WHAM! Something heavy connected with the back of Chameleon’s head, forcing the lizard to slump forward and release Jake. His tail snapped back to size as he fell to his knees. Jake instantly flexed both hands forward and another blinding jolt of light swept Chameleon off the floor and smashed him powerfully through the glass window, into the thorny shrubbery outside.

      Jake forced air back into his lungs. He looked up at his saviour. Scuffer stood with a fire extinguisher in one hand and a dumbfounded look on his face.

      ‘We better get out here before that thing comes back. Then you ‘ave some major explainin’ to do, mate.’
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      The dry crack of Knuckles’ fist drew Jake out of his reverie. He was standing under the shelter offered by a tree as the rain lashed the boughs. Scuffer, Knuckles and Big Tony were keeping their distance from him but dared not look away.

      ‘I still don’t believe any of this,’ squeaked Knuckles.

      ‘See if I care,’ retorted Jake.

      Scuffer had ordered the gang out of school and told them what he had witnessed. Jake filled in the gaps, secretly happy, finally, to be able to talk about what had happened. But their questions came pouring out and he was now beginning to regret opening his mouth. After all, why should they get any fun out of the app?

      Then another thought popped into his head. Chameleon knew who he was. That meant the Enforcers would too. Home was no longer safe. How was he going to explain that to his parents? He felt a pang of sadness. All the times he had been sent home from school with bad reports; a suspension; and on a few occasions, angry parents of the kids he had picked on, he had never felt remorse.

      But now he did.

      Now he realized that his actions would upset them in a way that was deep and personal. The news would crush them, distressing his parents to a degree he had never seen before. What would they do? Throw him out of the house? Disown him?

      ‘But you’re an alien?’ Big Tony said in awe.

      Jake looked incredulous. The others started to laugh.

      ‘That’s what he told me!’ blurted Big Tony.

      ‘An alien? That’s what you think I am? Do you know how that sounds?’

      Scuffer’s laughter suddenly evaporated. ‘About as crazy as you climbin’ into a flyin’ car or fightin’ some kid who transformed into a lizard.’

      Jake’s smile faded. ‘Guys, trust me. This is not something you want to get involved in.’

      ‘Bit late for that. Don’t you think?’ said Scuffer, nervously shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

      Jake regarded them all levelly. Then with a sigh, he explained again: ‘I’ve already told you. I’m what you call a supervillain.’ He winced, aware of how lame that sounded. ‘I downloaded some powers from the web, and kidnapped that gallery owner...’ He trailed away. Knuckles and Big Tony looked as though they didn’t need much convincing.

      ‘That was you?’ said Big Tony in awe. ‘Wow, that bank job—’

      Jake was exasperated. ‘What bank?’

      Big Tony blinked in surprise. ‘The National Bank on the main street was robbed the other day. My mum opened an account for me there... wait a minute. You didn’t nick everything, did ya?’

      ‘No I didn’t! That wasn’t me!

      Tony looked suspiciously at him. ‘The crooks blew up half the road, but the cops stopped them from getting away with five million! That’s why every city across the country’s been on high alert. Helicopters everywhere, armed cops—’

      ‘I just did a kidnapping,’ snapped Jake. ‘That is my claim to fame!’

      Scuffer was silent for a moment as he tried to work things out. ‘So, that lizard kid, was he a superhero? That why he attacked you?’

      Jake shrugged. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘So how many of these super-blokes are there?’

      ‘Many,’ boomed a new voice. Everybody whirled around to see Basilisk.

      ‘That’s a mad costume,’ said Scuffer.

      The eyes beneath Basilisk’s hood flared. ‘You have involved your friends in this, Hunter?’

      Jake hesitated. It was like his dad was reprimanding him. ‘I had no choice. Scuff here saved, uh, helped me out when some freak attacked me.’

      ‘Chameleon. I heard he was on your trail, trying to track us down. And he did a fine job I see. Yet again you left an incompetent mess behind.’

      ‘Shut up!’ snapped Jake and raised a finger at Basilisk. ‘I had enough of that from the freak. I don’t need it from you. What I want from you are some answers.’

      He heard a sharp intake of breath from his gang in anticipation of a fight. Jake half expected Basilisk to knock him to the floor with a backhand, unleash a power at him, or at the very least shout. Instead he crossed his arms.

      ‘What do you wish to know?’

      ‘You knew Chameleon was closing in on me?’

      ‘That’s why I sent the text message to your phone. The powers drawn from that device are not as potent as normal, but it was better than nothing otherwise you’d be in Chameleon’s hands now.’

      ‘And would you have come to spring me?’ asked Jake, although he already knew the answer to that question.

      Basilisk ignored the question. ‘Your powers will have faded by now. We’re still working out the kinks in using the mobile technology. Luckily, Chameleon is a little new to this modern approach to superpowers. He’s what we call a Prime.’

      ‘A Prime?’

      ‘One who possesses his powers naturally, rather than downloading them.’

      ‘Just like you. He said he wants you dead.’

      ‘Still? He’s a fearsome opponent, and I guess he was being gentle with you until he could ascertain just how much of a threat you are. Your next encounter will be far less civilized than that one. But right now, we have more important matters to attend to. Come.’

      Scuffer stepped forward. ‘Where can I download these powers from?’

      Jake scowled and stepped in front of him. ‘Wait a minute. What about my family?’

      ‘What about them?’

      ‘If Chameleon tracked me down then he’ll know where I live. I want to make sure he hasn’t harmed my family. Even my sister.’

      ‘Your family is safe.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘The Enforcers do not kill innocent people. Their job includes making sure the public remain unaware of the superpowered. It would not be much of a secret if they talked about it to your parents.’

      Jake held his ground, unsure whether he should trust him. Basilisk strode forward and gripped Jake’s arm. He tried to resist but the villain was just too strong.

      ‘What about them?’

      Basilisk cast his gaze amongst the three silent companions. ‘They can come too. The next step is a duel mission. If you want company then why not take some disposable assets? Grab a hold of each other.’

      Scuffer sniggered. ‘Wot? Hold hands? What d’you think I am?’

      Basilisk loomed menacingly over Scuffer. ‘Right now you are nothing more than a Henchman. Grab each other or you will be left behind!’

      Big Tony grabbed Knuckles’ hand. Knuckles shot him a venomous look and shook him off, instead grabbed Big Tony’s shoulder. Jake reached out and gripped Scuffer’s shoulder.

      ‘Why are we doing this?’

      ‘They have been tracking the SkyKar so we can no longer use it. We are teleporting to the base.’

      Seconds before they teleported, Jake thought he saw the storm clouds on the horizon suddenly change direction and drift to form a tornado funnel. He suddenly remembered Doc Tempest and his weather machine just as a thunderclap boomed across the forest, and the five figures vanished in a flicker of light.

      

      A few seconds later they appeared in Basilisk’s dark hangar, staggering slightly as a wave of nausea rolled over them. Big Tony couldn’t handle it, and dropped to his knees, vomiting against the wall. An act that seemed to go on for some time.

      Jake quickly looked away, his eyes falling on the Core Probe. The metal cradle on top of the device was complete and it clearly looked like something would latch onto it. The bomb he guessed.

      ‘With me,’ said Basilisk and strode towards the command centre. The others followed, eyes wide, except for Big Tony who wiped his mouth with his sleeve and trailed at a distance, keeping his eyes firmly on the ground.

      ‘Our ransom demands were met,’ said Basilisk with a trace of pride. ‘We have payment, and the Ukrainian was returned to his family.’ He spun around and Jake sensed Basilisk was staring at him. ‘Alive and unharmed, before you ask.’

      ‘Good,’ said Jake, and he felt relieved that Basilisk hadn’t decided to change the plan. Then he remembered the Ukrainian had seen his face. If he could identify Jake, then he was a threat. Basilisk must have picked up on Jake’s thoughts and waved an admonishing finger.

      ‘Mercy will be your weakness, Hunter. It’s a useless trait to possess.’

      ‘I’ll remember that.’

      They entered the command post, and Jake’s three friends gawped around.

      ‘It’s like being in a James Bond film!’ whispered Big Tony.

      ‘One with a cheap budget,’ muttered Jake.

      ‘We have two tasks to achieve this afternoon if we are to launch our main operation,’ said Basilisk.

      ‘What’s the main operation, then?’ whispered Scuffer.

      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ replied Jake.

      Basilisk punched up a satellite view of the world. ‘The first is offshore in the Persian Gulf to escort an expert on deep-core drilling who has offered his services, at a price of course.’ The map changed to an aerial view of an oil platform off the coast of the United Arab Emirates. ‘It is a simple extraction operation.’ He turned to glance at Jake. ‘Or it would have been before you roused the attention of the Enforcers. Now there are risks that an assault team may be lying in wait.’

      Jake glowered, embarrassed that Basilisk was showing him up in front of his friends for the second time. ‘Maybe if I’d been given a little more warning that wouldn’t have happened.’ He forced himself to relax. ‘So what do we do?’

      ‘I will deal with them. You and your lackeys have a much more important assignment.’

      That didn’t sound right. After his constant winging about how careless Jake had been, why did Basilisk now trust him with something so important? Unless it was another lie, just like the Scott Baker pseudonym. Perhaps it was perilous and Basilisk didn’t want to risk his own neck? Jake’s distrust for the villain increased and he couldn’t shake the feeling that events were well and truly spinning beyond his control.

      ‘You will travel to Moscow, Russia. Red Square to be precise, and meet this man.’

      He scrolled the satellite map north, centring on Moscow. A number of photographs appeared on the side of the screen. They were of the same man, taken in different locations. He was middle-aged and bald. A thin pair of tinted designer glasses was balanced on his nose, and a collection of bling hung around his neck.

      ‘Who is he?’

      ‘His name is not important, especially as he changes it every couple of weeks. Just remember that face, that’s his current one. He changes that too. He’ll be expecting you. When you meet him, hand him this case.’

      Basilisk beckoned and a technician came over with a slim black briefcase. Basilisk flicked it open and all the boys gasped. The case was filled with bricks of cash.

      ‘The ransom?’ asked Jake.

      ‘Most of it. What the blood-sucking drilling technician didn’t, ha, drill out of me. One point five million exactly.’ Basilisk shot a glance at Scuffer whose hand was reaching towards the cash. ‘Don’t get any ideas. Give him the case and he will give you the explosive. Then simply teleport back here.’

      Scuffer rubbed his sweaty palms against his jeans. An idea occurred to him. ‘If we’re going with Hunter, does that mean we get superpowers too?’

      Basilisk barked a laugh. ‘Powers are for those we deem worthy. You’re now his henchmen, so you get to have fun with these.’ The supervillain walked across to a stack of long plastic military-green trunks with numbers stencilled on the side. He flipped one open, revealing a cache of rifles.

      ‘Guns!’ squeaked Knuckles, his voice breaking again.

      ‘Very special guns,’ said Basilisk lifting one out. ‘A little invention of my own. I call them resin-rifles.’

      The villain aimed the rifle at Big Tony and fired, almost point blank.

      

      Snow drifted down, obliterating any defining line between the ground and the horizon. Already it was a good twenty centimetres deep around Jake’s boots, and he had to stomp to keep warm. None of the guys had been dressed to travel somewhere so cold. Basilisk had given them all gloves, plain black uniforms and matching long coats that stretched to their knees and concealed the resin-rifles perfectly. But they were not exactly warm.

      Big Tony rubbed his ribs. They were still sore from where Basilisk had shot him with the rifle. It had fired a thick gluey blob that had expanded across his chest, seeping around his wide frame and pinning him to the floor like a fly trapped in amber. A demonstration of the potent none-lethal weapon, Basilisk had said.

      Then he had taken Jake to a computer terminal so he could select his powers, and instructed Jake on how to use the teleportation ability.

      If Jake touched the others, they would be teleported with him. All he had to do was clear his mind and think of the location he wanted to travel to. Not just the name, he had to have a clear concept of where the place was in the world, and an accurate idea of what it looked like. Basilisk had shown him pictures of quiet side roads that ran close to Red Square. It was dangerous to suddenly appear in the middle of the famous plaza, as there were sure to be police, pedestrians and tourists with cameras.

      And now here they were in Russia. Big Tony was having a rough time, and threw up again the moment they appeared in the snowy street. But Scuffer and Knuckles swapped a high-five.

      ‘Brilliant!’ shouted Knuckles.

      ‘That rocks, Hunter!’ laughed Scuffer in delight. Jake had to silence them. Luckily they had arrived unseen, and it was a short walk to Red Square.

      It was starting to get dark and streetlights began to flick on, but the square was still busy with people. The sheer scale of the place surprised them, stretching some three hundred and thirty meters long and almost seventy meters wide. It was vast. At one end, to the southeast, stood the magnificent multicoloured onion domes of Saint Basil’s Cathedral. Jake had no idea what it was called, but even bathed in floodlights and masked by driving snow, he had to admit it looked impressive.

      The Cathedral allowed him to get his bearings. Basilisk instructions meant that the illuminated, tiered square building close by was Lenin’s Mausoleum, the resting place of one of Russia’s most famous leaders. Lines of people were queuing to go into the tomb, and look upon the embalmed body on display.

      On the opposite side of the square a lone figure stood waiting for them. Dressed in a thick black coat, and with the physique of an elephant, the man remained impassive as Jake and his crew strolled over.

      Jake’s fingers tightened around the case handle. He was carrying an awful lot of money, and people would do silly things for such amounts. Since they had teleported, Scuffer and Knuckles talked constantly about taking the money and running.

      Typical Scuffer, thought Jake, forget the marvels of being transported to a tropical island and then onto Moscow in the blink of an eye. All that drama was lost the moment Scuffer had seen the cash.

      They were halfway across the square when Jake realized his friends had lapsed into silence. Then he felt the hard prod of a rifle barrel in the back of his spine. Scuffer whispered close to his ear. ‘Sorry, mate. Nothin’ personal.’

      Jake hissed under his breath. ‘That’s a none-lethal weapon, you dope.’

      ‘It’ll stick you to the spot, super-boy, and three of ‘em will hurt like ‘ell.’

      Jake stopped and gave that some silent thought. Scuffer became impatient and pressed the barrel into his back for emphasis. ‘Just carry on walkin’ past Frankenstein there, like we’re not the ones he’s lookin’ for.’

      Jake was forced to change course away from the large man as though they were just another bunch of tourists. Scuffer guided him along the side of the vast building in front, walking northwest towards the floodlit Historical Museum. Pure white snow clung to the side of the museum; a single golden dome poked out and made the whole thing look like a wedding cake.

      ‘Steady now, and don’t try an’ use those powers of yours, right?’

      Jake considered teleporting away, but remembered Basilisk telling him that it would take a while for that power to recharge itself before he could use it again. Plus he didn’t want to lose face by returning to Basilisk empty handed.

      ‘I thought we were friends?’ said Jake through gritted teeth. He looked around for an opportunity to escape, but there were too many tourists for him to use his powers.

      ‘Friendship’s a weird thing ain’t it. I mean, what kind of friend would hide the fact he had superpowers? A pretty naff one’s the answer. You’re just not the friend type, are ya?’

      Jake felt the veins on his temples throb. He couldn’t believe a pal was robbing him. Ex-pal he corrected himself.

      Several mean looking armed policemen stood in front of the museum, joking together and rubbing their hands against the cold. Scuffer looked for a way to avoid them and shoved Jake down a wide street that was lined with cars, but devoid of tourists.

      ‘Now stop. Let go of the case and we’ll leave you ‘ere with Fat Tony.’

      ‘Big Tony - and why me? I should have a share!’

      ‘Scuff, turn around and walk away. I’ll forget you’re trying to rob me,’ said Jake in a voice that trembled with the hatred he suddenly felt for his former friend.

      ‘Give it to me.’ Scuffer pulled the case, but Jake held it firmly. ‘I’m warnin’ you, Hunter.’

      Jake slowly turned around, his vision becoming red-tinged, like somebody had put a coloured filter over his eyes. His perception had changed; the faintest of electrical currents flowing through Scuffer’s body were clearly visible, through his clothing and congregating in his brain, which looked like an anthill. Jake didn’t have time to wonder what was happening.

      Scuffer’s mouth hung open at Jake’s demonic appearance - his skin was as pale as the snow and his eyes glowed red. Scuffer’s arm swung limp, now aiming the rifle at the floor. He became aware of a terrified voice at his shoulder and a corner of his mind realized that it was Knuckles.

      ‘Shoot him! Quick!’

      Scuffer’s brain started working again and he brought the gun level - just as Jake lashed out.

      Concentric silver circles extended from Jake’s hand and expanded around Scuffer, freezing him to the spot. It looked like multiple pulsing hula-hoops surrounded him from head to foot. Scuffer screamed, the intensity of the pulsing increased until there was a violent implosion of air - even the falling snow was momentarily sucked towards the spot where Scuffer used to be.

      Jake was shell-shocked as the red mist faded. He stared at his own hands.

      ‘What’ve you done to Scuff?’ bleated Knuckles, stepped back a pace. ‘You killed him!’

      Jake had no idea if he had, but he suddenly recalled that Knuckles had been encouraging Scuffer’s betrayal of him. Jake raised his hands menacingly towards him.

      ‘Why don’t you find out?’ growled Jake.

      Knuckles eyes were as wide as saucers. He threw his rifle down. Turned, slipped on the icy snow, and ran off as fast as he could. Jake exhaled deeply; it would be interesting to find out how Knuckles would manage in Russia with no money or passport and zero knowledge of the language.

      Jake became aware that Big Tony was standing at his shoulder, laughing as he watched Knuckles slip and slide as he fled. ‘Ha, ha! Look at him! Loser!’ Jake turned to face him, his eyes turning back to normal. Big Tony’s laughter faded and he raised his hands in surrender when he saw Jake’s black look. ‘I didn’t know what they were going to do. I swear! They were going to leave me with you, remember? They even called me fat!’

      ‘Let’s go, now,’ Jake snarled.

      They marched back into Red Square, towards the hulking man who hadn’t moved a muscle. Jake barely came up to the man’s broad shoulders. He indicated to the case.

      ‘I have the money.’

      The bouncer nodded slightly and walked away. With no indication what to do, Jake and Big Tony followed him towards the Cathedral. As they got closer, Jake could see a road alongside the Cathedral where a black limousine was waiting, engine running. The bouncer rapped on the window, which rolled down with an electric whine. Inside sat the man from Basilisk’s photographs. He eyed Jake up and down, and when he spoke it was with a heavy Russian accent.

      ‘You types are getting younger each time. You have the money?’

      The man took Jake’s offered case with hands that had sovereign gold rings on every finger. He flipped the catch open and casually flicked through the neatly stacked bills, before nodding in satisfaction. He looked back at Jake.

      ‘Tell your boss it was a pleasure doing business as usual. Your merchandise is in the trunk. Don’t worry I practically own the police force here. Nobody will pay you any attention.

      Jake had flinched at the word ‘boss’, and decided he needed to clarify things with Basilisk when he returned. Jake gave a curt nod to the man then walked around to the limo’s boot as it automatically clunked open.

      Inside was a black backpack. Jake carefully opened the zipper and he and Big Tony stared inside for what seemed like an eternity. The bomb was the size and shape of a football, with several spars running from it to keep it from rolling around. There was a single slot in the side where the detonator would presumably plug. It had no display screen for a fancy countdown like he’d seen in films. Only one thing was clear, on the side of the device was a familiar yellow warning triangle, emblazoned with three triangular black lines projecting from a small circle: a radiation symbol.

      Jake had just bought a nuclear bomb.

      Then a familiar whispering voice behind him sent a feeling of dread through him.

      ‘Hands up, Hunter. Or this time you won’t be walking away!’
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      The orange sun balanced on the horizon like an over-ripe apricot. The desert had a magnifying effect as it dipped over the sand dunes of the United Arab Emirates and the far off Saudi Arabia. Basilisk was not looking at the celestial display but at the towering oil rig that stood in the tranquil waters of the Persian Gulf. A fiery plume flickered continuously from a chimney, burning waste gas and acting as a beacon.

      Basilisk flew low over the water. He had to approach the platform with stealth since armed Naval vessels constantly patrolled the water on the lookout for pirates and terrorists. At this stage in the operation he couldn’t risk any problems, and that’s why he had taken the most potentially dangerous part of the plan himself. If Doc Tempest had betrayed him then it would be here the Enforcer’s would pounce. All Hunter had to do was pay the Russian contact and return to the base with the warhead. That was tantamount to walking to the store to buy sweets.

      Ahead he could make out the helicopter landing pad, poking from the side of the rig. He swooped close to the massive steel legs of the structure then pulled vertically up, approaching the landing pad directly underneath.

      Ruben Carlisse was a tall Dutch scientist who was an expert on deep-core drilling. He had planned and led many successful drilling operations for major oil companies around the world, and had a reputation for being able to dig for anything. He had been approached by a mysterious contact that had agreed to pay an obscene amount of money for his services, with the only condition that the nature of the job remained a secret. He had been fine with that; most of Ruben’s deals were made under the cloak of secrecy. Drilling for oil and gas deposits was a multi-billion dollar cutthroat business.

      He paced nervously back and forth next to a closed elevator doorway that led to the main decks of the oil rig. The heat was suffocating, and he only wore a short-sleeved shirt and shorts that ran to his bony knees. He clutched a leather satchel to his chest and searched the sky. He couldn’t see any sign of the helicopter that was supposed to pick him up. He lowered his gaze - and was shocked to see Basilisk rise from the side of the rig like an angel of death, arms folded and cape dramatically billowing. The twilight assisted in obscuring Basilisk’s features, and Ruben could only see a pair of blazing electric-blue eyes.

      Ruben’s logical mind tried to figure out how the man in front of him appeared to be flying. There was no question of using wires, and human flight was simply not possible. It must be some elaborate illusion. But why go to all that bother?

      ‘Ruben Carlisse, come with me.’

      Ruben looked around in confusion. Where was he supposed to go? He was instantly suspicious that this was a ruse.

      ‘First of all, my fee?’

      ‘Paid directly to your Swiss account as instructed. Check if you must, but hurry.’

      Ruben’s eyes never left the figure that drifted impossibly across the landing pad. He reached into his case and pulled out his mobile phone. He dialled one of the preset buttons and was put through to his bank’s automated system. He thumbed in his account number and access code, and a synthesized voice confirmed that his bank balance had just substantially increased. He hung up and faced Basilisk with newfound respect.

      ‘So a legitimate deal then? Thank you. How are we to leave?’

      A chorus of solid click-clacks got their attention. It was the sound of twenty high-powered Enforcer rifles being chambered. A swarm of red dots appeared all over Basilisk - laser sights from Enforcers who seemed to materialise around the landing pad. Five had taken sniper positions in the gantry of the drilling shaft that towered above them.

      Ruben’s hands shot up and he looked around in terror. ‘Don’t shoot! Don’t  shoot! I had no idea who he was!’

      An amplified voice echoed across the pad. ‘Basilisk, descend to the platform and put your hands behind your head.’

      Basilisk was surrounded. He landed on his knees. The Enforcers, dressed head to toe in black body armour, stepped closer, weapons never straying from their target.

      ‘It’s over Basilisk,’ growled a muscular Chinese man with black sergeant stripes on his sleeve. ‘Betrayed by your own people. Must be the first time the Council has called us up with some good news. You must have done something real crazy to annoy them. Diablo Island for you. Got a nice comfy cell just waiting for you.’

      Basilisk lowered his head, facing Rubin who was looking around like a trapped animal.

      ‘You better hit the deck,’ whispered Basilisk. Rubin looked questioningly at him. ‘Do it... NOW!’

      The terror of the situation had turned Rubin’s legs to jelly so falling flat on his face required no effort at all. The moment he was down Basilisk leapt to his feet.

      ‘I’m not coming with you today, gentleman. I have a prior engagement.’ As he had anticipated, the Enforcers hesitated to fire. They had circled him and so risked shooting their colleagues opposite.

      ‘Shoot him!’ bellowed the Sergeant as Basilisk spread his arms.

      Gunfire erupted from the snipers first. The bullets passed right through the supervillain as it he was a phantom and pinged from the landing pad. The Enforcers around him carefully took aim and fired. Again the shots passed harmlessly through - one soldier’s bullet clipped his opposite companion’s arm, drawing blood.

      A blinding glow shone from within Basilisk, his skin cracked as it he was made of plaster. The troops shielded their eyes; Ruben covered his head with both arms—

      As Basilisk exploded.

      Flechettes went in every direction, hitting every Enforcer around him. The darts gouged into some of the soldiers’ legs, dropping them to the deck in agony before the poisoned tips took effect. Others staggered off the edge and fell the thirty metres into the Gulf. The darts even hit the snipers perched on the gantry, and they fell, thudding hard onto the deck.

      It was over in seconds.

      Ruben peeked from behind his arms. Everybody around him was down. He heard a couple of groans, but he was sure most were dead.

      Basilisk soared from where he had been hiding under the pad and landed on the deck with a thump. He picked up a small circular device that was laying in front of Rubin. He pressed a button and a ghostly three-dimensional image of himself flickered then died.

      ‘Holographic decoy,’ said Basilisk with a hint of pride. ‘Not bad at all.’ He had hidden beneath the pad and let the decoy take his place as a contingency in case he had been betrayed. It turned out to be a smart move. He would deal with Tempest in due time, right now he had bigger plans.

      Ruben’s voice quivered. ‘You... you killed them?’

      ‘They were having a bad day. Poison tipped darts. I was going to arm it with explosives but this whole oil rig would have been blown sky high. That would have attracted too much attention.’ Ruben felt a strong grip around his wrist and was pulled to his feet. ‘You’ve been paid for your services. They start now. We’re leaving.’

      Ruben was still confused. He looked around for an approaching helicopter. ‘How?’

      ‘We teleport out. This is going to feel very unpleasant,’ said Basilisk with a trace of mirth.

      

      Jake’s entire body tensed and he slowly turned around. Big Tony already had his hands in the air and was shaking from both the cold and fear. A young man in his early twenties, with a pale face and jet-black hair, was regarding them impassively. While he looked unfamiliar, there was no mistaking the voice of Chameleon.

      ‘Couldn’t you have picked a face that was less ugly?’ said Jake, his voice sounding harder than he felt.

      ‘Quite the wit, aren’t we Hunter? And to think your mother thinks you’re actually charming.’

      ‘My mother? You better not have—’

      ‘You’re hardly in the position to be threatening me. I paid a visit to your family. Oh, don’t worry they are very well. In fact, better than ever now they don’t have a thoughtless, arrogant son to worry about.’

      Jake bit his tongue. Dragging the parents into an argument was an old school yard psychological game that always got kids angry. He knew better than to believe a single word. ‘How have you been following me?’

      ‘Between you, the Council of Evil and this nuke, I’ve been quite busy. Shame I don’t get air miles. I’ve been on the trail of this stolen warhead for some time, and the moment an informer had told us that Basilisk was planning a big explosion... well, I knew where he’d be buying the bomb for that. So I came straight here - after I’d got out of the pool of blood and glass you left me in back at your school. You’re not the only one who can teleport you know.’

      The large Russian minder who was waiting patiently at the front on the limo turned and irritably snapped at Jake.

      ‘Hurry up, take your package.’

      Jake frowned. ‘He can’t see you?’

      ‘Or hear me. Another of my many skills. I’m afraid that the game is up. I’m taking you in.’

      ‘What? Into supervillain prison,’ scoffed Jake.

      ‘You haven’t heard of Diablo Island Penitentiary?’ Jake must have looked startled because Chameleon smiled like a predator. ‘It appears you haven’t! Perhaps Basilisk neglected to mention that, like he evidentially failed to tell you so many other important facts. Well then, you are in for a treat. They don’t have lenient sentences for the likes of you.’

      ‘He forced me to come along!’ blubbered Big Tony.

      Prison was a new concept for Jake. He had never really considered the consequences of his actions. Although he’d been in trouble before he’d never actually seen prison as an outcome, especially now that he was a supervillain. Even when he found himself embroiled in the kidnapping, the thought of what might happen to him if he was caught never really crossed his mind. He had been more worried about what Basilisk might say than anything else.

      With superpowers at his disposal, he knew for sure that there was no way he was going to spend any time in a cell. He didn’t hesitate. He snatched the backpack from the boot and took off - powering towards the storm clouds at such a speed that there wasn’t even time to register Chameleon’s expression.

      At this pace the snow felt like stones striking his face, but the weight of the backpack was slowing him down. The dense nuclear material was far heavier than the dead weight of the Ukrainian had been when he’d had to lug him onto the roof.

      He briefly thought about the wrongness of leaving Big Tony behind, but then again his ‘friend’ had been quick to abandon him in a moment of fear. Jake was feeling callous enough to forget all about him. In fact, the speed his only three friends had turned on him with the lure of money or the threat of danger, had surprised him.

      Worse still, that left the unscrupulous villain Basilisk as the only person who hadn’t betrayed him. He had done nothing more harmful than lie.

      A plume of fire shot past Jake. He spiralled around to loop both arms through the pack’s straps and risked a glance down. It was a giddying experience as the ground rotated; he could see Big Tony staring up at him. Chameleon was already in flying in pursuit and had covered half the distance towards him. The superhero discharged another tongue of flame from his leading hand, but that went wide.

      With the added weight the higher Jake climbed the slower he moved. That meant racing Chameleon into the clouds was not an option. Instead Jake banked sharply back towards the ground, aiming for the Moskva River. The manoeuvre threw off his pursuer, who then followed in a yawning curve that helped increase Jake’s lead.

      Jake swept low over the river, and was thankful for the veil of snow and twilight that hung over the water. He hoped no one on the river could see him, he didn’t need yet another police chase on top of everything else. He increased his speed with the simple act of stretching forward. Now he was moving so fast that, as he took the bend in the river, it felt more like one of his car racing games on his console. A glance behind revealed that Chameleon was slowly gaining. They were both so low to the water that their displaced air pressure formed wakes across its surface, like passing speedboats.

      Jake weaved around ships and shot under a bridge. He had the odd sensation that his teleportation powers were almost recharged. He just needed to last a few more seconds. He navigated through a tight s-bend. As he pulled out of the sharp curve, a large cargo container ship that filled his view. Jake tensed and threw himself violently sideways - but only succeeded in corkscrewing himself through the air. He narrowly missed the hull of the boat, and was so close that his belt-buckle raked the side of the ship and kicked up a spray of sparks. Jake could feel the friction heat against his belly.

      He’d lost his tail, but he knew it was only a matter of time before Chameleon reappeared. He wished he’d downloaded some aquatic powers to avoid this chase.

      The river turned sharply again to his left and swept under another bridge. As he tried to ready himself to teleport, by envisioning Basilisk’s subterranean hangar, he felt a sudden weight tug his leg and his air speed dropped. He looked around to see Chameleon clutching his boot and grinning at him.

      ‘Not so fast, Hunter! If you go, I go!’

      Jake couldn’t teleport with the hero touching him, as that would lead him right back to their secret headquarters. In fact, how did Chameleon know he was going to teleport? Was he telepathic?

      ‘Give yourself up, Hunter,’ said Chameleon. ‘I’m not letting go!’

      Jake brought the heel of his other foot down on his enemy’s fingers, but it was like hitting rubber. Chameleon didn’t betray a single flicker of pain.

      Another bridge loomed, heavy with traffic and Jake had an idea. He changed direction. Chameleon tried to get a better grip on Jake with his other hand. The hero was so intent on staying attached to Jake that he didn’t notice they had abruptly ascended.

      Jake roared over the bridge with Chameleon hanging on behind - and narrowly missing being splattered against the parapet. Chameleon’s grunt of relief quickly turned to astonishment when he realized Jake was flying low over the heavy traffic on the bridge itself. Chameleon heard the deep honk of a truck horn and turned in time to see an eighteen-wheel juggernaut fill his world.

      Jake felt Chameleon release his grip at the same instant he heard a colossal smash of a windscreen shattering. Chameleon hit the truck like a bug. Jake could see no sign of the hero, only a shower of glass peppering the vehicles either side. The truck slammed on its brakes in a hiss of compressed air and a screech of burning rubber. Pedestrians on the bridge watched as the juggernaut broadsided half a dozen cars and the rear trailer threatened to jackknife.

      Fortunately, people were riveted to the crash so didn’t look up. Nobody noticed Jake powering directly towards the clouds. The clamour of traffic and car horns drowned out the faintest thunderclap as Jake Hunter teleported away, without his friends, but with a nuclear warhead.

      

      The hangar was dimly lit when Jake appeared. He wobbled on shaky legs and gingerly placed the backpack on a workbench so that he wouldn’t drop it. He had been pretty sure that the bomb wouldn’t detonate from a simple knock, but was uncertain how it would respond after being teleported about seven thousand miles.

      After waiting for the wave of dizziness to pass, Jake headed for the passage that led to the command centre. He was feeling weary and irritable as he recalled Chameleon’s words. The super-git had spoken to his parents and Jake couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that Chameleon had done something bad to them.

      As he got closer to the command centre, he became aware that the usual operation background noise was no longer there. However, he could just hear the faint sound of Basilisk’s voice.

      Curious, Jake edged forward to the end of the passage and froze as the door automatically spiralled open. Basilisk was standing with his back to him, and apparently hadn’t heard the door open. The screen had eight separate images across it, each with a different person peering out. Jake was at an angle to the screen, so the dark contrast washed out their features; nonetheless he could still make out a range of bizarrely shaped heads. It was clear that whoever was onscreen was displeased with Basilisk, who was nervously shifting his weight from one leg to the other. Jake tiptoed into the room and hid under the nearest desk.

      ‘The Council warned it was ill advised, Basilisk,’ boomed the sombre voice of one of the figures.

      ‘Not that your opinion matters anymore. And I disagree. Hunter has exceeded your predictions.’

      Jake perked up the moment his name was mentioned. Who were these people and why were they talking about him?

      ‘You have had no approval to recruit! And especially not him! That is a direct violation of Council rules, yet you still continue to indoctrinate the boy!’

      ‘I am no longer a member of the Council! I left because of your stupid rules!’

      ‘We threw you out! We’ve gathered enough information about your activities to warrant our intervention.’

      Basilisk sneered. ‘Ah, yes. You sent the weather boy to do your work. Well it failed - and I will deal with Tempest when I deal with the rest of you.’

      ‘An idle threat! And Tempest has served us well. Even as we speak he is rendezvousing to be brought back into the folds of the Council. You are on your own!’

      ‘I could wipe you both out together. Save some time.’

      A chorus of squeals erupted from the wall panel. Jake heard the words ‘insolence!’ and ‘traitor!’ Basilisk chuckled, amused at the reaction.

      ‘Not that we’d meet him in person,’ snarled the main voice again.

      ‘You are all cowards to the last. And you wonder why I’ve broken away.’

      ‘We threw you out,’ reminded a female voice.

      ‘No, I left before you could.’

      Jake frowned. He remembered Basilisk telling him that the Council was a governing body, designed to keep villains in check. But Basilisk was no longer a part of this? Was he an outlaw? Jake tried to get his head around the concept of a criminal who had broken the criminals’ own laws. Jake’s old black and white view of the world would have branded Basilisk as either a good guy or the worst criminal of the bunch. But after the last week he was fast learning that such polar opinions meant nothing. The truth was always something more complicated.

      Jake didn’t consider himself an evil person, but then again he had just bought a nuclear bomb from, he assumed, the Russian Mafia. Suddenly accidentally burning down the classroom seemed a petty crime.

      ‘Your rules are antiquated!’ Basilisk shook his fist at the screen. ‘You have no idea of the boy’s potential! There is more to him that what a simple online diagnostic test can show.’

      There was a moment’s silence as the figures onscreen muttered between themselves. The only phrases Jake caught were anomaly, genetic matching and database corruption all of which made zero sense to him. The woman’s voice rose again.

      ‘Until we have further chance to investigate this situation you must not use him as an asset and you have to turn yourself over to us.’

      ‘No,’ bellowed Basilisk. ‘Plans are in motion that even you cannot stop!’

      ‘Your scheme is extreme, Basilisk,’ came a new gurgling voice. ‘Your calculations are in error and you pose an unacceptable threat to the world. You risk wiping out life as we know it and therefore your own allies!’

      Jake could now see that Basilisk’s fists were balled, and his shoulders squared in anger. ‘You are no allies of mine! The Council is archaic and grows weak!’

      Jake reasoned that if Basilisk’s plan was really crazy enough to wipe out all life on earth it was in essence a suicide mission - meaning Basilisk and Jake would die too.

      And my family... and Lorna, added a small voice at the back of his mind, a conscience he had not heard for a long time. He resolved that he would go home and see them as soon as he had talked to Basilisk.

      Basilisk’s voice raised in fury. ‘A new generation is rising that will see you extinct! And I will lead that revolution!’ He stabbed a button on the control panel and all the screens went dead.

      Jake pressed himself further under the desk and hoped that he hadn’t been spotted eavesdropping. Basilisk spun on his heels and stalked into his side office. Only when the door had closed shut did Jake expel a long sigh.

      He was out of his depth in trouble, and he knew the right thing to do would be to turn Basilisk in to the authorities. But when had Jake Hunter ever really done the right thing? Besides, he was now implicated in the madness. There was no way he could talk himself out of this situation.

      He climbed out from underneath the desk and sat in a swivel chair. His eyes felt heavy so he closed them, propping his head up with his arms as he worked through the new events.

      Basilisk was working directly against the Council, and had said they would soon be ‘extinct’, and now he remembered bucket-headed Doc Tempest saying it was a good thing Basilisk had ‘broken away’. Jake had heard the term “loose cannon” before and it seemed appropriate here.

      For some reason the Council knew about Jake and were against him. In fairness, Basilisk had defended him. His head pounded from a growing headache as he tried to rationalise.

      His so-called friends hadn’t attempted to defend him; in fact all three had taken the first available opportunity to turn on him. Did that make Basilisk his friend? In his experience, friends lied to each other all the time, but still remain friends. And while Basilisk’s plan was absurd, Jake didn’t think for a moment it could be that dangerous. Basilisk wasn’t the suicidal type and he clearly had plans for the future, for leading the next generation. If it only took one explosion to rock the world, then the earth would have been destroyed many years ago.

      It had to be a bluff. His eyes flicked back open. The new thoughts made sense. Basilisk had originally told him that he was keeping the plan quiet for security reasons, no doubt that meant from traitors like Tempest. Basilisk wouldn’t initiate a plan to kill himself, so the obvious conclusion was that detonating the bomb was a bluff, and his real scheme was some kind of attack against this sinister Council of Evil.

      Jake could feel his superpowers ebbing. He now recognised the symptoms, which left him very tired and weak. He felt a strong desire to download more and wondered if this is what addiction felt like.

      With a gentle swish, the door opened and the technicians entered carrying food and Styrofoam coffee cups. Obviously somewhere deeper in the complex was a refectory. Jake’s stomach rumbled with the glorious prospect of food. He gave his chair to one of the technicians, an old guy in his fifties, who reminded Jake of his own grandfather. The man nodded politely, and Jake thought, a little respectfully too.

      That was one thing Jake could get used to, being respected rather than shouted at and ordered around. Basilisk re-appeared from his side office.

      ‘Hunter! Have you just arrived?’

      ‘Yes,’ lied Jake.

      ‘And the bomb?’

      ‘You could have told me it was a nuclear warhead,’ said Jake. He tried to sound angry, but was just too zonked.

      ‘That would have been an extra concern you did not need. Where is it?’

      ‘In the hangar.’

      ‘And you had no trouble?’

      Jake laughed at the irony. ‘Do you mean apart from my three mates turning against me and another run-in with that shape-shifting freak.’

      ‘Chameleon? He found you so quickly?’ Basilisk looked away, presumably staring thoughtfully into space. His cowl never lifted, and Jake was getting curious as to what Basilisk actually looked like. Why was he concealing his face? That was another mystery, but his stomach reminded him there were more pressing matters at hand.

      ‘I’m going to get something to eat now. Then I want to go home and check my parents are okay. After that you can fill me in on the next part of this scheme of yours. And will we get to keep the money this time?’

      ‘If this works, we get to keep everything,’ purred Basilisk. ‘But your parents—’

      Jake had been ready for an argument. ‘You picked me remember? So if you want us to work together, then I’m going to see them. Just for a few minutes to check the Enforcers haven’t got to them. No arguments.’ He stared levelly at Basilisk. Or at least where he thought Basilisk’s eyes should be.

      ‘Very well. But before we go I have one last important task for you.’

      Jake sighed; Basilisk was pushing him around again. ‘Can’t it wait?’ he snapped.

      ‘No. It’s to show you how much I trust you, and how important you are to the success of this operation. I want you to be the one who announces our intentions to the world!’
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      Mud sucked around Jake’s boot as they teleported into the field close to his house. Jake eagerly started forwards, but Basilisk cautioned him.

      ‘Be careful. If the Enforcers have been here they will have set perimeter motion alarms.’

      Jake didn’t respond. He was feeling exhausted and there were so many unanswered questions about Basilisk that he no longer knew who to trust. He pushed forwards through the trees on his own.

      One phrase from a console game ran through Jake’s mind: ‘the point of no return’. It meant whatever you were doing, you had travelled too far to turn back, the destination was closer. And that’s exactly how Jake had felt when, before they left the island, Basilisk had placed him in front of a camera.

      Jake read from a pre-prepared sheet hanging just to the side of the camera. They had to record the demand twice because his mouth dried up. Basilisk had assured him that his face would be obscured and his voice digitally altered to hide his true identity.

      Jake wondered why Basilisk had not announced his intentions to the world himself, but the question remained unspoken, as he didn’t want to provoke Basilisk and ruin his chances of seeing his parents. And that was another point that irked Jake. If he was free then why did he have to ask permission?

      The patch of woodland gave way to Jake’s garden and he could see the house ahead. Warm lights blazed from within, which was an encouraging sign. Jake slowly advanced across the lawn when something caught his attention - a small orb poking from the grass next to a garden gnome. That was new.

      Jake carefully approached it, and a small whirling noise inside made him freeze. It sounded like a tiny camera moving. It was one of the motion sensors that Basilisk had warned him about, they were configured to detect the altered DNA that supers possess so they wouldn’t go off every time a bird moved past.

      He cursed his clumsiness. The Enforcers now knew where he was. He didn’t have much time.

      He tried the back door but it was locked. He was sure that there was only his family at home, but still he proceeded cautiously. He climbed onto the porch, inched open his bedroom window, and dropped inside. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness and when they did he felt a chill run through his body.

      The room was empty.

      All of his possessions had gone. His posters, his computer, Xbox and even the mirror that was covered in stickers and postcards had gone. The room smelt strongly of fresh paint. It was as though somebody had tried to erase any trace of him.

      Downstairs he heard strains of music and laughter from the television. He crept out onto the landing and poked his head into his sister's room. That was as messy as usual.

      The floor joists creaked under his weight as he stealthily walked down stairs. In the living room his parents were watching TV and enjoying a glass of wine. Beth sat with her feet up on an armchair, reading a book. His father’s deep laugh reassured him that everything was okay.

      ‘Hi,’ he said nervously.

      Nobody stirred. They must be really annoyed to ignore him like this. He stepped into the room.

      ‘I’m back!’

      Still no response. Now Jake was hurt. He purposefully stood between his parents and the television.

      ‘Hello? I’m back! Your son has returned!’

      His father just belly laughed again at the inane joke from the TV sitcom. Jake frowned, nothing felt right. He waved his hands in front of their faces, and noticed his parents’ expressions turn glassy, as though trying to focus behind him. Beth looked up.

      ‘When is that pizza going to come? I’m starving.’

      ‘Shouldn’t be too long,’ their mother replied.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Jake demanded. ‘I’m not invisible. I know you can see me! Hello!’

      Their ignorance was so frustrating that Jake swiped a picture off the mantle in exasperation. It smashed on the floor but nobody gave it the slightest notice. Jake was about to shout when he noticed the photograph. It had been taken on a family holiday about five years earlier. It was one of the few family photographs they were all on.

      Except Jake was now missing.

      He gawped at the picture. Somebody had removed him completely. He knew a good computer art package could do that, but seeing the effect first hand was chilling. Jake felt numb and his throat was suddenly dry. He gave his family one last look before he ran into the kitchen to gulp down a glass of water. The doorbell rang and he heard Beth leap from her seat.

      ‘Pizza!’

      Jake wiped the sweat that had suddenly formed on his forehead. Chameleon must be responsible for this. Him, the Enforcers, whoever - they were all the same. The so-called goodies were now the bad guys in Jake’s book. He glanced around the kitchen and was surprised to see a half finished meal on the table. Steam drifted from the plates indicating that it was still warm.

      Jake frowned. Why had they ordered pizza?

      The heavy boots from the hallway told him everything he needed to know. The Enforcers had arrived. It must be more mind control. Jake was sure that his family would be as blind to the heavily armed soldiers as they were to him.

      Jake ran for the backdoor, the key was usually in the lock but his fingers grasped empty air. He glanced behind to see two black armoured Enforcers push an oblivious Beth against the wall and sprint towards him, rifles gripped with both hands. Luckily the hall was too narrow to allow their bulky frames to wield the weapons.

      Basilisk had told Jake that his body couldn’t handle any more powers so soon after the last batch, so at that moment he was completely defenceless. Jake didn’t hesitate - he grabbed a kitchen chair and smashed it through the glass panels on the backdoor, then used the splintered wooden doorframe to vault through.

      He hit the grass and rolled in shards of broken glass, which cut deep into his legs and arms. No sooner had he pulled himself to his feet than the backdoor blew apart under heavy gunfire. The high-calibre rounds shredded what was left of the solid wood.

      Jake was halfway across the garden by the time an Enforcer had booted his way out and fired into the darkness. Jake heard the shots whiz through the air close by. He must have cut himself badly as he was beginning to feel light headed - then he fell as his legs suddenly gave under him.

      He was unconscious before he hit the muddy lawn.

      

      Television stations around the globe received the transmission almost simultaneously. They all had strict instructions on what to do in the event of receiving terrorist demands. The channel controllers contacted their governments, ensuring the broadcast did not leak out and startle the general population.

      Forty minutes after the broadcast had been received, World Leaders had been plucked from their duties - the German Chancellor from an economic press conference; the Australian Prime Minister from a tour of a local school; the British Prime Minister from a rowdy session in the House of Commons and the President of the United States of America off the golf course. With their assembled Chiefs of Staff, they watched the transmission. The voice had been digitally dropped an octave and the face was pixelated into tiny blocks that constantly shifted, like a swarm of choreographed bees, to form different faces.

      ‘People of the world, I carry a demand that must be met within twenty-four hours. By now your secret service departments will be aware of the Core Probe stolen from The Indian Institute of Advanced Technology. A machine that was designed to penetrate down to the earth’s core. The Probe is now armed with a ten-megaton nuclear warhead which will be detonated at the centre of the earth.’

      Across the world, behind closed doors, an outcry went up at these words. The figure continued.

      ‘Should this explode, it will shift the earth off its axis, causing wild tidal shifts and irreversible weather patterns that will radically change the world’s environment, and destroy your rich economies. You have the power to prevent this. This transmission includes digitally encoded bank details for depositing two billion dollars.’

      Again, more muttering around the globe, all commenting on the typical greed driven extortion plied by these villains. But the message continued, surprising them all.

      ‘In addition, we demand military assets from various countries. From the United States their entire fleet of B2 Stealth Bombers. From the United Kingdom their entire Naval Fleet. From the European Union their fleets of Typhoon Fighters. From—’

      The list was extensive and caused a mass furore amongst the world’s leaders. Within minutes, they were on the phones to one another in blind panic. This maniac wasn’t simply demanding money; he was piecing together his own massive army, using the best technology the world had to offer. In effect disarming nations and leaving them open to attack by the new rogue army.

      Scientists ran figures and soon opinions became divided. Some thought a single nuclear detonation at the earth’s core wouldn’t do anything, and the warhead would probably melt before it reached its target. Others pointed out that it was an unexplored area of science and there was a danger that any detonation could have an adverse effect on the earth’s orbit, a simple demonstration was presented over a video-link to world leaders. A spinning gyroscope remained perfectly balanced on a table, but it only took a gentle finger poke, representing a nuclear blast under the earth’s mantle, to send it skittering to the floor.

      

      Jake flicked his eyes open, and instantly wished he hadn’t. The room’s lights appeared to burn intensely, giving him a headache. He was lying down on a hard surface. He squinted and used his hand to shield his eyes.

      ‘Easy,’ said an unfamiliar voice. Jake slowly opened his eyes. The friendly face of a plump woman was looking at him with concern. ‘Feeling better?’

      ‘Uh, yeah,’ mumbled Jake, feeling groggy as he pulled himself up. He noticed the ceiling light was made up of several high-intensity bulbs arrayed in a circle like he’d seen in an operating theatre when he’d had his appendix removed as a child. Medical equipment was packed into this room. His fears that the Enforcers had captured him vanished when he noticed the rough carved walls that indicated he was back in Basilisk’s subterranean lair.

      The villain himself was standing across the room, staring at Jake with his smouldering neon gaze. ‘Is the boy alright now?’

      Jake realized he was wearing just his boxer shorts. He flexed his fingers, noticing that they were unusually pale. But, despite the headache, he was feeling stronger. He noticed a bloodstained metal dish that had been placed aside. It had several jagged pieces of glass in it. Scabs on his arms and legs had already begun to fade. A cable ran into his arm, linked to a computer.

      ‘He’ll be fine,’ said the doctor as she studied a computer screen. ‘Remarkable though, I have never seen a reaction like this before.’

      Jake cocked his head. ‘A reaction to what?’

      Before the doctor could open her mouth, Basilisk took a step forward, and dismissed her with a gesture. ‘That will be all, doctor. Leave us.’

      The doctor nodded to Jake and spun on her heels, quickly leaving the chamber. Basilisk began pacing the room.

      ‘Your demand to the world has been delivered, anonymously of course. Our technicians ensured your face was unrecognisable.’

      ‘Great,’ said Jake without enthusiasm. He had too many questions that required answers. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Chameleon and the Enforcers had got to your parents. They suspected you would return, although evidently not so soon or they would have been better prepared. I reached you when you passed out, and we teleported back here.’

      ‘My family... they didn’t recognise me at all.’

      ‘There are mind control powers out there that can be more devastating than an energy bolt or death ray. Chameleon used another hero to telepathically erase you from your family’s mind. So much so their brains would refuse to see you or acknowledge your existence. It effectively rendered you invisible to them. I saw what happened in there. All they had to do was incinerate your possessions and digitally remove you from photographs.’

      Jake stared at the wall as he put his clothes back on.

      ‘When your sister answered the door, she truly did think it was a pizza delivery. Ours is a world your family will no longer see.’

      The memory of his parents’ vacant expressions made him feel sick. He had ceased to exist to them. A morbid thought crept into his mind - If they had died then he would never be able to see them again, but this felt worse. He could see them... but they had no idea he had ever existed.

      It was like he was a ghost. In effect he was now an orphan.

      He fought back tears. ‘Is it reversible?’

      ‘I do not know. There could be terrible repercussions to reversing a memory block. I have heard of people going crazy from such attempts, falling into vegetative states. And to be truly effective, you need the Prime who took the powers to restore them back.’

      Jake silently vowed revenge. Then what the doctor had said about ‘reaction’ snagged his thoughts. He looked at Basilisk. ‘I’m having a bad reaction to the superpowers, aren’t I?’

      Basilisk stopped pacing, and turned his dark cowl on Jake. ‘I wouldn’t use the term ‘bad’. It’s most unusual though.’

      ‘Will I be okay?’

      ‘You’ll live,’ said Basilisk flatly. ‘Hunter, there is much happening you don’t know.’

      ‘And I’m tired of that!’ snapped Jake as he climbed off the bed. It was only then he noticed the computer he was plugged into was logged onto the villain website. He yanked the cable from his arm. ‘So why don’t you tell me what this is all about? I’ve lost my family because of you!’

      ‘It was not I who attacked them, Jake.’

      Jake wasn’t listening, he was too furious to notice it was the first time Basilisk had used his proper name. ‘You made me do that demand! Why didn’t you do it yourself? And what’s with all the military equipment? I thought the goal here was wealth?’

      ‘The goal is power. Wealth is the necessary companion to that. And the armies... well something to negotiate with.’

      Jake looked back at the villain app and frowned as he recalled the conversation he’d overheard between Basilisk and the Council. He pointed at the app. ‘You’re not supposed to be using this are you? The Council has banned you.’

      It was Basilisk’s body language that showed his surprised. ‘How did you know that?’

      ‘I overheard,’ Jake growled back. For once Basilisk did not intimidate him. He was starting to grasp just how much the villain had been using him. To Jake’s surprise Basilisk broke into a deep laugh.

      ‘You truly are a devious mind, Hunter. Spying on me? Excellent. I think it is time you learnt about your role in all of this.’ Basilisk theatrically waved his hand around the room.

      ‘My role. You’ve used me. This is all a bluff isn’t it so that you can get back at the Council?’

      ‘You are very special, Jake. You are linked to all this in ways you do not yet understand.’

      Jake stood up and levelled his gaze at Basilisk. It made him livid to think Basilisk was being evasive.

      Jake felt a rush of power ripple through him and it dawned on him that he had powers. They must have downloaded them into him whilst he was unconscious. Maybe that’s why he felt better? If Basilisk didn’t start giving him some straight answers then he would beat them out of him.

      ‘You better start telling me,’ he said with menace.

      

      ‘Mr President?’

      The President of the United States looked up from wiping donut crumbs and chocolate stains from the intelligence report in his hand. His secretary had just entered the Oval Office, wringing her hands nervously. The President licked his fingers clean, then took off his glasses and rubbed his sore eyes. It was late night, or was that early morning? All he knew is that the White House grounds beyond the window were cloaked in darkness.

      ‘Yes?’ he said, hoping it was an offer for another pot of coffee or more donuts. He needed something to keep him going.

      ‘I have an encrypted call from The Enforcers.’

      The President sighed. When he took office there was a child-like side to him that was looking forward to reading about state secrets the public would never be aware of, and hoped he would finally discover if the Government were keeping hidden files on aliens and a flying saucer in storage somewhere. What he didn’t expect was that a whole branch of the Government was dedicated to working with, and hiding the existence of, superheroes and villains. The global community had decided that the general public didn’t need to know such things, so they worked closely with law enforcement across the world to cover up super-activities and disguise them as terrorist threats or the work of common criminals. That made it difficult for any government to work directly against the supervillain threat. That’s where the Enforcers came in.

      Originally formed by the United Nations, they were essentially a secret army, elite soldiers from around the world who ensured supervillains, and some over-zealous superheroes, were kept under control. Since the Enforcers were not allowed to have any superpowers themselves, they relied on the very latest technology and assistance from governments and superheroes out in the field who were combating crime on a daily basis.

      The President didn’t like dealing with the Enforcers, partly because they were not under his direct control, and partly because he thought they had too much power. He secretly had been lobbying for greater restrictions over them. He reached for the phone, and gave his secretary a meaningful look.

      ‘I think more coffee would be in order.’ His secretary nervously smiled, and quickly exited. He lifted the receiver to his ear and sat back in his plush leather chair.

      ‘This is the President.’

      ‘Mister President,’ said a voice across the line. It had a gentle Scottish lilt that the President found pleasant to listen to. ‘We have gathered reliable intelligence on the mastermind behind the new demand and his location. I’m transmitting data to you now.’

      The President reached across and accessed a computer on the corner of his desk. He typed in a sixteen-digit password and moments later he was into a program that decrypted the incoming transmission. It showed a silent video clip of the terrorist’s demands.

      ‘Both the picture and audio were digitally altered,’ continued the voice. ‘But by a complex process of reversing the algorithms used, we have this.’

      The pixelated image shifted, millions of tiny pixels moved into the correct position like a rapidly assembling jigsaw. Within seconds the face of a young boy with pale features, and spiky blond hair, stared out at them. The President inhaled a deep breath.

      ‘It’s only a kid! This can’t be right!’

      ‘We assure you it is. Since the attack in India we have been tracking this new threat. Chameleon found him.’

      A school picture of the boy appeared, along with his education record, which the President noticed was poor, and the name: Jake Hunter.

      ‘He’s a known trouble causer,’ the voice continued. ‘Although nothing on this scale, of course.’

      The President glanced at a family photo perched on the edge of his desk, he focussed on the face of his daughter and a smile flickered across his lips. It was thanks to Chameleon that she was alive, so if that superhero had gathered this intelligence then he knew it was reliable.

      ‘But this scheme is beyond the skills of a kid surely?’ asked the President.

      The voice now sounded reproachful. ‘No sir. That would be underestimating the enemy. And Enforcers don’t do that. Chameleon has had several skirmishes with our target and he’s had the opportunity to collect DNA samples to authenticate identification.’

      The President frowned; he was starting to get a little uncomfortable without his team of advisors and a dictionary. ‘And what did that prove?’

      ‘It proved that Jake Hunter is not who he appears to be. It seems he is a much older villain we’ve tackled in the past. He’s a Prime. You may be familiar with the name Basilisk?’

      A chill ran down the President’s spine at the very mention of that name and the memory of Basilisk kidnapping his daughter during his first term in Office. During the incident he had come face-to-face with Basilisk. And he had seen the menace was an adult. Not this boy.

      ‘Are you saying that this boy is Basilisk? That’s impossible,’ he spluttered through dry lips.

      ‘The DNA match is exact. Jake Hunter is Basilisk. The intriguing thing is that they have both been seen together. So we’re thinking the child may be a clone.’

      ‘A clone? Is that possible?’

      ‘That’s the only theory that fits right now since they both share the same DNA. Even twins have separate DNA codes. Chameleon thinks that this boy is displaying powers beyond what ordinary superheroes are supposed to possess.’

      The President was out of his depth. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘The Hero Foundation wants to bring him in for research. They think he could be a valuable asset. And from our limited intelligence, it seems that the Council of Evil think so too. Basilisk has broken away from the Council ranks and is acting independently.’

      ‘Good God, that’s all we need!’

      ‘We have a positive ID on their location. An air approach is not an option, so to launch an assault we need to request equipment from your Navy Seals, the Sea Crawlers. The Navy are giving us static so we need your authorisation to get them.’

      The President peered at the kid’s innocent looking face on the screen, and nodded his approval before realizing he was still on the telephone.

      ‘Of course, yes. Do whatever it takes to stop this threat. I want him and Basilisk wiped of the face of the planet once and for all!’

      

      Basilisk paced the room, a habit that Jake now recognised as a nervous one.

      ‘I have told you about Primes. They are people gifted with a range of superpowers from birth. Nowadays they tend to only have three or four abilities at the most, although there are occasional Primes with many more like there were just decades ago. A private Foundation was created to research these powers. They discovered a system that allowed them to band together the incredible gifts and deliver them to people with no powers whatsoever.’

      ‘People like me?’ said Jake. ‘So they formed the villain website?’

      ‘Not initially. The Primes who developed the website did not think as grandly as you and I. They were the heroes, intent on spreading their gift to young people in order to develop a new generation of heroes. They created a hero website.’

      ‘The hero website? That’s a tacky name!’

      ‘It came from the Foundation’s acronym: the Higher Energy Research Organization. We just couldn’t think of anything original for our site, so villain it was. Like I’ve said before, these heroes are nothing of the sort. Their website spreads their propaganda and they don’t seem to mind making a profit from it either!’

      Jake could see Basilisk was getting angry, and drifting from the subject.

      ‘They charge to download the powers - and they call us the crooks! At least with us you get them for free.’ Basilisk shook his head in disbelief. ‘But they do have a good system; it weeds out the competent from the incompetent, the heroes from the villains. Needless to say, this left the bad guys lagging behind. So the leading villains of the age grouped together to form the Council of Evil. I was once part of that.’

      ‘And you pirated the hero site?’

      ‘Why go through the pain and hardship of creating something new when it’s much easier to steal and put your own name on it? The problem lies in the fact that we do not know the limitations of our own website since we didn’t create it. We really just put a new interface on the front, stole a research lab that stored some of their powers and added our own.’

      ‘And where is all that now?’

      ‘The villain servers are in the Council’s, ha, secret location. While the Primes pooled their existing powers, the Council experimented and discovered methods of creating new powers, harnessing the very core of what makes any superpower possible.’

      Jake frowned as the potential of controlling all the possible superpowers struck him. ‘So you mean you discovered how to grow your own powers?’

      ‘An interesting phrase, but yes, in the same way you can breed dogs which are smaller or have longer ears or shorter tails. Powers can be cultivated.’

      Silence filled the room. It was so deep that Jake could hear the blood pounding in his ears and the gentle throb of the air conditioning as he thought about the implications. If you could develop your own powers then surely there would be no limit to what you could do. You could become… a god.

      ‘Combine our unstable home-brewed powers with the fact that we have a website, which we don’t truly understand the workings of, and you have the potential for side effects. Like the reactions you are experiencing.’

      ‘What’s wrong with me?’

      Basilisk paused, and Jake was beginning to wonder if he had been editing the story, leaving out key bits of information.

      ‘The powers from our servers are more potent than its heroic rival,’ Basilisk continued. ‘They had to be, because we needed an edge over those irritating do-gooders. So we offered more powers at a stronger dosage, with the downside they didn’t last quite as long. Early test subjects who displayed side effects usually blew apart after a couple of hours.’

      ‘They blew up?’ cried Jake. ‘Is that going to happen to me?’

      ‘No, no. Least I don’t think so. That was merely a teething problem with the website.’ Some teething problems, thought Jake. ‘We don’t have time to study the website properly, not since we have a constant battle between the sites for dominance, if only we could figure a way of crushing the Hero Foundation.’

      An idea occurred to Jake, thankfully guiding his overactive imagination away from the fact he might self-destruct. ‘Why not create a virus to bring the site down?’

      Basilisk stopped pacing and turned to face Jake. His eyes flared bright blue, and excitement made his voice tremble. ‘What did you say?’

      ‘A computer virus. I used one in school to bring the school computer network down.’

      Basilisk placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder in a sign of admiration. ‘Hunter, that is a genius idea. All this time the Council had been using brute force and stealth tactics to topple the Foundation. And all the time there were villains out there with the necessary skills like Trojan and the dreaded Viral. What a team they would make!’ Basilisk’s voice sounded dreamy and he seemed lost in a world of plotting.

      ‘Anyway what has all of that got to go with me? Why am I having a reaction?’

      ‘It appears you are becoming addicted to the powers. Your body is thriving on the energy you have with each successful download. And when that power fades your body craves more, in fact it starts to slowly shut itself down until you download more powers. You have been unconscious for two hours, and during that time our doctor has had to slowly feed a variety of powers into you, just to keep you stable.’

      ‘So, if I don’t keep downloading powers… I’ll die?’

      ‘We don’t know for sure... but that seems likely.’

      Jake was appalled. In one week he had lost his family, become an international terrorist, been betrayed by his friends and now he’d become addicted to a superpower drug that he had to keep using to stay alive.

      He sat back down on the bed. ‘But why me?’

      ‘It’s... complicated.’

      ‘Try me!’ snarled Jake. There was an edge to his voice that had never been there before; something hinting at primal rage.

      Basilisk took a tiny step back. Jake wondered if the supervillain was actually afraid of him.

      ‘I raised objections with the Council over their methods of recruiting new talent and their insistence that any villain who wishes to cause chaos must first obtain a permit from them - just in case your plan clashes with somebody else’s. They said what is the point in robbing gold from a vault in Switzerland, only to find out some other villain is about to launch a death ray and destroy that country, and you with it, at the same time!’

      ‘They have a point,’ said Jake.

      Basilisk raised his voice, causing Jake to jump. ‘It’s a stupid system! Are you saying if I want to take over the world I need a permit to do so? How villainous is that? It was bureaucratic red tape - an insult to chaos and mayhem!’

      ‘So they threw you out?’

      ‘I left their precious rules and guidelines behind. I had my own ambitions. Ambitions which require the removal of any interference from the Council.’

      ‘I still don’t get what any of this has got to do with me?’

      ‘You were one of those reasons I left, Hunter.’ Jake’s surprise registered on his face, prompting a terse chuckle from Basilisk. ‘Are you familiar with the term feedback, when a microphone or guitar is placed against the loud speaker it is plugged into and you get a ear-piercing noise? That is because the same signal is caught in a loop. And each cycle produces a distorted version of the original.’

      Jake’s favourite band, Army of Gort, made constant use of feedback. Their guitarists were always posing in front of monolithic speakers. But the analogy made no sense to him.

      ‘Look, stop talking in riddles and just tell me.’

      ‘There is part of you already in the villain servers, and by downloading from it you have created a feedback loop with your superpowers.’

      That made even less sense to Jake. ‘How can I be part of a website I’d never seen before? That’s crazy!’

      ‘I was instrumental in pirating the website. Unfortunately for you we share something in common. Our DNA.’

      ‘That’s impossible!’

      ‘Believe me. You and I are related in ways that would stagger you.’

      ‘Related?’ shrieked Jake in amazement.

      The entire chamber suddenly shook. Stones trickled from the roof, and the furnishings bounced across the floor. At first Jake thought it was the volcano erupting, but then a whooping alarm sounded and a technician’s voice shouted over the PA system.

      ‘Intruders in base! Intruders in base! We’re under attack!’
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      Basilisk led the way through a series of corridors that were unfamiliar to Jake. Jake was completely lost, and was surprised when they suddenly ran into the hangar. The SkyKar sat right in front of them partially blocking their view of the Core Probe in the centre of the cavern.

      Three technicians, still in plain white lab coats and toting small snub-nosed Uzi machine guns, crouched behind the Probe. They fired concentrated bursts across the hangar, taking care to avoid striking the nuclear warhead that was now mounted on top of the Probe. Their target was crouching behind a stack of metallic flight cases. The heady sound of staccato gunfire combined with the chunks of stone falling off the walls, reminded Jake that these were lethal bullets.

      ‘Show yourself!’ bellowed Basilisk.

      A pair of silver energy bolts leapt from behind the cases and struck two of the gunmen. A fine crystalline coating smothered the men, freezing them in position - one with a bullet hanging mid-way from the barrel as thought caught in amber.

      Jake instinctively ducked behind the SkyKar, which he noticed was sporting additional damage from the combat.

      ‘A superhero!’ snarled Basilisk. He raised his hands and hurled an intense energy blast from his finger. The stack of flight cases exploded in fiery shrapnel that bounced against the walls.

      ‘Not just anyone, Basilisk.’

      Jake heard a gasp from Basilisk before he recognised the voice himself. The mere thought of the name made his blood boil.

      ‘Chameleon!’ roared Basilisk.

      ‘It’s payback time,’ hissed the disembodied Chameleon.

      Stillness descended across the chamber. The remaining technician lowered his gun, and nervously wiped the sweat from his brow as he peered into the shadows. Jake noticed two other technicians prone on the floor. They were not breathing. Plainly even a superhero’s morals were flexible when it came to eliminating potential threats.

      Basilisk slowly approached the smashed pile of crates and peered into the darkness for any sign of the intruder. There was a sudden flurry of movement as Chameleon rushed past him, flipping the villain’s hood off in process. Jake just had time to see the hero was in his reptile form as he skittered up the wall onto the dark ceiling, skirting around the circular exit hole.

      Curiosity tore Jake’s gaze to Basilisk who was pulling his hood back on. He had a fleeting glimpse of a pale head, with steel plates that folded into his skin.

      Gunfire focused Jake’s attention again and he saw the Uzi-toting technician strafe a shadow zipping across the roof. A silver blast struck the man, freezing him like a mannequin. Now Jake could see the intruder was directly above him - and then he dropped onto the roof of the SkyKar, which buckled under his weight right in front of Jake’s nose.

      Jake looked up at the yellow, scaly features of Chameleon peering down on him.

      ‘I told you that you couldn’t escape me, Hunter!’

      ‘Why would I want to escape you when I’m going to kill you for what you did to my parents?’ snarled Jake with such venom that Chameleon hesitated. Years of schoolyard instinct took over and Jake lashed out, hoping to send an energy blast at the freak. Instead, he felt a painful sensation at the tips of his fingers as cat-like talons pushed from under his fingernails on both hands.

      Chameleon bounded off the vehicle as Jake slammed his arms down on the car with such force he fractured the roof and his new claws tore through it like paper. Chameleon retreated up the wall like a gecko.

      Basilisk circled around the opposite side of the cavern, trying to trap Chameleon between the two villains.

      ‘You don’t stand a chance, lizard breath! The boy is more powerful than you realize. He wants you dead!’

      ‘And I want you dead. What a predicament we have here,’ came the reply from the darkness. The hanging floodlights blinded Basilisk, preventing him from seeing beyond them.

      Chameleon continued. ‘And I saved your family, Hunter. Saved them from the heartbreak you would have caused. They are happier because of what I did!’

      Jake had been staring at the damage to the SkyKar, wondering what superpowers he’d been fed while unconscious and how many. But Chameleon’s taunts brought him back to the situation just as Basilisk fired a blast into the darkness above.

      Rock exploded, but the flash was enough to briefly illuminate Chameleon as he reached a chunky electrical cable that branched out to each of the powerful floodlights on the ceiling. With a grunt of effort the hero tore the cable apart in a massive shower of sparks and the entire chamber was plunged into darkness and silence.

      Jake’s eyes picked out the faintest shaft of light coming from the open tunnel above them which offered a glimmer of moonlight.

      Then a ghostly green haze filled the room, or that’s what Jake first thought. It reminded him of television news reports when they used night-vision cameras. It was the same feeling he’d had in Russia and now he could see Chameleon hanging inverted on the ceiling, as a pulsing mass of electronic charges. It made the hero stand out against the blackness like bright stars on a clear night.

      Jake could see Basilisk across the cavern, his arms out-stretched as he fumbled blindly across the hangar, although the neon flare of his eyes could no doubt be seen by anybody. Chameleon had certainly picked him out as he raced across the ceiling and prepared to drop down on the unsuspecting villain.

      ‘Basilisk! Above you!’ bellowed Jake.

      Basilisk heeded the words without hesitation and shot a bolt of energy blindly upwards. Chameleon fell from the roof as the blast hit overhead. He crashed awkwardly on to the floor and rolled into a table as a chunk of the ceiling pulverized another workbench.

      As Jake watched he saw the Chameleon’s shape waver, transforming back into that of the dark haired young man, the reptilian skin morphed into normal clothing. Jake assumed this must be Chameleon’s natural form, and the lizard transformation just one of his many powers. Chameleon looked around and spotted Jake. He too could see in the dark.

      Chameleon raised his hands with a snarl and launched a fireball at Jake, which lit the cavern with flickering orange light. Jake ducked behind the SkyKar as it was hit with the force of a wrecking ball. The vehicle cannoned into him, and crushed him against the wall.

      The brief illumination from the flames made Jake’s vision revert to normal and was enough for Basilisk to get his bearings. He spun around and shot an enfilade of energy across the floor, tearing the ground from under Chameleon’s feet. The hero was pitched backwards, his feet arcing over his head as he slammed heavily onto a trestle table that cracked in two under the force of the impact.

      ‘You’ll die just like your partner!’ roared Basilisk. ‘But first you can watch my operation unfold and know there is nothing you can do to stop it from happening!’

      Jake grunted and pushed himself away from the wall, shrugging off the SkyKar, which rolled aside with a crunch of metal. The vehicle was aflame, filling the cavern with a dim light. Jake felt the muscles in his arms swell powerfully and the claws in his fingers retract. He registered that he must have some incredible strength to have pushed the heavy SkyKar.

      He looked around the chamber and assessed the situation. Chameleon was lying on his back amid the wreckage of a workbench and seemed momentarily stunned.

      Basilisk was more interested in delivering a monologue to the hero than killing him. He activated the small control panel on the side of the Core Probe. The machine hummed to life. The lasers activated, and the underside dome blazed to life as they focused their combined energy on the dome’s transparent surface. The dome began to glow, the superheated air around it becoming a haze.

      ‘What are you doing?’ shouted Jake. ‘This is not the plan!’

      Jake was so absorbed by Basilisk’s actions that neither of them noticed Chameleon stir, rubbing his head as he propped himself up on his elbow. He was aghast when he noticed Basilisk had powered up the machine.

      ‘No! You’ll kill us all!’

      Basilisk barely had time to spin around before Chameleon unleashed a fireball that caught him full in the chest. Jake watched in horrified fascination as Basilisk was hurled some twenty metres across the cavern - and crunched into the wall, his cloak and hood ablaze. The fiend rolled on the ground trying to smother the flames, screaming as he did so.

      Jake knew he should help Basilisk, but as he stepped forward, Chameleon spun around and targeted him with a fireball. Jake jumped straight up, still unaware as to what superpowers the doctor had cycled through his system. Was flight one of them?

      Luck was with him. Jake soared like a rocket as the fireball struck the wall below him. He extended his hand in the hope he had some type of missile power, but cracked his head forcibly against the ceiling. He hadn’t been looking where he had been flying and the impact knocked him out for a moment. Jake fell onto the flaming wreckage of the SkyKar. The chassis buckled, effectively cushioning his fall. The impact roused him to consciousness and he rolled off before he burnt.

      ‘Time to stop playing, Hunter,’ snarled Chameleon. ‘I would rather bring you in alive.’

      Dazed, Jake touched his head. His hair felt damp and sticky and when he pulled his hand away it was covered in blood.

      Chameleon took a step towards him, but hesitated as the noise from the machine increased. The dome was now blazing like a supernova and sending waves of heat that everybody could feel. The stone floor beneath the Probe was hissing and popping like fat in a pan.

      ‘Basilisk!’ shouted Chameleon. ‘Stop the machine!’

      Jake knew he had to act quickly. With Chameleon’s attention diverted, he sprang to his feet and slid one arm under the burning chassis of the SkyKar and the other around a bent window spar. He lifted the hulk with the minimum of effort. Chameleon shot a glance back at Jake, as the boy lugged the entire weight of something akin to a pickup truck over his head. He spat blood from a cut on his lip and glared at Chameleon.

      ‘You took my family away from me! There’s no way you live!’ Jake felt hatred like he’d never felt before. An accumulation of betrayal and grief was pouring from him. Despite all of his bluster, bullying and obnoxious behaviour, Jake had never thought he could kill. But now his mind was now occupied with just one thought:

      Kill Chameleon.

      Bracing both feet apart, Jake grunted and hurled the burning SkyKar at the superhero. Chameleon was rooted to the spot as the flaming wreckage flew towards him. It was like being hit by a bus. The momentum swept Chameleon off his feet, and sent him crashing against one of the doors.

      Jake stared at his handiwork, his heart pounding. Just one of Chameleon’s legs could be seen jutting from the bottom of the wreckage. It twitched twice before falling still.

      Jake swallowed hard. Had he just killed a superhero? He felt a tremor of guilt, but that was snubbed when he thought of the pain Chameleon had brought onto him. The hero should never have messed with his family.

      Jake glanced at the Core Probe as it began its decent, then sprinted across to Basilisk, who had doused the flames. Jake could see his arms were charred black, and a large portion of his cape and hood was burnt away, although he still managed to keep his face covered. His breathing came in wheezing bursts.

      ‘Are you hurt?’

      ‘He caught me unprepared.’

      Jake helped him stand. The villain limped heavily on his right foot, and Jake moved around to take his weight off that side.

      ‘We should get you to the hospital wing.’

      ‘No doubt the good doctor was evacuated the moment the alarms sounded, as were all non-essential personnel. I’ll live. I am blessed with the gift of regeneration.’

      ‘What is that?’

      ‘It’s the ability to heal wounds very quickly. Although it’s now what it used to be.’ Basilisk looked across at the still form of the Chameleon pinned under the SkyKar. He grunted with satisfaction. ‘You did well. Splendid improvisation. Shame about my car, though.’

      ‘Stop the Core Probe,’ said Jake firmly.

      Jake thought Basilisk was about to argue, but instead the arch-criminal nodded and, pushing Jake away, limped towards the machine. The intense heat did not seem to bother him. He selected two wires, a red and a blue, and pulled one free. The Core Probe’s lasers powered down with a whistle, although the glass dome still glowed white hot. Basilisk lovingly slid his hand across its cool upper surface.

      ‘It is just as well it didn’t launch. My Dutch friend had not yet programmed the correct drilling path to compensate for the probe’s extra payload. It would not do to miss its mark.’

      ‘I would have thought the earth’s core was a pretty big target.’ Basilisk said nothing. Jake shook his head and pointed to the console. ‘That’s all you have to do? Pull out a wire to break the thing? It’s not exactly sabotage proof.’

      Basilisk pointed to the wire. ‘The blue one simply shuts the circuits down. If I had pulled the red then it would have overloaded the machine and detonated the warhead instantly.’

      Jake felt uncomfortable with the thought. ‘You’re not really going to detonate the warhead are you? That’s suicidal!’

      ‘Remember this, Hunter. Idle threats fool nobody, and earns you no respect. When your back is against the wall you should use every weapon in your arsenal to escape with your life. Life is the most important asset you will ever have.’

      ‘But this entire plan will end both our lives! Is that why you started the Probe? Because your back was against the wall?’

      ‘If I’m going down, then it’s not going to be without a fight and certainly not alone.’ Basilisk limped towards the command centre. ‘But I assure you, we shall survive.’

      Once again Jake felt his conscience tug at him. This was most definitely wrong. Despite the fact Jake had been instrumental in buying the nuclear warhead, he had hoped that Basilisk was bluffing and had no intention of detonating the bomb. But now he had seen first-hand that he had been wrong. Basilisk clearly had no regard for the world around him. He was obviously mad, and that sent a genuine ripple of fear through Jake as he followed him.

      

      The command room was down to just three ‘essential’ technicians who didn’t seem in the least bit fazed by the loss of their companions. On screen they had a satellite map of the island with two highlighted blips slowly moving in from the sea. Basilisk pointed to them and turned to Jake.

      ‘You see that? That’s an Enforcer taskforce. They are coming here because of you.’

      ‘Me?’ said Hunter in surprise. ‘I think you mean “us”.’

      ‘Chameleon placed a tracer on your boot when you fought in Moscow. We removed it while you were unconscious, but by then it was too late. You led them here!’

      Jake felt annoyed that somebody had found yet another way of using him. Basilisk turned to another computer terminal were the drilling expert, Ruben Carlisse, was seated.

      ‘Do it!’ ordered Basilisk.

      ‘You have to lift the veil of secrecy sometime!’ Ruben complained. ‘If you want the Core Probe to arrive at its target then you must tell me exactly what kind of payload it is carrying!’

      Jake frowned. Didn’t the engineer know what madcap scheme he had been drafted into? He crossed over to the arguing men.

      ‘The payload need not concern you,’ Basilisk muttered. ‘You have the measurements and the weight. That is all you need to make the calculations.’

      ‘No, no, no!’ Ruben slammed his palms against the desk, his face flushing red. ‘When I agreed to this project I assumed it was a legitimate business case. Only when I met you did I realized there was something more devious going on. And now you tell me the probe will be carrying a payload which will effect how fast the machine bores, how different densities of rock will alter is path and how it will cope in the fluid magma beneath the mantle. If you want me to work, give me the facts or I leave!’

      Jake decided to intervene. ‘It’s a nuclear warhead.’

      Basilisk turned to Jake, seething with anger. Ruben froze, and for a moment Jake thought Basilisk had somehow paralysed him. Then the engineer fell back in his chair, his voice softening.

      ‘A nuclear bomb? Are you crazy?’

      ‘Crazy is a matter of opinion,’ muttered Basilisk. ‘Get me those calculations.’

      ‘Do you realize what would happen if you detonated a bomb?’

      Jake stared at Basilisk defiantly. ‘The earth will spin off its axis, scattering seasons, thawing the poles and turning the deserts into oceans?’

      Ruben frowned and shook his head. ‘No, not with a single warhead.’

      Jake breathed a sigh of relief, but he was almost afraid to believe what Rubin had just told him. ‘There’s just the one.’ From Rubin’s expression Jake suddenly had a bad feeling that yet another lie was about to be revealed.

      Ruben licked his dry lips. ‘Detonating a nuclear warhead in a volcanic system, like this island, would set of a global chain reaction in other volcanoes.’

      Basilisk stepped back, as though encouraging Ruben to speak. Jake looked at the two men. ‘A volcanic system? But I thought you were going to send the probe to the centre of the earth and detonate it there?’

      Basilisk shrugged. ‘You had to believe something. Why not that?’

      Ruben continued. ‘The volcano system around the world is like the earth’s pressure release and they’re all linked together. Basically, when things get tight under the surface we have volcanic eruptions to ease pressure. Detonating a bomb in that system would cause a mass volcanic eruption across the world. If all the volcanoes explode simultaneously that would cause earthquakes, tidal waves and it would send massive amounts of ash into the atmosphere, blotting the sun. Effectively turning the world into night.’

      For a few seconds silence filled the command centre. Then, one of the technician’s mobile phones rang an irritatingly cheery tune. He had the good grace to silence it immediately.

      Basilisk nodded. ‘Of course you are right. But I am only taking out one volcano. And to achieve maximum effect I need that Probe to be at a precise depth. Are you going to program the co-ordinates, as per our deal?’

      Jake couldn’t hold his temper in this time. ‘You lied to me again!’

      ‘I did not! I told you the plan—’

      ‘You told me a smoke screen. The demands, the money, weapons - it’s all a big extravagant bluff. You’re doing all of this, ruining my life, just to destroy one single volcano? What’s so special about it?’

      Basilisk ignored Jake and placed a heavy hand on Ruben’s shoulder. Ruben stared at the floor for a moment, wiping his palms against his shorts. Then he slowly stood and looked defiantly at Basilisk.

      ‘No. I will not be part of this. I demand you let me leave immediately.’

      He took a step forward, but Basilisk shot a hand up against the man’s chest to stop him.

      ‘We have a contract.’ The tone in Basilisk’s voice was menacing enough to prevent Jake from ranting again. I am not an unreasonable man and appreciate we all make rash decisions in the heat of the moment. You have already calculated the densities of the rock?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And computed the tunnelling time to our agreed detonation point in the volcanic chambers?’

      Ruben hesitated as it dawned on him that there wasn’t much use for him after all. Basilisk had come to the same conclusion.

      ‘Then you have completed your task?’

      A flicker of confidence crossed Ruben’s face. ‘You still cannot do it without me. The cargo weight has been factored in, but the shape of this bomb you have attached could create drag on the Core Probe that would turn it off course. Then it would be pointless sending it down. So you listen to me, or I go to the authorities.’

      ‘Running the Core Probe off course is a minor risk, my friend. You have completed the contract. But I cannot permit your mouth to run free to the authorities.’

      Ruben gathered his nerves and managed to look defiant. ‘So what are you going to do? Kill me?’

      ‘What an insightful idea.’

      Basilisk’s palm shot around the man’s throat and he effortlessly hoisted him off the ground. Ruben’s feet swung free and both his hands gripped the fiend’s wrist, fruitlessly clawing at the stone arm as he choked. With one hand Basilisk lifted the man so they were nose-to-nose. The he pulled back his hood.

      Jake could not see Basilisk’s face. But what he could see was the back of a pale head that looked heavily burnt. Patches of blond hair clung to the scalp, and the skin was pulled tight across the skull.

      Ruben’s eyes boggled in terror at the face he saw. His thrashing became wilder, his feet kicking Basilisk in the groin and chest, but the villain didn’t flinch. Then, Jake heard a cracking sound like the noise ice cubes make when they rapidly melt in a drink. Ruben’s face lost its colour as he was petrified. In five seconds the Dutchman had been turned to stone from head to foot, silencing his screams. For an instant, Jake could just see the blue light of Basilisk’s eyes reflected from the man’s frozen face. Then Basilisk let go of the Ruben-statue and it shattered on the floor. Basilisk made a point of crushing several larger chunks under the heel of his boot.

      Jake was aware that everybody in the room had stopped what they were doing and were staring at the execution in silence. As Basilisk spun around, everybody looked back at their work.

      All except Jake. He gawped at Basilisk’s unmasked face. It was scarred and disfigured. The eyes had no white, but were completely neon blue. But Basilisk had one unmistakable quality.

      He looked just like Jake.
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      The blaze in Basilisk’s eyes cooled down. His face was pale and scarred; his skin had the texture of parchment, with small metal plates attached to it.

      ‘How… how is this possible?’ stammered Jake.

      Basilisk drew in a deep breath; the wheezing had vanished along with the limp. His regeneration process was working.

      ‘I told you all along, Hunter,’ he said in a low voice that was barely louder than a whisper. ‘It was in your blood.’

      Jake shook his head blankly, and took a step back as Basilisk advanced. Basilisk gestured between the two of them.

      ‘You and I share the same DNA. Genetically there appears nothing to separate us. Any analysis of crime scenes would show that it was you who was there. Not me.’

      Jake had already been splashed across the news and now it appeared that if the authorities ever managed to decrypt the video and audio ransom demand he’d recorded they would have both his face and voice. And his DNA was all over goodness knew how many crime scenes. Including all over the nuclear bomb.

      ‘You’ve been using me as a scapegoat? All this time you were setting me up so that you could just turn me in and ride victoriously off into the sunset?’

      Basilisk raised his hands to placate Jake. ‘I admit that was my original intention. Let my genetic twin get caught so that I could escape. Even the Council of Evil disapproved. And when they knew I was going to let you access the system, they feared the worst, which is why I left. Creative differences. But instead of bringing the website down, you changed into something... unexpected.’

      ‘I should kill you right now like I did with Chameleon. That would end this madness!’ Jake advanced forwards and was surprised to see Basilisk retreat a step.

      ‘But things changed, Hunter. I got to see your potential. By downloading powers which had my, our, DNA in them, entwined you with the villain website, app, servers – the whole thing. You are absorbing all the powers at an incredible rate. Using them without training as though they were a natural extension of your body. That is unheard of. Now you are more important to me than this entire operation.’

      Jake hesitated. He wasn’t convinced. Then again, Basilisk may be a liar, but he had yet to show his colours as a back-stabber like Scuffer and the others. And he was certainly no less aggressive than the apparent superhero Chameleon.

      ‘Sir!’ chimed a technician who was monitoring the large display screen. ‘The intruders will be landing in several minutes! We’ve identified them as Navy Seal Sea Crawlers. There must be about thirty Enforcers in them.’

      Basilisk switched his gaze from the screen back to Jake. ‘If we don’t act now then in a few minutes those Enforcers will storm the base and put a stop to all I have created.’

      ‘I don’t care, you tell me everything now.’

      Basilisk sighed, and at least this time Jake could see the annoyed expression. ‘If they get in here then you’ll never know the full extent of your own story.’

      Jake’s eyes narrowed as he remembered Basilisk’s own words. ‘I think you mean that you’ll be going down with me.’

      Basilisk clenched his fists. ‘Hunter, right now you have more power flowing through you than you imagine. Only you can go outside and stop them. Then we will have time to talk.’

      There it was again, thought Jake, more orders. More bullying and being told what to do. For a moment he wished he were back at school. Then he’d have the power to pick on those weaker than him.

      Suddenly Jake paused. Common sense dictated you wouldn’t pick on somebody stronger than yourself. Unless that person didn’t realize they were stronger than you.

      Was he stronger than Basilisk?

      The villain had just said that Jake didn’t know his own power. He’d made no attempt to physically threaten Jake at any time, nor had he threatened to harm Jake’s family to coerce him, unlike the good guys. The more Jake thought about it, the more clearly he saw that he had willingly played along with events, never daring to challenge Basilisk, no matter into what deep waters he had led him.

      With sudden clarity, Jake realized that he was afraid of Basilisk. Frightened of upsetting the balance in their relationship just by simply challenging him. Jake was experiencing the same fear that stopped the kids Jake bullied from punching back; he wasn’t made of metal, a firm left hook would fold him just like anybody else. It was fear that made those dorky kids curl up and take their punishment.

      And now Jake was one of those kids. He was a victim of bullying.

      ‘No!’ he heard himself bellow. The force of the words made Basilisk hesitate. ‘I want to know exactly who you are! And no more rubbish cover stories!’

      Basilisk realized that he had pushed Jake too far. He began pacing once again and occasionally cast a glance at the screen. ‘You really want to know who I am? Do you think that will help you in anyway?’

      ‘Humour me.’

      Basilisk sighed. ‘I have been walking this planet for many years. Centuries in fact. You could say that I’m immortal.

      ‘You can’t die?’

      ‘Yes I can. But I found a method of cheating aging by moving from incarnation to incarnation. It was a power I had. A gift. Having the accumulated knowledge of the centuries has made me quite a scientist, and like all scientists I specialised. I chose genetics. That allowed me to study my powers and discover what was really happening. It was in the 1960’s when I found out how my incarnations actually worked.’

      Basilisk paused, reflecting back on his memories of the time. Jake tried to imagine Basilisk in the 1960’s with flared trousers and hippy hair. The thought almost raised a smile.

      Basilisk continued. ‘Genetic studies were one of my key inputs into the villain website. I told you that we improvised in some areas. I fine-tuned the website’s ability to alter human genetic code so that a host would be capable of storing and using the superpowers. But the Hero Foundation had cracked the problem in a much more efficient way. They never suffered the side effect issues we had in our version. But I came up with a quick solution that seemed to work. I developed a method of using the regeneration aspects of my own DNA strands to absorb the malign effects.’

      Jake nodded in understanding. He was impressed with his new mental gymnastics, and wondered if he had super-intelligence. ‘So when somebody downloaded a faulty power, your own DNA would repair it within the person’s body, and stop any side effects?’

      ‘Very good. However, since you and I have the same DNA sequence it formed a feedback loop when you used the website. It made your powers much stronger than anybody else’s, including the Prime’s original powers. But it came at a cost. Your body is breaking down from trying to contain the excessive energy and without constant exposure to the power source, you’ll wither away. Because of the feedback, the regeneration doesn’t work with you.’

      ‘So you’ve killed me!’ snapped Jake bitterly.

      ‘You misunderstand, Hunter. Nobody knew this would happen. The Council suspected it may kill you, but being able to amplify the strength of your powers is something unforeseen. Something that both sides desperately want. Chameleon is not too concerned about stopping that bomb. He is more interested in you. Let me assure you that you have no friends on either side right now. Except me.’

      That thought made Jake feel hollow inside.

      ‘I chose you at your birth and have been watching you for a long time, subtly guiding your actions from afar in the hope you would grow up to be a warrior and not a coward like the rest of your friends.’

      This was a lot of information for Jake to process. So he was unique in being able to amplify his powers, but that still did not explain why they originally shared the same DNA. What had Basilisk done?

      ‘Sir! We’re running out of time! They’ve begun to land ashore,’ wailed the technician.

      ‘If they are not stopped,’ he threw Jake a meaningful glance, ‘then evacuate the base and activate the self-destruct.’ He turned his attention back to Jake. ‘Your choice, Hunter.’

      ‘What do you mean, since birth? Why me?’

      Basilisk was losing patience. But he calmed himself down and fixed his gaze on Jake.

      ‘As I said, to cheat death I have the ability to absorb DNA. Just a small sample is enough to rejuvenate my body and mind. I was dying. I needed to make a genetic regeneration quickly. Did your parents ever tell you the circumstances of your birth?’

      ‘My mum gave birth to me on the way to the hospital.’

      ‘Fortuitously for me, I was in the area. The younger the DNA I can clone, the longer I live. A newborn baby is much better than a teenager or an adult. Gives me a few more years.’ A little knock out gas took care of your parents for a few moments whilst I stole DNA from your wrist.’ Jake looked at his wrist where he had a circular dimple since birth. ‘Sorry, I was in a rush. The side effect of genetic rejuvenation is that I take on the physical characteristics of the donor - hence the family resemblance. I shall be like this until it is time for me to change once more, which will be very soon as you can tell from my appearance. Time is once more running out for me. Think of me as a genetic vampire, if you will. But I make a point of looking after my genetic counterpart, so I watched you and moulded your development so you became strong and independent.’

      ‘You made me callous and bitter?’ snarled Jake. ‘Are you trying to say you made me into the kid that picks on everybody?’

      ‘I certainly engineered it, yes. Your friends are the true unintelligent bullies. But I moulded you to be a thinker and a leader. Why else would somebody from such a loving family become such a monster?’ He said the last with a tinge of sarcasm.

      ‘You ruined my life!’

      ‘No. I gave you chances you would never have experienced!’ He jabbed a finger at the screen. ‘They are the people who ruined your life, made you a wanted man and took away your family’s memories! The people who think they are doing a good deed. As they say, the road to hell is paved with good intentions. You should be stopping them!’

      Jake wanted nothing more than to lunge at Basilisk and beat the evil scumbag to a pulp. But that would still leave questions unanswered.

      ‘You’ve done nothing but lie to me!’

      ‘Sometimes I had to manipulate the truth.’

      ‘You told me your name was Scott Baker, from Australia. Lies!’

      ‘With each regeneration I needed a genuine identity to make my way around the world. I sometimes pick my identities from the deceased, acquiring their legal papers, bank accounts, that sort of thing. Otherwise, where would I put my money? Would you trust a bank run by villains? Sometimes lies are easier than the truth. But it is no lie that we have to stop those Enforcers from interfering. Please, Hunter. Do this.’

      Jake hesitated. He was cornered and had no intention of allowing the Enforcers to capture him. Glaring at Basilisk he stalked from the command centre without saying a further word, and slid his gloves on.

      His mind was racing as he sprinted down the corridor. He wanted to cry at the injustice of it all - crying would be something he hadn’t done for a long time, but wouldn’t be appropriate right now. His thoughts turned to self-preservation. Could the feedback process be reversed? Then he thought about the fact that both heroes and villains would want him to experiment on him. Where did that leave Jake?

      What do you call somebody stuck in the middle?

      Jake entered the hangar and prepared to launch himself vertically through the hole in the roof. Something caught his attention: the SkyKar had been moved, and Chameleon’s body was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘No!’ shouted Jake. He ran to the spot and looked around. There was a little blood, but no sign of where the hero had run to. Well, that was a problem for Basilisk right now. He just hoped he could get to Chameleon before Basilisk did.

      Jake focused on the task at hand. He had to stop the beach attack. With a warming surge as the powers flowed through him, Jake launched himself skywards.

      

      Basilisk glared at the display screen as a second blip appeared in the centre of the island: it was Jake. Basilisk was annoyed at himself for revealing so much to Jake so soon. But at least he still hadn’t revealed his ultimate intentions and so still had some control over the boy - and control was something he needed. He was beginning to regret selling his last pair of power-dampening handcuffs to Doc Tempest on his last visit. They would be handy now. If Jake was ever to find out the true extent of his mutated powers… Basilisk shivered. That thought was too dark even for him to consider.

      ‘Incoming transmission,’ shouted one of the technicians.

      ‘On screen,’ commanded Basilisk.

      The satellite map shrunk away to a corner of the screen as the new transmission took over. Eight unusual figures appeared: the Council of Evil.

      One spoke in a sibilant voice. ‘We have discovered your true plan, Basilisk! The real one, not the lies you’ve been spinning to the world’s governments! This is madness!’

      ‘Doc Tempest betrayed you!’ said a woman’s voice with a hint of glee. ‘He told us everything. Stabbed you in the back so he could have an official permit for his own plan!’

      Basilisk smirked. ‘You think I was mad enough to turn the earth into a wasteland? What use is that to me? I intend to destroy the villain servers and blow your pathetic Council off the face of the planet!’

      ‘You’ll never get away with this!’

      ‘I already have. And being one of the few people that knows your headquarters lies in an extinct volcano, I finally discovered a method of breaching all of your state-of-the-art-defences. No missile attacks, no swarming armies. I will just simply blow your lair apart from under your feet as you cower in terror!’

      ‘Once again, you threaten to destroy the world!’

      ‘I have taken precautions to ensure my lair was constructed at the precise point on the volcanic network to maximise the destruction of your base. My engineers have worked tirelessly to block magma channels in order to prevent other volcanoes from erupting. The earth’s pressure will build to such intensity that your extinct volcano will be magically resurrected. Then, by using Hunter’s amplified powers, all I have to do is take over the Hero Foundation and I will control the only superpowers left! Nothing in the universe can stop me!’

      Basilisk was swelling with his own self-importance. He stabbed a button and killed the connection with the Council. He turned to a technician. ‘Launch the probe!’

      Nothing happened. Then Basilisk noticed that three of the technicians were stuck fast to their seats by large globules of sticky resin that bound their arms and covered their mouths to silence them.

      Basilisk turned to see a fourth technician was standing close by and pointing a resin-rifle at him. Basilisk’s puzzlement vanished as the technician’s clothing and skin rippled into a vaguely reptilian form, and then into a young man dressed in black. Chameleon.

      ‘The Council made such a pleasant diversion didn’t they? Your insanity ends here.’

      

      This must be the same thrill a lion feels as it stalks its prey, thought Jake as he felt the sand crunching under his boots. The figures in the trees were picked out like Christmas lights in his enhanced vision. They had nowhere to run. Black smoke drifted behind him from the damaged Sea Crawlers, polluting the clear tropical air.

      The ground shook, he looked up. Beyond the cowering Enforcers a spectacular plume of red lava spewed from the lip of the volcano.

      Jake looked at the Enforcers who were twisting their necks between the erupting volcano behind, and the ominous figure of death on the beach. Basilisk had said they were the real threat, but looking at them now he realized they were just normal men, trying to do a job without the aid of superpowers. Unlike Chameleon who hid behind them.

      To hell with these Enforcers, thought Jake. They posed no threat. The erupting volcano signified that Basilisk had just launched the Core Probe and its nuclear payload.

      Jake decided that it was time to take matters in his own hands.

      The Enforcers cowered as Jake ran towards them. They were expecting another barrage of superpowers. But their assailant rose into the air and zoomed over the treetops, heading towards the eruption.

      For once he was going to do some good. He was going to stop Basilisk.

      

      Basilisk repeatedly slammed Chameleon’s head against the control panel with such ferocity he was drawing gloopy green blood. He had the superhero in a vice-like grip amid the trashed command centre.

      ‘I should have dealt with you a long time ago!’ Basilisk roared in his face.

      Chameleon fired the resin-rifle at Basilisk in the hope it would restrain him, but instead the expanding glue-balls ricocheted from an invisible shield. Basilisk retaliated with a blast that sent Chameleon soaring through the massive screen in an explosion of sparks and plasma fluid.

      The three technicians, who were stuck to their chairs, still had the use of their feet and rolled their chairs towards the nearest exit.

      Chameleon counterattacked by hurling fireballs across the room, decimating several computer banks. Basilisk had dived aside and activated the Core Probe’s remote launch sequence before Chameleon had a handle on what was happening. The superhero leapt onto Basilisk’s back to pull him away, but was too late.

      The entire hangar started to tremble as the Core Probe thrust itself earthward. Rock bubbled and melted away as the device slowly lowered itself. It quickly vaporised the ground in its path and after a few metres it pierced a small magma chamber under the volcano. But that was enough to initiate a local eruption. The entire base shook as the volcano erupted far above the surface.

      Basilisk and Chameleon struggled, limbs locked together on the floor as they rolled through chunks of burning control panel. Basilisk was proving to be the stronger of the two and twisted Chameleon around, gripping him tightly across the jaw.

      Chameleon tried to shape shift as Basilisk crushed his head repeatedly against the panels. But no matter what shape he took, Basilisk’s grip was relentless. He forced Chameleon to face him.

      ‘No!’ pleaded Chameleon as the intensity of Basilisk’s soulless blue eyes increased. Chameleon could feel the warmth being sucked from his body and his limbs become stiffer. His skin took on an unhealthy sheen and his face felt immobile as if mud had rapidly dried across it. He was being petrified, and the experience was horrendous.

      Basilisk felt a heavy weight suddenly slam into his back. The momentum rolled him clear of Chameleon. The pallor left Chameleon’s face, but he was still weak. Both he and Basilisk looked up to see Jake standing in the doorway, ready to hurl another energy blast, and oblivious to the burning wreckage around him.

      ‘Stop the Probe!’ Jake shouted.

      Basilisk was on his knees. He held up his hand in a pitiful gesture. ‘No, Hunter. You don’t understand. It’s not what you think—’

      ‘Stop the probe, now!’ repeated Jake. A humourless grin filled his face. ‘Stop it Basilisk, or you’ll suffer the same fate as I have planned for lizard boy.’

      ‘I can’t stop the Probe! The planet will not be destroyed. I’ve already told you that was never the plan! I just thought I could strip countries of their armies and extort some money as an afterthought.’

      ‘What’s the warhead for then?’

      Basilisk spoke rapidly. ‘To bring down the the villain system and the Council of Evil along with it. Then, with the world’s armies at my disposal, I would have finally been able to eliminate the superheroes from this world and every country would have been defenceless against me... I mean us!’

      Jake hesitated. Why had Basilisk not told him about this before? Surely that was not as bad as destroying the world?

      Gasping, Chameleon spoke. ‘Hunter, it’s true. If he brings down the Council then he can also destroy the system.’

      ‘You shut up!’ snarled Jake. ‘ I still have you to deal with. You took everything away from me. Left me with nothing!’

      Chameleon pressed on, almost gibbering. ‘He will have unlimited access to all of those powers. If he were to amplify them through you, then there would be no stopping him! He would become the most powerful person on the planet, not you. And pumping them through you would wear you away until you were dead.’

      Jake hesitated. He’d expected Chameleon to plead for his life. ‘If I let him,’ Jake retorted. He was no longer going to let Basilisk dictate the course of his life.

      ‘You won’t have a choice, Hunter,’ croaked Chameleon.

      Basilisk tried to stand, but couldn’t. He slowly dragged himself over to Chameleon.

      ‘Silence!’ bellowed Basilisk.

      But Chameleon pushed on. ‘I know you want me dead, Hunter, but I’m trying to save your life here! Think about it! What would happen if the villain servers failed?’

      Jake frowned. A moment ago, he thought he had been saving the world, but now he person he hated the most was telling him that his actions would actually defend a stupid website that Basilisk had been instrumental in creating. If the villain website and Council of Evil fell, so what? He would lose his powers, and… the thought struck him like a lightning bolt.

      He would die.

      Basilisk had said as much. Jake’s body craved the power surge offered by the villainous powers. Basilisk had made him an addict, as dependant as the drug users that his schoolteachers constantly banged on about. And now Basilisk was willing to sacrifice Jake as a pawn in his twisted game.

      Jake let out a roar so full of anger it took him by surprise. He threw his hands forward and familiar green streamers lashed out and struck Basilisk hard in the chest. The radioactive force burnt across the villain’s skin. Basilisk staggered backwards. Jake was experiencing a gut wrenching vehemence that he had never felt before. He wasn’t finished with him yet.

      ‘I’m tired of your lies! You’ve betrayed me, just like Scuffer and the others!’

      Jake shifted his balance forward and shot into the air just as Basilisk got to his feet. Jake smashed into him with such a mighty force that he yanked Basilisk off the ground. They powered across the room, straight into the shaking wall with the impetus of a jackhammer. Jake dropped to his feet. Basilisk was groggy and was still supported upright by the indentation he had created when he battered the wall. Jake flexed his razor-sharp claws and pulled his fist back to strike.

      ‘That’s not the way, Hunter!’ shouted Chameleon slowly climbing to his feet. ‘Killing him will serve nothing.’

      ‘It’ll make me feel a whole lot better. Then you’re next!’

      ‘That means you’ll be leaving the Core Probe active. Stopping that is the only way you’ll stay alive. You have no time to kill either of us.’

      Jake hesitated. Chameleon was right and had just saved Basilisk’s life too. There was a sudden crack above them and a chunk of the ceiling gave way. Lava poured through it like a fiery waterfall. The air rippled from the intense heat, and the molten rock formed a thin curtain between Jake and Chameleon.

      ‘We don’t have time for this, Hunter. None of us have protection from being consumed by lava! Not even you.’

      The room shuddered more violently and the lava began to pool on the floor, spreading with the constancy of thick porridge. Jake squinted at the superhero.

      ‘We’re not finished, Chameleon.’

      Then he sprinted towards the door.

      

      It was almost impossible to run in a straight line, the base was shaking so violently that Jake was pinballed against the walls of the corridor until he entered the cavern.

      It was like entering a furnace. The far wall glowed red as magma flowed under the thin veneer of rock; it was only a matter of time before it all broke through. Already thin streams of lava poured through cracks in the ceiling. Molten rock slowly edged towards the wide borehole in the floor that the Core Probe had left behind. If the lava started to flow into the hole before he got into it, Jake knew there was no way he would be able to enter it and stop the Probe. He’d wasted precious time venting his rage against Basilisk, and now he could not afford to hesitate any longer. He took a running jump and dived headfirst down the Core Probe’s tunnel.

      

      There was very little room for manoeuvre in the tunnel, and the walls were red hot from the Probe’s passing. He zipped through an empty magma cave, the flow having erupted outside, and he dived back into the opposite borehole. The machine had gained substantial speed as it burrowed through the igneous rock. Jake activated his enhanced sight so he could see the Probe below. The heat prickled his skin all over and was beginning to penetrate through his jeans. Jake thought it must be like standing inside an oven. If he activated his radioactive power he would be resistant to the heat, but then ran the risk of being unable to grab the Probe and stop it, as his hand would just melt through the metal casing.

      The Probe was now meters below him. Jake acrobatically flipped around and landed on it feet, then manoeuvred his legs to straddle the nuclear bomb strapped to the centre. Basilisk’s technicians had thoughtfully attached a small electronic counter to the bomb.

      He had little over a minute.

      ‘How do you defuse a nuclear bomb?’ he said aloud. Then he remembered the wire Basilisk had pulled. Jake’s fingers scrabbled for the only two wires that ran from the side of the machine into the warhead. He examined them and his heart sank.

      They were both black. That is, the red and blue wires were indistinguishable through his tinted supervision. It was as though he’d been struck colour blind.

      ‘Dammit!’ he cursed and tried to will the power away. But it was no good. If he pulled the wrong wire the bomb would detonate between his legs.

      He placed his hands around the warhead and pulled. The metal spars securing it groaned a little, but held tight. Jake tugged again, but his legs were shaking from the constant motion of the descent. It was like trying to lift something in a runaway elevator.

      The Core Probe gave a final shudder as it punctured through a huge subterranean cavern - and was suddenly free-falling with Jake perched on top.

      The cavern floor was a massive river of rolling magma that streamed from an opening in one wall and vanished through another with a rumble that numbed his ears. The entire vista was illuminated by the hellish red glow of the flowing rock and the incredible heat seared his skin and burnt his hair and eyebrows. If the Core Probe’s heat shields were not taking the brunt of the heat from below then Jake was sure he would fry to death. An acrid burning smell assaulted his nose, and Jake felt it begin to bleed from the heat.

      Without conscious thought, he launched himself into flight as the Probe dropped through the cavern - supporting it in midair above the magma river. His superior strength prevented him from dropping the Probe, but his flying power wasn’t generating enough lift.

      He was at a stalemate.

      If he dropped the Core Probe into the magma it wouldn’t melt, but would continue its course downward and Jake would be unable to follow. But conversely, he didn’t have the power to pull the Probe out.

      Jake glanced at the countdown and resisted the urge to panic.

      He looped one arm under the warhead and as soon as he had freed his other hand, he felt the weight of the entire device pull him towards certain death.

      Jake flexed his claws and swiped them hard at the metal brace securing the warhead. Sparks flew and it felt like his fingernails were being torn from their sockets. However, when he looked, he had managed to snag a chunk of metal away. The Probe dropped lower; the cutting dome was now touching the surface of the magma.

      Jake’s eyes stung from the heat and fumes. He struck again and one of the spars snapped. The Probe dropped further into the volcano and liquefied rock spat at him. A tiny piece of molten rock caught the sole of his boot and hissed through the rubber.

      Jake was half a metre away from the magma now and with every ounce of strength he swung at the remaining strut. His claws severed the metal and the Core Probe dropped into the fiery liquid with a spurt of flame.

      Without the additional weight Jake shot upwards like a cork underwater, the warhead cradled under his arm. The narrow Probe tunnel rushed past his ears just as lava started to trickle in from the hangar above.

      Without stopping, Jake zoomed out of the hole in the hangar’s floor and through the entrance tunnel in the ceiling.

      He shot out of the ground just as the volcano erupted again. Part of the cone wall collapsed at an angle, spewing lava into the entrance of the base and across the jungle. Wild fires erupted across the island, but Jake had no time to marvel at the spectacle.

      A mile above the island he drew to a stop. He was holding a nuclear warhead in his hand - with less than fifteen seconds on the countdown - and no way to stop it.

      Jake had nothing to lose. He couldn’t fly fast enough to outrun a nuclear explosion. Instead he willed a radioactive charge through his body and into his hands. His hands started to glow an unearthly green. The probe’s outer skin began to melt under his radioactive hands. The volcano spat another volley of lava into the sky, which fountained not far from Jake.

      He could feel the warhead vibrate as the electronic ignition activated the fusion processes. He increased the pressure on the warhead, gouging his fingers in deep. Then he grunted, using every ounce of strength—

      And tore the warhead in half.

      Sophisticated components and radioactive substances, half melded together under his mighty radioactive grip, flew in opposite directions and harmlessly dropped into the ocean.

      Jake whooped with delight and dived low, performing a victory roll. Jubilant, he skimmed the whitecaps around him, enjoying the gentle sea spray that cooled and refreshed him. With the warhead gone the villain website was saved.

      He wasn’t going to die.

      All he had to do now was face Basilisk and Chameleon if they hadn’t torn each other apart.

      Vengeful thoughts slipped from his mind as he felt a sudden weakness - as if all of his energy had seeped from his body. Jake plummeted into the warm waters.

      His superpowers had just expired.

      Panic seized him. The island beach was not too far away, but the island itself was on fire. Lava oozed down the volcano’s flanks and hit the ocean with a loud hiss and massive plumes of white steam.

      Jake spotted a clear patch of beach shielded from the lava streams and paddled weakly towards it.

      It took all of his effort to drag himself out of the water and across the white sand. He lay limp, face down, and slipped into unconsciousness.

      

      Jake looked at the bare stone walls with a blank expression. A table stood in front of him, on which he rested his shackled hands. The small interrogation room had a pair of Enforcer guards standing armed and alert either side of the only door.

      Chameleon, in his natural guise as a young man, sat opposite.

      Jake had a vague memory of people landing on the beach and the rhythmic thump of helicopter rotors. He had seen Chameleon’s face, but thought it was just part of a feverish dream. Then he had woken in a small cell with a narrow window through which stabbed a lone finger of sunlight.

      He was now a prisoner in Diablo Island Penitentiary, and Chameleon was taking great delight in taunting him.

      ‘You should get a medal,’ said Chameleon. ‘You stopped a disastrous plan.’

      ‘Then let me go,’ said Jake quietly, although he already knew that was never going to happen.

      Chameleon shook his head. ‘You’d only try and kill me. And that would land you right back here, wouldn’t it?’

      Jake couldn’t deny it. All he had done from the start of the interview was threaten Chameleon, until he eventually shut up when he realized the futility of it. He’d bide his time instead.

      ‘Your part in Basilisk’s evil plans is undeniable. Since he miraculously escaped from that island, you’re even more valuable to us.’

      ‘You let him go?’ said Jake incredulously.

      ‘He escaped. I pursued him and thought I had him cornered. Then he vanished. He was too weak to have used his powers. I suspect an accomplice rescued him.’

      Jake’s interest was tweaked. Who could have saved Basilisk? Surely not Doc Tempest who was the one that betrayed him.

      ‘We found your three friends in Moscow. They had nothing nice to say about you. In fact, we’re still trying to fathom what it was that you did to Warren Feddle. What do you call him, ah yes, Scuffer. You mutated him almost beyond recognition. We have no idea what we’ll do with him. And he’s very keen on getting his hands on you. An encounter I would strongly advise against.’

      Jake scowled. So Scuffer had survived whatever he’d done to him? He should pay the traitors all a little visit, with his superpowers of course, once he got out of here. It seemed all of Jake’s enemies were not only alive, but a whole lot freer than he was.

      ‘But that is all irrelevant compared to your true value.’ Chameleon took a sip of water from his glass, and absently shot his tongue out across his lips. ‘Amplifying the powers held on our hero website. Now that is something truly special. And until we learn how to harvest that power, you will continue your residency here as our, huh, guest. Until the Enforcers can convene a trial. Then you’ll be our prisoner, won’t you?’

      Chameleon smiled at him. Jake swore as the guards pulled him out, but without superpowers he was just an average kid, unable to resist the huge men. They threw him roughly in his cell and slammed the door shut. Multiple locks clicked in place, and one of the guards brushed a smudge from the nameplate on the cell door: ‘THE HUNTER’.

      

      Jake lay on his hard bed rubbing the marks left by the cuffs. He had not accessed any superpowers for several days and felt nauseous and weak. The medical staff here had given him some pills that had kept him going, but Jake knew that even if they opened all the doors, he wouldn’t have the strength to walk out.

      Once again he considered the line between hero and a villain, but it was complicated. Basilisk was a villain, willing to detonate a nuclear bomb to bring down other villains and Chameleon was a hero who had not hesitated in wiping his existence from his family’s memories and showed no mercy to Basilisk’s men when he had killed them.

      Jake had been used by Chameleon to track down Basilisk, and also used by Basilisk to try and destroy the Council of Evil. And now the good guys were using Jake as a guinea pig.

      He hated both sides. It seemed the only true line of justice lay with him alone. He promised himself that he would never be used again, and if there were any power and glory to be had, it would be solely his. He would not stop plotting to get out of this prison and then he would track both sides down and make them pay for their actions.

      They’d wish they had never heard the name Jake Hunter.

      Jake lay back and savoured the thoughts of revenge. As he did so he noticed something solid was tucked under his pillow. He reached underneath and slid out a small mobile phone. He blinked in surprised.

      There was a single message waiting for him.

      With a frown, Jake opened it. As he read a broad smile crossed his lips.

      The future suddenly promised to be very interesting...
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      WHAM! Jake’s head jerked back from the powerful blow to his cheek. He had a metallic taste in his mouth; his lip must be bleeding. Through a swollen eye he looked back at Chameleon sitting across the table.

      The superhero had been interrogating him since he arrived at Diablo Island Penitentiary three... four weeks ago? Maybe more, days had blurred into one another.

      Chameleon motioned for the heavy Enforcer to stop striking the boy. The man was huge, dressed in the uniform worn by the United Nation’s secret army whose mission was to conceal superheroes from public awareness and to capture supervillains. Like Jake.

      ‘Had enough, Hunter?’ said Chameleon.

      Jake glared at the young man across the table, dressed in immaculate black and sporting a sharp haircut with a widow’s peak. Chameleon could shape shift, but this seem to be his normal form.

      ‘When I get out of here,’ said Jake through cracked lips. ‘I’ll kill you.’

      A ghost of a smile flickered across the hero’s face. ‘Fine. But you understand you will never get out of here. The outside world doesn’t care and your family have forgotten you ever existed.’

      Jake tried to lunge forward, but he was bound to the chair and feeling weak because he hadn’t been able to download powers from the villain website. Those superpowers kept him alive, and that whatever powerless replacement Chameleon was pumping into him was doing nothing more than keeping him tired and weak.

      ‘I saved your family,’ continued the hero. ‘They will no longer have the heartbreak of suffering such an errant son as you.’

      Jake jerked futilely in the chair and the Enforcer raised a threatening hand to strike again, but pulled away when Chameleon gave a slight shake of the head. The hero had never physically struck Jake during the interrogations, but he was more than happy to allow the Enforcer’s to be heavy handed.

      ‘I’ll get them back,’ spat Jake. ‘Then I’ll kill you and all your little super-friends when I tear this place apart!’

      Chameleon smiled - and Jake wanted nothing more than to rip his smug face off.

      ‘Your family has gone, Hunter. Restoring their memories is not a power that even you possess. I think by now I’m starting to believe you don’t know the location of the Council of Evil.’

      The Council was a dedicated group of supervillains who had created an empire in retaliation to the Hero Foundation. Classic good versus evil. Both sides had started recruiting heroes and villains through their websites, and both sides had successfully hidden their headquarters away from the other.

      ‘I’ve never been there,’ growled Jake. ‘And if I had I’d slaughter them too! Basilisk did this to me, made me dependent on to that stupid website!’

      ‘He did more than that, Hunter, and you know it. Your body has become entangled with the villain website. And that’s what makes you valuable to both side.’

      ‘I told you before: I don’t care!’

      ‘You have the unique ability to absorb powers from the website, far greater than experts previously thought was possible. But not only that, you can create new ones that we’ve never seen before.

      Jake laughed. This was the usual sermon from Chameleon, but it didn’t change the facts that Jake was tied to a chair every day and beaten for information.

      Chameleon leaned forward, tenderness flashing across his face. ‘Hunter... Jake, please. Work with us, not against us. Use your abilities to help the Hero Foundation. Together we can eradicate evil and make the world a much better place.’

      Jake took a moment to contemplate Chameleon’s offer, but it was a simple decision there was only one important person. Himself.

      ‘You’re acting like a real hero,’ Jake spat sarcastically. With the limited movement available to him, Jake twisted his hand and threw an obscene gesture and a charming smile.

      The look of fury on the hero’s face was worth the punch across the face from the Enforcer.

      

      The silence was so deep that Jake could hear the blood pounding in his ears. He’d been mentally counting the minutes since they had thrown him back into his cell. The lighting was so intentionally bright that it was impossible to tell where the floor met the walls, and it hurt Jake’s eyes and made his photosensitive skin tingle unpleasantly. Aside from his addiction to the villain powers, that was another side effect of his DNA being entangled with the superpower system.

      Jake was now feeling stronger than he had been when Chameleon had first apprehended him on the beach of Basilisk’s volcanic island. Perhaps there was something in the replacement power they’d been using to keep him alive. But now Jake had had enough. His craving for real superpowers was too strong. It didn’t matter what the powers were as they always made him feel stronger and more alive. And his body was a cauldron of hyper-energy, sloshing it all around to give him useful, if unexpected powers. Most of the time.

      He had decided it was time to leave.

      On his first night in Diablo Island he had found a mobile phone tucked under the pillow in his cell. It had the app on it, and he knew from past experience that he could download limited powers. But so far he had resisted using the phone in case it was some kind of trap set up by Chameleon.

      The second night he had received a text message on his phone telling him not to delay in escaping. The message was just signed “Your Caring Benefactor”.

      He had no idea who that person was. He’d speculated it could be Basilisk who had claimed they were now genetic-twins, almost clones. But why would the archfiend help? Jake had sworn revenge after he’d made him addicted to the villainous powers.

      Now, as midnight approached and the Enforcers who patrolled the cellblock had returned to their barracks for a scheduled break, Jake pulled the mobile phone from under his pillow and stared at the screen. His fingers trembled, both from excitement at the prospects of escaping, and from a lack of strength. He tapped on the villain app.

      A list of icons appeared, all representing superpowers and all far too small to clearly identify.

      He blindly chose several powers. The screen flashed and a sensation like pins-and-needles rippled through his body and he went from being weak and lethargic, to feeling like he could conquer the world.

      Jake leapt off his bed and stretched his arms, feeling the blood flow to his muscles and his mind sharpen to primeval alertness. He had gleaned a little information from the Enforcer guards who escorted him to and from his cell each day. They had talked freely, assuming that Jake was no longer a threat. His cell walls were a metre thick, and at the end of the corridor, which was lined with security cameras, lay an open courtyard where some prisoners were allowed to exercise, although Jake had never been allowed outside. He was being housed in the minimal security wing; after all he was now just a boy with no superpowers. Hardly a threat to Diablo Island Penitentiary - the very name of which made seasoned supervillains tremble.

      Jake tucked the phone into his jeans pocket - the same worn black jeans he’d been wearing for weeks. He knew that the moment the alarms were triggered, hundreds of heavily armed Enforcers would be upon him and he wasn’t sure he had the strength to fight them all. The situation called for tact.

      His fingers traced around the edges of the cell door in the hope he could find a gap, but it was made with such precision it could have been airtight. Jake was beginning to think he’d have to resort to brute force when the lock suddenly clicked open as he moved his hand across it. Puzzled, Jake gently pulled the door open and stepped out into the dark corridor beyond. He experimentally waved his hand across the lock several times and each time it slid back and forth through some kind of telekinesis.

      ‘Now that’s awesome,’ Jake murmured to himself, shutting the door behind him.

      He looked around the corridor and immediately identified three surveillance cameras. He wafted his hand like swatting a fly, and all three cameras quickly snapped aside, as if he’d physically struck them.

      Jake stealthy approached the double security doors ahead, his mind running through his options. His overwhelming urge was to find Chameleon who he knew was somewhere on the island and extract his revenge. But the new cautious side of Jake’s mind urged him to flee as quickly as possible. He may have superpowers, but nobody had yet managed to escape from Diablo Island, as he was constantly reminded.

      As he took several more steps to freedom the double doors suddenly gave a loud beep and began to slide apart - somebody was coming in! Evidentially he had miscounted while lying in his cell and this was the scheduled security patrol. Fighting panic he threw himself into the shadows—

      Which felt just like falling into water. He gave a startled yelp as he saw his body collapse into the pool of blackness. He kicked his way up, completely blind. His head popped from the shadows on the floor, just enough to comprehend he had become part of them. Two Enforcers had entered, heavy weaponry cradled in their arms. They walked past Jake without noticing him, both doing bad impressions of a TV comedian they had just been watching.

      Jake gave silent thanks that, by chance, he had the right powers to slide him out unnoticed. Then a second thought hit him - perhaps his mysterious benefactor had ensured that he’d downloaded exactly the powers he’d need, just like Basilisk had done before.

      Basilisk. Again that name brought a wave of anger. Jake was under no illusions that he wanted to kill the villain on sight, and surely Basilisk realized this. The fiend was responsible for messing up his life, getting him imprisoned - everything that was bad in Jake’s life had been a direct consequence of Basilisk’s involvement. But if it wasn’t Basilisk helping him out, then who could it possibly be?

      His benefactor’s identity would have to wait until he got clear of Diablo Island. In fact he had no idea where the island was located geographically. He clambered out of the shadows, as easily as pulling himself out of a swimming pool, and ran through the doors just as they were closing.

      He was outside for the first time in days, standing in a courtyard half the size of a football pitch. The first thing that struck him was the intense cold, and heavy snow that was falling. It felt like being back in Moscow again. The second thing that he noticed was that it was night, but the courtyard was bathed in brilliant floodlights. An alarm suddenly sounded.

      An Enforcer on a watchtower had opened the door for his two colleagues to enter the minimum-security wing and he had watched them step inside without incident. When he looked at his bank of monitors to confirm they were safely inside, he was surprised to see the images coming from the corridor showed blank walls. He tore his gaze from the screen and back into the courtyard in time to see Jake run out. The doors closed behind the boy, and the Enforcer punched a bright-red alarm button.

      ‘Aw, hell,’ snarled Jake as whooping sirens erupted across the complex. This was exactly what he wanted to avoid. He shielded his eyes from the floodlights and saw an Enforcer aim his gun.

      ‘On the ground now or I’ll open fire!’ yelled the guard.

      Jake reacted on impulse and extended his hands, hoping something spectacular would happen. He wasn’t disappointed.

      An enormous energy sphere formed between both hands and he lobbed it like a bowling ball. The energy sphere smashed into the legs of the watchtower, tearing two of the steel supports away. The entire structure toppled over with a wail of stressed steel. The tower struck a wall halfway up its length and the momentum pitched the Enforcer hard to the floor.

      More guards ran from doors opposite Jake and he heard the doors to the minimum-security wing begin to rumble open behind him. He spun around and formed another energy sphere - slamming it into the door with such force that the steel buckled, preventing it from opening any further.

      By the time he turned back around to see the growing army of angry Enforcers, a hail of bullets had impacted inches from him - all stopped by a translucent energy shield that expanded from his body and rippled with each hit. Jake was not sure how long the shield would last as the bullets increased with such ferocity that he was soon facing a wall of lead that obscured his view like bugs on a car windscreen. The clatter of falling shells was almost as loud as the gunshots.

      Jake walked forwards, but the weight of the bullets made it feel like walking through treacle. He blindly lobbed another energy sphere. It must have struck some Enforcers as the gunfire abated and he heard screams.

      A voice echoed around the prison’s P.A. system. ‘Jake Hunter, you have been identified and will be terminated if you do not surrender!’

      Yeah, great options, thought Jake.

      With no more bullets ricocheted his shield he had a clear view of his attackers. He unleashed another energy sphere and bowled eight of them over, but another ten stepped up to replace them. Movement to the side got his attention — yet more Enforcers running along the yard’s walls. Above them all, multiple electrical bolts randomly pulsed from massive spherical Tesla-towers dotted along the walls, looking like rejects from an old black-and-white Frankenstein movie. The pulses formed criss-crossing energy strands like a net. His Enforcer wardens had told him that Diablo Island was a “no fly zone” - the shield was only deactivated when official aircraft visited the island. It ensured prisoners could not simply fly away.

      Jake bolted for the fallen watchtower, and once again the Enforcers opened fire. He had a good head start so he climbed up the lattice tower, up onto its sloping side. Sparks kicked up around his feet as bullets struck, but he ignored them and ran up the angled girder.

      As he gained some height he could see that he was close to the edge of a wide island. Snow and darkness cloaked the horizon, but he could see black ocean waters beyond the final wall. His improvised escape plan was derailed when he saw that an Enforcer on the wall was carrying a huge weapon, so heavy it sat on a pneumatic arm that was strapped to his chest to ease the weight. When he fired, a massive blast of white plasma tore the watchtower in two and hit Jake like a wrecking ball.

      He was flung over the yard wall, smashing to the stone outer courtyard beyond. The top of the watchtower was blown away and tumbled to the ground with him, burning as it smashed against the stone floor - forcing the men on duty in the courtyard to scatter for cover.

      Jake’s entire body felt like one big bruise, but he didn’t have time to be injured. An Enforcer was running over to him on the assumption he’d been knocked unconscious. Jake allowed the man to stand right over him before he kicked out and booted the surprised guard in the tendons behind his knees. The guards buckled and dropped, giving Jake a chance to spring to his feet and tear the gun from his grasp.

      Jake tested the weapon for a second. Weeks ago he would have thought it cool to hold a gun, but weighed against superpowers it now felt like a child’s toy, as primitive to Jake as a stone axe would be to an army general. Jake tossed the weapon aside and took stock of his surroundings.

      Some thirty-armed Enforcers circled him, and more filled the yard’s battlements. Next to him was a huge Christmas tree, decorated with colourful baubles and lights - quite out of place in this bleak prison. Behind him was an iron gate, beyond which he had spotted a jetty that would lead him to freedom.

      ‘You’re outnumbered and out-gunned, Hunter,’ shouted out a familiar voice.

      Jake turned, anger flushing through him. Chameleon was slowly advancing through his army of Enforcers. He’d transformed into his thin reptilian alter ego, walking upright and using his long thin tail to balance himself.

      ‘I wouldn’t hesitate to order my men to kill you, but I think that would be a shame for both you and the Hero Foundation, don’t you think?’

      Jake’s mouth was dry. Here was the man who had taken his family away from him and forcefully interrogated him, and still he had the nerve to call himself a hero. Chameleon stopped, keeping a healthy ten-metre gap between them.

      ‘You amaze me, how you got this far. Where did you get your powers?’

      Jake flicked a glance at the Christmas tree. ‘From Santa.’ It was meant as a joke, but he realized that the holiday was only four weeks away. He felt a sudden pang at the thought of Christmas without his family.

      ‘Hunter, give up. There is nothing beyond those walls for you. Nothing.’ Chameleon gestured around him. ‘This is all you have left. Beyond these walls there are few people who even remember you exist. Don’t fight us.’

      Jake suddenly knew what to do. As with all his previous experience with the superpowers, the knowledge of exactly how to use them had come to him from out of the ether. He thought it was some form of telepathy, and Basilisk had droned on about his DNA and genes being a tangled part of the villain’s superpower servers - perhaps the website was talking to him? All Jake knew was that he had to relax and close his eyes.

      Chameleon’s tongue extended further than it ought to as he nervously licked his lips. Jake was standing stock-still. His head was slumped like he’d just fallen asleep.

      Chameleon took a step forward. ‘Hunter?’

      When Jake’s eyes flicked open they were bright green flares. He held his arms over his head and his whole body began to vibrate so fast he became a blur. The Enforcers took a wary step back, but kept their gaze fixed on Jake as a green aura surrounded him.

      Chameleon suddenly realized what was happening and darted for cover moments before a radioactive green shockwave rippled from Jake’s body - it was like a nuclear bomb had detonated. The snow vaporised and every person in the courtyard was yanked from their feet and thrown against the wall. Unconscious bodies piled on top of each other. Some Enforcers were still conscious and had caught fire and ran in circles, howling before they rolled themselves on the ground to douse the flames. Enforcers on the walls were blown backwards, many falling to the ground below with a shriek. Reinforced windows on the buildings around him melted as the pulse reached them.

      Jake turned and held both hands out towards the steel gates. The crackling green energy combined into a single mighty beam that vaporised the gates and punched a clean circular hole through the wall.

      Jake ran towards it as the green emanations disappeared.

      ‘Hunter!’

      Jake stopped at the hole in the wall and turned to see that Chameleon, still in his reptilian shape, had extracted himself from the mass of howling Enforcers and raised his hands to shoot a fireball. But Jake reacted first and shot out a stream of radioactive energy from his fingertips. Chameleon agilely jumped aside, but stray streamers whipped against his face leaving an angry red welt from his right eye to the left corner of his mouth.

      Jake ran through the hole and out along the jetty that stretched into the sea. The far shore was comprised of icy cliffs, and a huge iceberg floated past the island. But free of Diablo Island’s security systems, Jake was able to fly straight up and was soon lost in the falling snow.
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      Beth Hunter’s shaggy bobbed blonde hair was wet despite the protection offered by her umbrella. She guided her reluctant parents into a bookshop and began her usual petulant demands for various titles.

      From across the shelves of books, Jake watched his sister rifle through the new releases, and he grinned despite himself. Ordinarily he would have had to endure her sulks and tantrums, but right now he found that he had missed them. His mum and dad followed, trying to limit her choice of albums to two, but failing. Jake felt sick when he saw them, all three smiling contentedly - and completely oblivious to their son who was just metres away.

      Basilisk had explained to him that their minds had been wiped by a powerful technique, capable of blocking even the sight of Jake. Chameleon had often taunted him by stating that the process was irreversible - all the more reason that Jake wanted to make the scaly superhero suffer.

      His mother looked straight at him, but her brain refused to see him, so instead she just smiled in an unfocussed manner, and then picked up the book that so happened to be in her line of sight.

      ‘What about this one, Beth? It’s a three for two offer?’

      ‘Urgh! I wouldn’t be seen dead reading that!’ exclaimed little miss prim.

      Jake laughed loudly, getting a few startled looks from other customers. He took a deep breath and held back the urge to grab his family and shake them all until they could see him. He reminded himself that he was not invisible to the rest of the world - just his family. Their minds had been re-wired. It was well beyond mere hypnosis, it was more akin to brain surgery.

      A massive security guard glared at Jake. He knew he could deal with the guard without breaking a sweat, and could hardly blame the guard for singling him out; he hadn’t changed his clothes in days, was soaked from the persistent rain outside and looked pale, almost ill. If Beth could see him, she would no doubt accuse him of being a druggie.

      Jake sighed and left the store before the guard decided to hassle him. Outside he sat on a wet bench and stared at the shop door, waiting for his family to step out. The street was decorated with Christmas banners and lights, and seasonal music played from a shop close by. It did little to lighten Jake’s mood.

      After his initial flight from Diablo Island, Jake had found himself utterly lost. He had flown as fast as possible through the snowstorm in a zigzag path to throw off any would be pursuers.

      When he finally spotted lights of a town, he landed and discovered that nobody was following him. Jake’s geography was not great, but even he realized he must be somewhere near the North or South Pole. Further exploration of the snowbound town revealed it to be called Nuuk. What surprised him was that this small town was in fact the capital city of, the inappropriately named, Greenland.

      A quick check in an atlas he found in the local library pinpointed his location. With nowhere else to go, he decided to head home, but not before stealing the thick, warm leather jacket from a man in busy a café.

      A deed that got him noticed.

      The man kicked back his chair and grabbed Jake’s arm, furiously yelling at him in Kalaallisut. Jake tried to pull away, but the man’s grip was like a vice. He continued shouting, this time trying Danish.

      By now everybody in the café was staring at them, and a moustachioed Policeman was strutting over. Jake wasn’t in the mood. He grabbed the man’s fingers and squeezed - bones crunched. The man let out a high-pitch wail as he dropped to his knees and swung his other fist at Jake. Jake jerked his head aside, missing the broad hand. With a swift motion he spun around and hurled the crying man over his shoulder - several metres across the room - where he smashed into a display case of pastries. The crowd looked at the wiry boy in astonishment.

      ‘Yeah!’ bellowed Jake. He was enjoying the thrill of the one-sided fight, the old bully in him had been dormant for too long. ‘That’s right! The Hunter is back!’

      The Policeman stepped towards him, wielding a baton. He obviously understood what Jake had said because he spoke in heavily accented English.

      ‘Don’t move. I am arresting you.’

      ‘Not today you’re not.’

      Jake slid the leather jacket on, welcoming the warmth. Then he raised a causal hand - and an energy sphere erupted. The cop was hurled straight through several tables, scattering customers, before smashing through the window and collapsing in the snow with a groan.

      People scattered for cover as the blonde haired boy strutted from the shop. It had been a complete misuse of his powers, and it felt brilliant.

      He continued his journey, stopping several times during the flight, each time wishing his benefactor had given him teleportation powers. That made travelling much more comfortable but it was one of those quirky powers he just couldn’t seem to absorb into his system to use on a more permanent basis.

      During one stop he was shivering violently, despite the padded jacket. He used his radioactive power to superheat rocks to get warm, and another time he stopped to randomly top up his powers from the mobile phone, which added a rush to his system like drinking too much coffee. He knew from past experience that powers from the mobile phone should be much weaker than directly from the Internet. But now he found them just as potent and put it down to the fact that he was now entangled with the villain website - and that made him all the more powerful.

      It was on this last rest that he received another text message from his benefactor warning him not to go home. It suggested that he meet his guardian face-to-face. Jake ignored it; he’d had enough of being told what to do. From now on he was in control of his life.

      He flew on, with turbulent thoughts. How could he get his family’s memories back?   Chameleon had mentioned it was a rare power that had been used to take them away. Memory loss could be achieved through a simple hypnotic power, but his parents had had their entire brains re-wired. A rare power meant that it was not available online. Could he use the hyper-energy chemical factory his body had become to create it? But where would he start? Chameleon had told him that he could create powers, but he had neglected to explain the rather more important how. As usual, thinking about the hero derailed his thoughts to those of hatred: how could he exact revenge on Chameleon and Basilisk for ruining his life? And how could he use these superpowers to get what he wanted. There was no good or evil in Jake’s books - there was only him.

      The Hunter.

      Jake liked the nickname that the hero fraternity had branded him with, and he promised himself that he’d live up to it.

      He snapped back to the present and looked up as his family stepped from the music store, a bag swinging from Beth’s arm. Apparently she had got her own way, as usual. Jake’s smile faltered when he noticed the figure trailing discreetly behind his family: Chameleon.

      Jake was on his feet in an instant. Chameleon noticed the sudden movement and stopped dead, eyes narrowing. Jake swore at himself, he should have followed the texted advice; home was the first place anybody would look for him. Jake bolted towards a set of doors that lead into a shopping centre. His family might not be able to see him, but they could still be injured in a fight.

      The shopping centre was packed and Jake easily blended with the crowd. Festive music played, and colourful decorations clung to every available surface. A quick glance behind revealed that Chameleon was following. Surely he wouldn’t try to apprehend Jake in public, would he? Jake figured that superpowers were supposed to be a secret, because he certainly hadn’t thought they were real until that fateful day in the woodwork classroom. And if everybody knew about them, then the world would be a much more chaotic place as everybody scrambled to do whatever they wanted to. But that wasn’t Jake’s problem. He didn’t care if the world knew. As long as he had an edge, then he could manipulate other people and be in control - that’s what mattered.

      Jake stopped in a central plaza that was a huge dining area, dominated by a Christmas tree. Shopping avenues branched out following the compass points. Jake took a deep breath, if this was the place he would face Chameleon, then he was ready. He was wanted by the world’s governments for buying a nuclear warhead, stealing an experimental drilling probe, kidnapping and many more infractions of the law - trashing a shopping centre barely scraped in at the bottom of the list.

      Chameleon searched the crowd, hoping Jake’s spiky blond hair would give him away. He grabbed one figure roughly on the arm, but it was a girl who swore at him and shook him off. Chameleon absently rubbed the scar on his face, the injury Jake had inflected still painfully throbbed. He cupped a small headset curled over his ear and spoke in a low voice.

      ‘I’ve found him. The idiot came home to roost. How long before Enforcer patrols get here? Or any other back up, for that matter. I think the boy’s grown stronger.’

      A hesitant voice replied through the tiny earpiece. ‘Ah, sir we have a problem here. In the early hours there was an infiltration in the Foundation’s servers.’

      Chameleon frowned. He hated techno-babble and was sure people used it to give the illusion of intelligence. ‘Which means what, exactly?’

      ‘Somebody has hacked into our website and inserted a virus! The whole system’s crashed!’

      Chameleon gaped like a fish. ‘The entire system?’

      ‘Yes sir. We’re retrieving records right now to see if anyone was online at the time, and if they were they would have had a forced data flush—‘

      ‘Speak English!’

      ‘They would have received a power overdose.’

      ‘Is that dangerous?’

      ‘We’re not sure. The website’s offline which means there are no Downloaders available. Just Primes. The Foundation has already began to move into hiding.’

      Chameleon’s heart sank. Primes, people born with natural superpowers, were on the decrease. And those blessed with such powers tended to err towards villainous activities in search of an easy life and quick profit. Most of the older Primes felt like they were an endangered species and when danger threatened they would immediately go into hiding. Chameleon was one of the few Primes left who believed they should face trouble head on.

      The voice continued. ‘All Enforcer units have been assembled to ensure there are no further breakouts at Diablo and have been scattered to guard the Foundation’s other key sites. If the Council of Evil gets wind of this...’

      He didn’t need to finish his sentence, Chameleon knew well enough that the Council of Evil would maximise their campaign for world domination if they knew there were no heroes to fight back. There would be chaos on the streets and just Governments and over stretched Enforcer squadrons to try to conceal the facts from the general public. If the public ever found out that superpowers not only existed but could be given to anybody then there would be a civil war as people demanded their right to power.

      ‘This can’t be happening,’ murmured Chameleon.

      ‘But it is,’ snarled Jake close to Chameleon’s ear. The hero froze as he felt something push into the small of his back.

      ‘Is that a gun?’ asked Chameleon incredulously.

      ‘A gun? Why would I need to use one of those? My finger is more lethal than a gun.’

      ‘You’re not going to do anything here are you? In front of all these witnesses?’

      ‘What have I got to lose?’

      That answer sent a chill down Chameleon’s spine.

      ‘I want a straight answer from you, which so-called hero blanked my family’s mind?’

      Chameleon hesitated. He knew what he said now would affect whether he lived or died at The Hunter’s hands.

      ‘A Prime called Psych.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ It was a truthful enough answer, especially if Primes were going into hiding - and Psych was not courageous. But the moment he said it, he knew it was the wrong answer.

      ‘Then it looks like you’ve outlived your usefulness,’ growled Jake.

      Chameleon had only one option left. He rocketed up the side of the Christmas tree before Jake unleashed a bolt of radioactive fire. The streamers hit Chameleon in the back as he was transforming into his more agile lizard form. He was hurled sideways into the tree, smashing through ornaments as the branches around him caught fire. He was dazed, but had enough sense to cling onto the tree to give himself a moment to recover.

      People around Jake watched with open mouths. At first they thought it was some kind of show put on by the centre staff - until they noticed the scaly lizard in the tree. Then, panic rippled out as shoppers scrambled away in a tide of screams.

      ‘There’s an animal loose!’

      Jake struck again, the green radioactive tendrils igniting more branches. Fires spread quickly as the artificial snow ignited, sending thick plumes of black smoke to the roof and triggering smoke alarms that echoed around the complex. The waves of fleeing shoppers screamed even louder as a sprinkler system activated, creating an interior monsoon.

      Jake saw that a little kid had stopped next to him, his mouth open in wonder.

      ‘That’s so cool!’ squeaked the kid. ‘How can I do that?’

      Jake snarled at the kid. ‘Get lost before you get hurt.’

      The boy’s mother suddenly ran across, her face a mask of fear. She plucked her son to safety, running for her life. Jake could just see the little boy’s grinning face over his mother’s shoulder.

      Chameleon felt the tree wobble underneath him as over-stressed securing wires snapped loose. Then the entire tree swayed like a pendulum. One of Jake’s blasts just missed the tree as it swung one way - then pitched the opposite way with such force that Chameleon was flung from the branches and collided with a life-sized Santa sleigh hanging from the ceiling. The fibreglass decoration shattered and fell into the now vacant tables below - with Chameleon gripping one piece like a life preserver.

      Water from the sprinkler system stung Jake’s eyes, and he had to use his sleeve to clear them. When he looked up he could see no sign of Chameleon in the wreckage of the dining area. Jake took a step forward, when movement caught his eye. He darted around and unleashed another blast - straight at a security guard—

      In a fraction of a second Jake saw the nervous man’s face. He was be at retirement age and had obviously been coerced into stopping the rampage. Jake managed to pull his aim aside - splintering several stalls in the corridor - but the blast glanced the man’s chest, knocking him down.

      ‘Get out of here!’ roared Jake.

      The man didn’t hesitate, on all fours he turned to escape. Jake was distracted by the guard and didn’t notice the hero’s attack until a fireball struck him in the side. His energy shield absorbed most of the impact, but it was still enough to smash him through a clothing store window. Again, the shield protected him from being minced by jagged shards of plate glass. Jake fell into a pile of sharply dressed mannequins and looked up to see a bizarre sight.

      The lizard hero was walking upright, his taloned feet clicking on the floor tiles as he approached. His head bobbed with each step and he seemed oblivious to a Santa’s hat that had fallen on his head. Jake saw an intense light erupt from the lizard’s hands - and a second later a fireball decapitated a mannequin next to him, and set a rack of clothes on fire. When Jake looked again, Chameleon was standing over him.

      ‘Enough games, Hunter! If we can’t find out how you work when you’re alive, perhaps we can discover it when you’re dead!’

      Jake pushed in Chameleon’s direction and the hero was yanked off his feet by an invisible force and soared back out of the store and through an optician’s window.

      Jake clambered to his feet and stepped back out into the dining area. The floor was slick with water, but the sprinkler system had done very little to smother the blaze that had spread now through several stores.

      He saw Chameleon groaning under a pile of broken designer spectacles. A sudden feeling of doubt crossed Jake’s mind. He hated Chameleon with every fibre in his body, but he still could not bring himself to kill the hero - Jake had committed almost every crime he could think of, but not cold blooded murder... not yet. Jake had extracted the information he needed to start finding a cure for his family. Chameleon didn’t know where Psych was, so what would killing him solve?

      He’ll hunt you down relentlessly, muttered a dark thought at the back of his mind. And he knew it was true. Chameleon and the Hero Foundation wanted Jake, wanted the secret of enhancing superpowers that was locked in his body. And Chameleon had not even bothered to disguise the fact that he was willing to kill him.

      Chameleon pushed a display stand off his bleeding leg and looked up to see Jake slowly advancing. He morphed back into his human form, fear crossing his face for the first time. And fear was something that Jake’s old bullying detector locked on to. In the playground an expression of fear on his victims was a victory signal. People were always easier to manipulate when they were scared.

      ‘What’s the matter, lizard breath? Finally met your match?’

      ‘Hunter, think about what you are doing! You have untold power we could use to help mankind—‘

      ‘And why would I want to do that?’

      Chameleon blinked in surprise. ‘Because... you’re part of it!’

      ‘All my life people have told me what to do. Every time I rebelled against them I got into trouble. But now, I am the trouble. Who can stop me? Heroes... villains, doesn’t matter. I’ll bring you all down!’

      ‘Indiscriminately killing heroes and villains just makes you another power hungry thug.’

      ‘Then I guess that’s all I am.’

      The sound of distant sirens piercing the crackle of flames caught their attention. Then it was drowned out by a loud explosion as yet another shop unit caught fire. The precinct was an inferno.

      Jake was opening his mouth to respond to Chameleon - but was surprised to find he couldn’t move. A fine crystal coating encased his body as it spun from Chameleon’s fingers. The hero climbed to his feet, nursing bleeding cuts on his leg.

      ‘You may be powerful, Hunter. But you’re inexperienced.’

      Jake tried to move, but found he couldn’t. He remembered Chameleon using this power on Basilisk’s henchmen in a previous battle.

      ‘Before the authorities arrive, you’ll be teleported back to where you belong. Diablo Island, maximum security. You will never see daylight again!’

      Chameleon was nose to nose with Jake, the hatred visible on his face. The hero was so consumed by his own thoughts of revenge that he didn’t notice the crystal coating begin to crack around Jake’s fist as he clenched it.

      With a splintering sound the coating broke away into a thousand fragments as Jake tensed his whole body. His fist arced around in a wide punch that clobbered Chameleon in the face, knocking him down.

      Chameleon looked at Jake in awe. ‘That’s impossible! That stuff can stop bullets!’

      ‘Nothing can stop me,’ Jake growled.

      Chameleon knew he’d lost this fight, and didn’t want to endure any further punishment. He closed his eyes and teleported in a sudden clap of thunder.

      ‘Coward,’ shouted Jake, furious that his enemy had escaped. But the crystal coating gave him an idea. If he couldn’t bring himself to kill Chameleon then why not trap him, permanently encased in a prison he couldn’t escape from?

      At least until he felt comfortable with the idea of cold-blooded murder.

      Distant voices heralded the arrival of the fire crews and Jake didn’t want to wait around any longer. He had the name of the hero he had to locate: Psych. Perhaps his mysterious benefactor would help in tracking the hero down? He just had to find somewhere to hide, a place that nobody would think of looking.

      Jake shot from the ground and smashed through the domed skylight above, and out over the city. Crowds had gathered outside to watch the shopping centre burn. Nobody saw Jake fly into the low rain clouds.

      Nobody ever looks up.
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      Knuckles and Big Tony entered the school grounds feeling very subdued. In the good old days they would have been walking with the psychotic Scuffer, and the leader of their crew, Jake. But those glorious days of ruling the neighbourhood had come crashing down the moment Scuffer had discovered Jake possessed superpowers. That had led them to accompany Jake to Russia on a mad mission. He had been carrying a huge amount of money in a case; cash that, as Scuffer pointed out, would be better in their pockets. So they had decided to mug their own mate.

      A bad move that had almost cost them their lives. And in Scuffer’s case... well, both boys were repulsed when they had been picked up in Russia by a group of Enforcers and shown what Jake had done to their friend.

      Despite the bullies’ quiet demeanour, other pupils still avoided them. And the two boys had absolutely no idea that they were being closely watched.

      Jake peered out of a dark basement window. Seeing his old friends made him sick at their betrayal. They had sided with Scuffer and it wasn’t something Jake was willing to forget. They were on his every growing list; he’d make them pay.

      After fleeing the burning shopping centre, Jake had reasoned that the best place to hide was the last place his pursuers would think of looking - school.

      He’d stopped at his house to borrow a few things. He made sure he didn’t trigger the array of motion sensors in the garden, planted to detect his arrival. The Enforcers had ensured that every trace of Jake had been removed from his home, including digitally erasing him from family photographs. His family would still be out in town, no doubt watching the fire brigade deal with the blaze he had caused. The first thing he did was to have a shower, washing off a month of grime. He hadn’t even been trusted with a cloth and bowl of water in Diablo Island. Then he slipped into Beth’s room and borrowed her laptop. Of course, with no memory of her brother, she would assume it had been stolen. Walking around his old home brought waves of sadness. Jake fought to control his emotions - supervillains don’t cry.

      He returned to school that evening, and used his assortment of powers to slip past the basic school security and hide in a basement that was used for storage. He walked around in a daze, spending most of his time staring at his mobile. The app was still there and it connected to the website with ease. Whatever Basilisk had done, they didn’t seem to be able to kick him off.

      One of the navigation icons was pulsing to attract his attention. He clicked on it and was taken to a bulletin page.

      The headline read: ‘Hero website offline!’

      Jake quickly read through the story. It said that the Council of Evil was rallying its members to wage co-ordinated worldwide attacks now that there were no Downloaders - superheroes who leeched their powers off the Internet - left. Most of the cowardly Primes had run for cover, leaving the world to deal with the super threat on its own. Jake was about to click on a link to exit the page when a name caught his eye: Basilisk.

      Jake felt his cheek flush with anger when he read that Basilisk’s body hadn’t been found on his island and the Council suspected he had escaped. There was a bounty on his head for anybody who brought him in - dead or alive.

      Basilisk was definitely still alive? Jake’s immediate urge was to hunt him down. But he reined in his anger. His family were the most important thing right now.

      After much probing and experimenting with the nameless icons on the website he found a search function that allowed him to track down superheroes. He entered the name ‘Psych’ and was rewarded with an old photograph of the hero. He was a middle-aged man, with greying temples and a strong, hawk-like nose. He wore an unfashionably high collar and struck a pompous pose. The website simply said his status was ‘inactive’. There was nothing about where he could be found.

      Jake spent the rest of the evening eating dubious looking food that he found in the school kitchen and downloading a few extra powers, choosing them at random, and relaxing in the energizing feeling that coursed through his body.

      The arrival of pupils the next morning had roused him from the best sleep he’d had in ages. He couldn’t risk being seen by teachers or other pupils, but he was determined to confront Knuckles and Big Tony today. As usual the two bullies took the same long route to their class, a path that kept them away from the main throng of kids and teachers. It was the perfect opportunity for Jake to make his appearance.

      He intercepted them around the back of the science block where they were in deep conversation. They didn’t notice Jake blocking their path until they were about to walk into him.

      ‘Hello, guys,’ said Jake.

      Their expressions turned from thoughtful to fearful in the blink of an eye.

      ‘H... Hunter!’ stammered Big Tony. ‘Didn’t expect to see you.’

      Jake ignored Big Tony, he was the thick sheep who’d follow anyone. His grudge was with Knuckles who was slowly walking backwards.

      ‘Keep away from me, Jake. I didn’t do nothin’! It was Scuff, he made me turn on you.’

      ‘Sure. He made you point your gun at me.’ Knuckles’ mouth hung open. ‘I don’t forget traitors.’

      Jake raised his hand - the same moment the school bell rang, breaking the standoff. Knuckles barrelled through the science block door next to him. Big Tony hesitated before he followed. Jake didn’t move, he couldn’t show himself in public and he knew the two bullies would be too scared to mention anything.

      Jake just stepped into the shadows and melted away, back to his hiding place.

      

      To those who didn’t know him, it seemed that Mr Grimm had had his sense of humour surgically removed. Those who did know him were fully aware that he had never had one.

      Dressed in his impeccable black suit, dazzling white shirt and thin black tie - an ensemble that had become his calling card - Mr Grimm read the message on the display in front of him. He adjusted his letterbox glasses and tapped his chin thoughtfully. It looked set to be a busy day.

      Mr Grimm was a fixer. Somebody large corporations or governments paid to solve impossible, and often illegal, problems. He worked for money, not loyalty and had no morals. Such a flexible attitude occasionally meant that he found himself working for opposing sides at the same time. He was a double agent. And to the best of his abilities, Mr Grimm always made sure he carried out his client’s wishes. After all, that’s why they paid him so much.

      He stared at the instructions on the screen as he rode in the back of a large black SUV with tinted windows. He had two jobs to perform; unusually they were both at the same location, and both for opposing forces. He would first deal with the one that interested him the most: Jake Hunter.

      That name had been whispered through the corridors of both the Hero Foundation and Council of Evil. The boy was apparently a key to amplifying superpowers to extraordinary degrees and creating new ones, not naturally found in Primes. That was something that Mr Grimm found most interesting for himself. Mr Grimm was a Prime.

      He glanced at the satellite navigation system and saw that he would be at the school in twenty minutes. He relaxed in his seat and pondered the situation that had been presented to him.

      The hero website was temporarily offline. Like its villainous counterpart, the website was the first and main line of defence against the enemy. Now an ingeniously crafted Virus had brought it crashing down, created by the rogue supervillain Basilisk. The Foundation’s technicians were scrambling to fix it, and to stop the growing number of villains who were suddenly coming out of the woodwork and taking advantage of the situation. It also meant that each of the Council members were attempting to move themselves into more powerful positions - including his client. It was the usual politically power struggle found anywhere in the world - only in this one the participants had superpowers.

      There were currently eight members of the Council and the role of chairperson was supposed to rotate regularly between the Council members, but for several years it had stuck with just one arch-villain, much to the chagrin of the other Council members. They were so involved in their own machinations that they simply couldn’t seem to work together to topple their unofficial leader, or even band together to make a coherent assault on the Hero Foundation.

      And between it all stood an oblivious boy who could aid both sides.

      Or benefit Mr Grimm personally.

      He closed his eyes and set about figuring what strings he needed to pull in order to look after his own needs.

      

      Chameleon winced as the nurse pulled the final stitch in his arm tight. He looked as if he’d gone several rounds in a boxing ring and then been thrown through a window and beaten up some more. He didn’t possess the power of regeneration, and he wished he could trade one of his other many powers for it. Once the nurse left him alone in the secret Foundation hospital, Chameleon used his camouflage powers to hide the cuts and bruises - showing an injury to your opponent was never a good idea.

      He then left the ward and took an elevator down to a control bunker beneath the hospital. From here, he had communication links with the rest of the Hyper Energy Research Organization, or ‘Hero Foundation’ as it was often called.

      Chameleon sat down when he noticed the screen was flashing the message: ‘Incoming Transmission’. He tapped the touch screen and waited for a video feed of the Foundation’s leader to appear. Eric Kirby was wrinkled from worry, and ran a hand through his white hair. A moustache sat under his nose like an albino caterpillar.

      ‘Chameleon, I must be swift. We are repositioning the headquarters in case our position has been compromised. What is happening in your sector?’

      ‘Intelligence says that the Council have been issuing permits like crazy. We have a few Primes protecting London, Paris, Berlin and New York but we are too short staffed. If you could just order—’

      ‘You know as well as I that I cannot order any Prime to fight when our numbers are so low.’

      ‘But now is the time! If the Council’s forces overrun the cities then how are we to claim them back? And the Enforcers are over stretched due to recent UN budget cuts. If they can’t keep our existence away from the public then you know what will happen!’

      ‘Of course I know! It’s what we’ve dreaded for decades! Their faith in their governments will crumble; there would be a backlash against both heroes and villains, which would undoubtedly lead to protests and riots as people demand access to our powers!’ The passion on Kirby’s face had twisted into a grimace. ‘The boy. They boy possesses the ability to absorb and amplify our entire catalogue of powers! And you let him slip through your fingers!’

      Chameleon sighed. He’d taken enough blame for what had happened on Diablo Island. Just because he was working for the good guys didn’t mean that everybody was nice to each other.

      ‘Events at Diablo were completely unprecedented,’ Chameleon snapped back. ‘I would like to have seen Commander Courage there, stopping him.’ Chameleon winced the moment the comments were out of his mouth. Commander Courage was a pseudonym Kirby had used when he was much younger.

      Kirby refused to get pulled into an argument. ‘I just want to know what you’re doing about things now.’

      ‘We have traced some hero users who were online during the virus infection. There are four of them who received a surge of power. I was going to speak to them personally.’

      Kirby waved his hand dismissively. ‘I’m already on it. I have sent Mr Grimm to pick them up, although it would help if you dropped him a video link to assure the cadets of his authenticity.’

      Chameleon didn’t like the term “cadets”, it sounded too militaristic, but Kirby had old school values. Chameleon also had reservations about Grimm. ‘I don’t trust Grimm any further than I can—’

      ‘I do. He’s a sound asset. One hundred percent reliable.’

      ‘With Enforcer units stretched and most people in hiding,’ he tried not to look at Kirby when he said that, ‘then there is very little we can do. I have heard reports of trouble in America and have spoken to the President and offered my services.’

      ‘And the boy?’

      ‘Hunter is in hiding too. And until he surfaces, there’s nothing I can do.’

      ‘The boys powers are the key to us surviving this. Find him. Mobilise the Teratoid.’

      There was a long pause. Chameleon had been monitoring the Teratoid situation and still didn’t know what to make of it. ‘But that’s like using a... a...’ words failed him. ‘Teratoid is nothing more than a dumb animal. A shell of what he used to be.’

      ‘By all accounts nothing has changed then,’ laughed Kirby. ‘And Teratoid has a unique tracking ability. Unleash him and assign an Enforcer squad to cover him. He will lead us to the boy.’

      The screen went blank. Unleashing Teratoid in public was like letting a caged lion run free in a school. Even though the room was pleasantly warm, Chameleon had goosebumps.

      

      Jake tore his gaze away from the laptop and looked around the dark basement. His ears strained against the silence. Minutes earlier he had slipped out to see if he could find Knuckles and Big Tony again. They were as predictable as ever, bunking off class. This time they saw Jake first and ran.

      Jake had been forced to hide in the shadows as a pair of teachers passed, quietly talking about their Christmas holiday plans. By the time they had passed and he’d made it out in the car park he was greeted by a surprising sight.

      Knuckles lay crumpled against a teacher’s battered car, the alarms shrieking. Jake had been in enough super-fights to recognise the great force that must have hit him. But the only person around was the weedy Professor kid he always picked on, who was sprinting away from the scene. Jake shook his head. Obviously Professor had witnessed something he wasn’t supposed to see. The kid just wouldn’t be able to understand the world of superpowers. But that did leave an alarming conclusion that there was a Super loose in the school. Could it be Chameleon again?

      He headed back to the basement to gather his thoughts. There he idly played with his phone, pointlessly navigating around the villain app. It was the only thing that could feed his power addiction and keep him alive. The placebo Chameleon pumped through him at Diablo Island was no substitute either. He was sure that would have eventually killed him too.

      ‘Mr Hunter,’ said a voice in the shadows.

      Jake whirled around in a battle stance, but didn’t fire any powers. Not until he could see his target.

      Mr Grimm stepped from the shadows, offering a thin smile. He clasped his hand together and regarded Jake with curiosity.

      ‘Who wants to know?’

      ‘A safer answer would have been “no”. Your answer was a bold confirmation.’

      Mr Grimm stepped forward, and Jake tutted. ‘Better not move again unless you want to be toast. I asked you a question.’

      ‘My name is Mr Grimm. I have a message for you, from your benefactor. An arrangement to meet and sort out your affairs.’

      Jake frowned. He felt uncomfortable with Grimm’s superior tones. ‘And just who is my benefactor.’

      ‘I’m afraid I cannot impart that. Suffice to say they thought a meeting arranged by a middleman such as myself would be safer for you both. The details will be sent to your phone, which incidentally, is how I located you. Until this evening, sir. Good afternoon.’

      Mr Grimm took a step back into the shadows.

      ‘Wait!’ Jake ran forwards, but Grimm had vanished. Jake threw over a table, with a loud clatter, as if expecting the man to be hiding under it, but there was nobody there. If it was anyone from the Hero Foundation then they would have run in guns blazing. Likewise, he would have thought the same for the Council of Evil. Basilisk and Chameleon had warned him that both parties wanted him as a super-weapon, a fact that just added to Jake’s goal to eliminate both sides. They were as crooked as each other.

      His thoughts were disturbed by a female voice. ‘Hello?’

      Jake’s head snapped around, and he raised his hands to fight. Then hesitated. Lorna Wilkinson was staring at him with wide eyes. Jake blushed and lowered his hands, guessing that he must look like a complete idiot.

      ‘Hello, Lorna. Great to see you.’ And he meant it. Lorna was the first person he’d met in a while who didn’t judge him. She’d asked him out on a date weeks ago, but he hadn’t been able to make it as events with Basilisk had run out of control and he’d turned into an international fugitive, nearly died and then been imprisoned. It had been a bad few weeks.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, looking around to see if they were alone.

      Jake slipped his phone into his jacket pocket. ‘I... er... I’m hiding.’ He thought honesty was the best policy when dealing with Lorna.

      ‘Everybody’s been talking about you. You’re a hero in school.’

      Jake blinked in surprise. ‘What?’

      ‘Yeah. Whatever you did to the woodwork block has meant we’re off school for the next two days while they knock it down.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘What’s happened? You’ve been missing for ages since I asked, er mentioned... you know... hanging out.’

      ‘It wasn’t you, I just... got kicked out of home.’ Jake rolled his eyes, so much for honesty. ‘My dad got a little crazy... you know how parents are.’

      ‘Kicked out?’ Lorna looked around the room. ‘You’re staying here? In school?’

      ‘Just for tonight, then things will be sorted.’

      ‘That’s terrible.’

      ‘Yeah. Who’d have thought I’d be spending more time here than anyone else?’

      Lorna laughed, then thought for a moment. ‘You could stay at mine.’

      Jake hesitated.

      ‘In the garage. My parents won’t be using it. If it’s just for the night? Then maybe tomorrow we could... go somewhere?’

      Jake was touched by the generous offer. He looked around the basement as the lunch bell rang above them.

      ‘It would sure beat sleeping here again. OK, thanks. Just for the night though. I have to go somewhere first so it might be late by the time I get to yours. Like midnight, late.’

      ‘I don’t mind. I’ll keep an eye out for you.’

      She gave him a broad smile, which Jake matched. Then they both looked awkwardly around.

      ‘I better go,’ said Lorna. ‘See you tonight?’

      Jake nodded. ‘Count on it.’

      Burning with embarrassment and excitement, Lorna ran back up the steps leaving Jake feeling happier than he had done for a long time. The mobile on the desk vibrated, signalling he had a text message. No doubt it was instructions to meet his mysterious benefactor.

      

      CLUNK! Chameleon stepped back as the bulky steel clamps moved away from the giant figure that was pinned to a vertical table. The staff at the Hyper Energy Research Organisation had named it, after much thumbing through dictionaries, the Teratoid.

      What was once Warren Feddle, known to his mates and enemies alike as Scuffer, was now a lumbering mass of contorted flesh and rippling muscles. Standing eight feet tall with huge muscles covering his body. Only Scuffer’s face was recognisable and that was puffed and distorted. A dark blue jumpsuit covered his body, leaving his enormous hands and feet free.

      Enforcers had found him like this on the outskirts of Moscow after Hunter had used a previously unknown superpower on him. Foundation scientists still didn’t know what Hunter had done, but guessed it was a mutated combination of a teleport power and some kind of strength increase.

      ‘Feddle?’ said Chameleon from a safe distance. The brute did not seem to hear. Instead he was studying the pneumatic clamps that still bound his ankles and wrists. Since he had been discovered unconscious in the snow, the boy had seemed to have almost no memory of who he was. In fact he now possessed the learning capabilities of a dog. And even with his dubious school record, that did not bode well for Scuffer.

      ‘Teratoid?’ said Chameleon. He hated the name, but the scientists studying him had thought it appropriate. Still no response. He sighed. ‘Scuffer?’

      The beast responded with a grunt; his nickname was one of the few things he did remember. ‘We’re going to let you out of your chains, but you must do something for us. Do you understand?’

      Scuffer made a gurgling sound and strained against his shackles. They had let him loose a few times, and at first he had behaved. That was until he got into one of his rages and became a wrecking machine. His strength was pushing the upper scales of any Prime ever recorded, plus he had the speed, agility and peculiar teleport jumping power that made him a deadly opponent. The Enforcers kept a titanium shock collar around his neck, ready to stun him if he got out of hand. Chameleon knew that if the brute ever figured out that it was the collar that was keeping him prisoner he would tear it apart. For now, his stupidity made him manageable.

      With another asthmatic hiss of pneumatics, the final clamps released Teratoid and he dropped to the floor with such force the room shook. Scuffer sniffed the air and faced Chameleon with a dopey expression.

      ‘If this is what Hunter can do to his friends, God help his enemies,’ whispered Chameleon to a scientist next to him. ‘Scuffer, we have a special mission for you. One that allows you to go outside.’

      Scuffer grinned, he understood that. His true skill was in tracking. The researchers were baffled as to exactly how this power worked, but Scuffer could track almost anybody, anywhere. Chameleon rolled his fingers across a plastic box that contained Hunter’s blankets from his cell on Diablo Island. There should be scent enough on them to launch the Teratoid.

      Then there would truly be hell to pay.

      

      Mr Grimm had created his own teleportation portal to take him and Jake to the rendezvous with his benefactor. It was a rippling oval that hung in the air. Mr Grimm beckoned and Jake placed one foot in and poked his head through. There was no sense of travelling, no sickening feeling that teleportation normally gave. Jake’s right foot was on lush green hill, thousands of miles from the concrete his left foot was standing on. Mr Grimm stood waiting for him.

      ‘All the way through. We don’t want to be losing any bits of you.’

      Jake stepped completely through. ‘Wow. That’s a much better way to travel.’

      ‘Yes. Portal Shifting is much more civilized. Apparently it involves wormholes and bending space and time but it only allows the passage of a couple of people. It’s all very... quantum.’

      Jake took in his new surroundings. They were on a small island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean called St Helena. Jake had been surprised, after searching the Internet to find that it was owned by Britain.

      It turned out to be a green lump over a thousand miles off the coast of Africa. It was night by the time Jake reached the meeting point on top of Mount Actaeon. Below him, slopes were covered in coffee plantations. From his vantage point, Jake had a clear view of the ocean to the south. It was a perfect place to meet, with very little cover so that neither side could launch any nasty surprises. A pleasantly warm breeze ruffled his hair, and for a moment he imagined that he could forget all of his problems.

      ‘So, can you now tell me who I’m meeting?’

      Grimm pointed to the horizon. ‘Your appointment is arriving now.’ He pointed to the east where a circular craft soared over the hills. It was black, had no running lights associated with conventional aircraft, and it was as silent as a ghost.

      Jake felt a little uneasy, and couldn’t shake the image of a flying saucer out of his mind. But those thoughts vanished when the craft got closer - now he could tell that it was about the length of a bus, with a distinctive triangular logo painted on the flanks, the letters COE underneath. It was a Council of Evil shuttlecraft.

      ‘You’ve tricked me!’ he snarled. He clenched his fists and flames engulfed his hands like fiery boxing gloves. For the first time, Mr Grimm displayed emotion - fear.

      ‘I assure you it’s not a trick nor a trap.’

      ‘The Council want me as much as the Foundation,’ growled Jake. ‘That’s not going to happen.’

      ‘I understand. But this is not a Council matter. This is more... political.’

      Three landing skis extended from the Council ship as it landed close by. A ramp unfolded from the belly of the craft, and Jake could hear footsteps approaching. He held his breath, and willed every superpower he possessed to be on standby.

      ‘Mr Hunter, may I present your benefactor,’ said Grimm with a flourish as he indicated to the ramp.

      When Jake saw the figure, he hesitated, his guard momentarily down. This certainly wasn’t what he was expecting.
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      Chameleon crouched low behind a bank of rubbish bins that had been set alight during the fight. He looked around and saw that three Enforcers were on the floor groaning in pain, another two seemed to be dead. Chameleon himself was exhausted. He had been working hard these last few months and was finally realizing he was burnt out. Shortly after releasing the Teratoid he’d had to teleport here to try to control a situation that had developed.

      He poked his head up and peered beyond the flames. The entire street was destroyed, cars aflame, some lying on their roofs. Alarms sounded from every building. What had once been a pleasant street in Rome was now a war zone, the damage so severe that the government would have a hard time covering it up.

      The uncontrolled fires in Banca Popolare Italiana billowed into the night sky, and a figure walked out with intense blue flames covering him. He went by the name Inferno - and he was staring in disbelief at the armful of burning Euro notes he was cradling.

      ‘My money!’ he bellowed in a gravelly voice.

      Chameleon rolled his eyes. Inferno wasn’t the brightest of villains. But even the dumb ones were making the most of the hero website being offline. The website was more than a place to download superpowers, it provided trusted field operatives with information on the villains they were facing. Without it, Chameleon had no idea what Inferno’s weak spot could be.

      He ducked back down as Inferno roared in frustration, shooting a massive plume of fire skyward. He was about to pick himself up to try to stop the villain again when his earpiece chimed. He quickly answered, hoping the sound hadn’t attracted the attention of the fiend.

      ‘What?’ hissed Chameleon in a whisper. ‘I’m a little busy right now.’

      The voice on the other end was a fresh sounding Californian surfer type, obviously one of the new Enforcers who had been drafted in at short notice.

      ‘Dude, I was, like, told to tell you that Tera... te-ra... however you say it, had, like, lost the other dude.’

      Gunfire erupted at the end of the street as the Italian military finally arrived with a pair of armoured Humvees. Chameleon cupped his hand against the noise as he tried to think. He hated the Enforcer communications systems and had requested they outsource the job to a more reliable company.

      ‘Teratoid?’

      ‘Yo, that’s the one.’

      ‘He’s lost Hunter’s trail?’

      ‘They said, like, they’ll resume tomorrow. Or somethin’ like that.’

      ‘That was it? The whole message?’

      ‘Oh man, wish I could remember.’ In the long pause that followed a blazing Humvee twisted over Chameleon’s head and smashed against a wall. ‘Oh yeah, remember now. Something about that dude, er, the kid you mentioned who’d sprung from jail. They found a spy at dibilobo... that prison. He claimed he was working for...’ there was an intake of breath as he tried to read the name in front of him. ‘Chromosome?’

      Chameleon was shocked. ‘I’ll report in later.’ He cut the communication link before the surfer dude could hear the despair he now felt.

      Chromosome had decided to step into Jake Hunter’s life. How could things get any worse?

      

      Many things struck Jake when he saw Chromosome descend from the COE shuttle. She was incredibly beautiful. Just under six feet tall, with long fiery-red hair held tight in a pony tail and the looks of a supermodel - not really surprising since she had vainly re-engineered her own genetic structure to be perfect. She didn’t need makeup; it was all ‘built-in’. She wore a silver one-piece suit with black boots and a metal belt buckle with the logo ‘XX’. Jake wasn’t aware that it signified that, genetically, all women have ‘XX’ chromosomes, and men had ‘XY’ - that’s what really distinguishes boys from girls.

      The second most striking thing ruined the whole illusion of perfect beauty. About a hundred chrome spiders, all identical and the size of tarantulas, scuttled from the ship and covered the ground around her while others raced across her body. Her Legion. Jake wasn’t afraid of spiders, and he’d often taunted his sister with large specimens back home, but the sight unnerved him and took a step back.

      She regarded him with keen blue eyes. ‘So you are the one they all talk about?’ Her accent had a South African twang.

      Jake nervously eyed the metallic-skinned spiders that patrolled the area but kept away from him. He noticed Mr Grimm allowed several to crawl across his shoes, although he didn’t look too happy about it.

      ‘Suppose I am. You’re the one who gave me the phone?’

      ‘Yes. I didn’t think a full-scale attack on Diablo was warranted when you had the ability to slip out. My name is Chromosome.’

      ‘And you’re a member of the Council of Evil, right? Let me guess, you didn’t want the Hero Foundation discovering how I can absorb and amplify so many powers. And you thought that it would be better if I worked for you?’ Jake had been thinking about it a lot, and he’d been drawing up his own plans in response.

      Chromosome gave him a dazzling smile. ‘Of course. But don’t let my transportation confuse you. I am one of the eight members of the Council. We represent the epitome of evil, so I am told. Think of us as a government, and like all governments, people wish to overthrow us, like your pal Basilisk.’

      Jake tried not to let his emotions show, but Chromosome saw the anger in his eyes.

      ‘Somebody you no doubt would like to get hold of? He’s still alive you know.’ Chromosome circled Jake as she talked, always her Legion scouting the ground ahead. ‘And like governments, we have internal power feuds happening all the time. I sent one of my supporters to help Basilisk bring the Hero Foundation down. She’s still with Basilisk now in fact. Shall I tell you where?’

      Jake knew she was taunting him, and he liked her less with every passing second. Jake wanted to get his hands on both Basilisk and Chameleon, but that would have to wait until after he won back his family.

      ‘I’m not going to work for the Council,’ he said, tensing because he anticipated a violent reaction. Instead, Chromosome laughed pleasantly.

      ‘Good. I don’t want you to either. I will be blunt with you, I am tired of my fellow Council members and wish to replace them. The whole organisation will run more efficiently with a woman’s touch, don’t you think?’

      Jake dared not answer what he really thought. He glanced at Mr Grimm who was staring at him intently.

      ‘But don’t get me wrong, this is no petty power struggle. I have bigger, more impressive plans. The Council, the Foundation, they’re just speed bumps to my goals. I don’t want you working for me, either. You’re such an independent boy. Too clever to be a sidekick, and far too strong for me to completely trust you.’

      Jake knew he was being buttered up, and was embarrassed to discover it was working.

      ‘I don’t understand what you want from me.’

      ‘I want to trade favours. Virtually every established villain is currently applying to the Council for their crazy schemes to carve a patch on the globe they can call their own. With Primes hiding and no toy heroes left any more, it’s becoming almost too easy. My problem is that idiots on my side respect the Council too much; they are terrified of breaking the rules. So I can’t trust them for what I have in mind. On the other hand you have those like Basilisk.’ Jake bristled at the mention of the name. A slight smile tugged the corner of Chromosome’s mouth. ‘I know you are very well acquainted with him. He most definitely can’t be trusted. He likes his secrets too much.’

      Jake felt his skin crawl, then realized that it was because several spiders were creeping up his legs. He tried to shake them off but they wouldn’t budge.

      ‘I want you to do me a little favour. Kidnap the President of the United States of America.’

      Jake brushed the spiders off him; it was like batting away metal ornaments. ‘Why would I do that?’

      Chromosome shrugged. ‘Why not. In return I will give you... Psych.’

      Jake’s eyes narrowed. ‘How do you know I’m looking for him?’ He instantly regretted speaking out. Without thinking his comment had confirmed his intentions.

      ‘Wouldn’t everybody seek out the one who snatched everything away? I can give you his exact whereabouts, daily routine... give you back your life. And no matter what that little reptile Chameleon may have told you. The process he used on your family is reversible. But only Psych can perform it. Only he possesses that ability. It was one of several powers deemed too dangerous to synthesize.’

      She folded her arms and raised a perfect eyebrow.

      ‘Do we have a deal?’

      Jake gawped. While the task sounded feasible, the ramifications of kidnapping the President were huge. People would notice. But being handed Psych would save him so much trouble. Chromosome’s intentions were irrelevant to Jake. Once he had his family back he could then turn his attentions on the two warring factions of heroes and villains, and destroy them both.

      ‘We have a deal.’

      Chromosome looked pleased. ‘My associate Mr Grimm will find you at the relevant time and give you details of the operation. When you hand me the President, I will deliver you to Psych’s door.’

      She headed back up the ramp of the ship, her Legion skittering after her.

      ‘You better not betray me,’ warned Jake.

      Chromosome stopped and whirled around, a look of surprise on her face. ‘Whatever made you think that?’

      ‘If you don’t do exactly what you promised then I will destroy you.’ Jake hoped that didn’t sound like an idle threat.

      Chromosome’s surprised expression turned back into her winning smile. ‘They were right about you. Smart. How fast you boys grow up.’

      Then she left, the Council shuttle silently took off, heading back the way it came. Jake momentarily thought about following, but decided against it. Although he didn’t like it, Jake just had to wait and see how things would turn out.

      

      Lorna had been true to her word and spotted Jake as he cautiously approached her house. Once they were safely in the garage he noticed that she looked immensely tired, but she shook off any questions by saying that she’d had a hectic day.

      She had laid out a camping bed with several thick blankets, provided Jake with a clean set of clothes that she’d sneaked out of her brother’s wardrobe. Luckily Toby and Jake were the same size. She had also prepared a chicken and rice ready meal in the microwave and there was tea to drink. To Jake it felt like paradise.

      Lorna watched him with concern as he ate, and he deflected her questions about the arguments with his family by simply saying he didn’t want to talk about it. Instead they talked about films they had seen recently, music, what they both didn’t like about school - although Jake’s list was much longer than Lorna’s - sports and anything else they could think about.

      Jake was used to talking with his sister, but talking to Lorna was a whole new experience. She was clever, but not in a way that made him feel stupid and she was much funnier than his old gang of mates. It wasn’t like he was talking to a girl at all.

      

      It was difficult to sleep. While thoughts of revenge powered his every step, the moment he sat down and had time to think, Chromosome’s ambitious plan to kidnap the President of the United States weighed on his mind. He had kidnapped before, a flabby Ukrainian businessman who wasn’t expecting to be snatched away by a supervillain. But the President was a different matter. He would be seriously protected. At the time Jake didn’t care why Chromosome wanted him to do it, but now the enormity of the task was making him wonder if the risks were worth it.

      He shook the doubts away. Of course the risks were worth it. It was for his family.

      No, he corrected himself, I’m doing it for me.

      

      The following morning Jake and Lorna left her house very early before the rest of her family woke up. They decided to catch a train to a theme park in the next town. Jake had asked for sun cream to protect his skin. Since overdosing on the website powers he had become pale and sensitive to bright light. Even a cold winter sky could make his skin smart. He also asked for a cap. Lorna gave him her New York baseball cap that he pulled low over his face. But he need not have worried as nobody recognised him.

      The theme park was packed despite the cold overcast day, but at least it wasn’t raining and people were enjoying the Christmas parades and jovial atmosphere. Lorna had paid them both in, and bought hotdogs to eat in between multiple rides on roller coasters that had them screaming all the way - although Jake had to pretend he was scared as the experience was nothing compared to the experiences he’d had over the last few weeks. But the rides and Lorna’s company prevented him from dwelling at the enormous task Chromosome had set him. He was determined to enjoy the moment and not think about the future. At least for today.

      As they sat enjoying a coke, he noticed that Lorna seemed thoughtful.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘I was just thinking that, you’re much nicer than people think.’

      Jake remained silent. If only he could tell her the truth.

      Lorna continued, refusing to meet his gaze. ‘I mean, you’re fun. And not a total idiot.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Jake trying to decipher if that was a complement or not.

      ‘So I was wondering if this... you know, made us boyfriend-girlfriend?’

      She looked embarrassed and Jake had to look away as he felt suddenly confused.

      ‘Well, er... I...’

      He closed his eyes, he was stammering like a fool. He took a deep breath and turned to Lorna. She was smiling, amused by his unease. Her hand snaked across the table and gently touched his.

      Jake’s eyes went wide and he suddenly shouted at the top of his lungs.

      ‘Oh my God!’

      Lorna snapped her hand back, frightened and confused by his reaction. It took a second for her to realise that Jake was looking over her shoulder. She turned to see the massive figure of the Teratoid smash through several confectionary stalls, roaring like a gorilla as it batted away two orange-coated security guards.

      Jake immediately knew the creature was after him. He grabbed Lorna’s hand.

      ‘Listen to me, I... I’m going to call the cops. Meet me at the gate!’

      Lorna nodded. It didn’t occur to her to point out that Jake had a mobile phone so he could have called as they both ran.

      Screams rippled through the crowds, and Jake found himself pushing against the crush of people trying to flee. He leapt over the counter of a shooting range stall to avoid the crush. He couldn’t just face this foe in public, he’d be recognized instantly - and Lorna would know his secret. Luck was with Jake; a motorcycle helmet lay behind the counter and a worn leather jacket, left by an employee eager to save his own skin. Jake put the helmet on, and pulled down the tinted visor. With the jacket it was a perfect disguise.

      Jake soared into the air and unleashed a fireball at the monster below. The beast howled in rage and searched the skies to locate its attacker. That’s when Jake saw the Teratoid’s face.

      ‘Scuffer?’ he said in astonishment.

      Scuffer snarled. He recognised that the voice belonged to a mortal enemy. But the voice woke a painful memory. Now Scuffer didn’t see Jake as somebody he had to locate - he saw him as someone he had to destroy.

      Flexing his mighty muscles, Scuffer leapt towards Jake - easily making a thirty-foot jump from a standing start. Scuffer slammed into Jake mid-air and they both fell back to earth, smashing through the wooden spars of an old rollercoaster like demolition balls.

      Jake rolled across the ground as they landed, splashing through a stagnant pond that decorated the ride’s grounds. Scuffer was already on his feet and snarling with rage.

      ‘Scuff, what the hell happened to you?’

      Scuffer launched himself at Jake, smashing into him with a rugby tackle. Jake was winded and sure some of his bones cracked. He was lucky they would repair themselves in a few seconds time, but he still felt the pain.

      They crashed into a steel support pole and the entire roller coaster rattled. A punch from Scuffer landed in his stomach so hard that he was lifted off his feet and flew two hundred feet through a variety of brick and plasterboard walls before hitting the raised pneumatic arm of a spinning Enterprise wheel - the ride was already at top speed, gravity pinning the riders to the wall of the cage forty feet above the ground. Jake ricocheted from the ride and crunched through the railing of the park and across a busy road. Cars honked their horns, and skidded to avoid him. His head felt groggy, but he looked up as the sound a tearing metal caught his attention—

      The entire Enterprise wheel was revolving with such force it wrenched itself from the damaged arm. Full of screaming people, the circular cage shot through the air like a Frisbee.

      

      Lorna had been hiding around the side of the bumper cars watching as the motorcycle helmeted hero fought the brute. She wondered who the hero was and felt a stab of jealousy that he was taking the limelight. Laura was a superhero too. Together with her brother and two friends, they had stumbled across the hero website and had been downloading superpowers - until it had suddenly malfunctioned two days ago.

      Typical, she thought. The moment for her to shine and actually act like a hero in public eye was being snatched away because, with website offline, her powers were unreliable. She should be saving the day and claiming the fame - something she had desired for so long.

      Lorna flexed her arms. She had some powers stored in her body after the website had exploded right in front of her. She looked up in time to see the creature smash the new hero through the roller coaster stanchions.

      She spotted a stall that offered monster masks as prizes and slipped on a rubber witch disguise. Lorna had trouble seeing through the narrow eye slits, and when she finally turned back to the action the hero was bouncing off the Enterprise wheel. The entire structure started to wobble, fragments of metal spinning off the gimbal arm - then the wheel tore itself free and shot through the sky towards her.

      Lorna flung herself skyward - and fell flat on her face. The power of flight she thought she possessed had chosen that moment to vanish.

      

      Jake saw that the wheel was going to land on an ugly witch-like figure that was picking herself up off the ground. The witch suddenly blew jets of ice from its hands. The ice rapidly formed between the ground and the wheel, plucking it from the air.

      The disc’s momentum was too great for the ice to hold it and several frozen columns shattered like glass before the wheel abruptly halted a metre from crushing the hero. People inside the wheel were slung against the cage walls, breaking bones and smashing noses - but at least they were alive.

      A loud horn got Jake’s attention and he looked sidelong to see a bus metres away from crushing his head—

      WHAM! Scuffer bolted from the theme park and straight into the road, intending on getting Jake. Instead he got ten tonnes of bus smashing to his back.

      Jake flew upward like a jack-in-the-box and watched as the front of the bus buckled around Scuffer’s broad shoulders. They skidded together across the road, Scuffer’s feet gouging troughs in the tarmac.

      Jake readied another fireball and blasted Scuffer. The front of the bus caught fire, the injured driver and his terrified passengers bailed out of emergency exits. Scuffer howled in pain as his hair caught fire, but rather than douse the flames he lashed out.

      

      Lorna watched in astonishment as the mysterious helmeted superhero just about dodged a saloon car the brute hurled at him. She glanced at her impromptu ice claw; it creaked ominously but seemed to be supporting the wheel.

      

      Jake ducked as the unrelenting Scuffer threw more cars at him. The brute ran forwards, effortlessly scooping up the vehicles. The cars were not empty either; Jake had a fleeting glimpse of the drivers and passengers screaming as they hurtled past, landing on top of other vehicles to form a massive pileup.

      Jake had had enough. He felt his anger rise, and his body glowed green as the radioactive power he had mastered formed in his hands. The blast was powerful. Scuffer was pushed onto his back and surfed several metres down the street, crashing head first into the mangled bus.

      

      Lorna ran through the hole in the fence and watched as the brute was thrown back into the bus. This close she could see its deformed face and she was reminded of the ugly kid who used to be Jake’s pal in school. She raised her hands and fired, what she hoped was a fireball.

      Jake watched as the Witch unleashed a spray of water from her hands. It had the intensity of a fire hose, but did little to faze Scuffer. The Witch stared at her hands as though she hadn’t expected that to happen. She was too distracted to see Scuffer lift the end of the bus and swing it around like a baseball bat - right at her—

      Lorna looked up in time to see the massive bulk of twisted bus arc towards her. She raised her hands in a futile display of self-defence and looked to the helmeted hero.

      ‘Help!’

      Jake heard the plea and sneered, ‘Tough luck!’ The visor hid his expression. The bus slammed into the Witch with a hollow clang, sending her flying through the air like a struck baseball.

      One lousy hero less, thought Jake.

      WHAM! Jake didn’t see Scuffer swing the bus back. But he felt it connect with his body. He saw his shimmering shield take most of the impact before his vision was swamped with stars - and he was pitched back into the theme park.

      Pain wracked his body as he soared through the air and struck a steel drop tower - the kind of ride that shoots people straight into the air before they plummeted back to earth in a freefall. Jake hit the tower and crumpled back to the ground with such force the concrete around him cracked, as did the motorcycle helmet.

      Scuffer bellowed and charged at Jake.

      ‘Oh boy!’ murmured Jake and raised his hands to fire at the seemingly indestructible mutant.

      Scuffer suddenly stopped in his tracks and gripped his throat. He bellowed, clutching at the collar around his neck before he toppled over, unconscious. Jake stared at his hands, what had he done?

      The long black Chinook helicopter thundered over the park, the tail ramp open and several armed Enforcers hanging from the back. The chopper landed at the side of the road, the rotor wash causing some of the stacked cars behind her to topple off one another.

      Some Enforcers surrounded Scuffer. Two more ran to where Jake had been lying moments earlier.

      ‘Dammit! The kid’s gone!’ shouted an Enforcer before they ran back to the chopper.

      Across the park, Lorna yanked off her mask. She was drenched in sweat and thankful that her shield power had decided to activate at the crucial moment the bus struck. That’s what had saved her. She pushed through the crowds that had formed to watch the fight and ran for the entrance gate.

      Jake was already there. She ran towards him and hugged him.

      ‘That was horrible!’ she said.

      ‘I saw.’

      Jake gritted his teeth as she squeezed him tight, not all of his bones had knitted back together yet. He pulled the cap over his eyes and guided Lorna away from the carnage as Scuffer was hoisted under the Chinook as it lifted off. Already the Enforcers were grouping witnesses together. Lorna was curious as to what excuse they could possibly spin to keep this story out of the press.

      Jake’s mind was a jumble of thoughts. The witch had proved that there were some part-time heroes still out there. And the revelation that Scuffer was still alive had surprised him. Jake felt no compassion for what his ex-friend had become, in fact it alleviated some of the guilt he had been feeling since he thought that he’d killed Scuffer. At least the traitor got what he deserved, although Jake hoped they wouldn’t cross paths again. That was the first time he had suffered such a severe beating, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      He was just glad Lorna had been smart enough to keep out of the way. At least she was a friend he could rely on to treat him like a normal person.

      That’s just what he needed right now. Someone normal he could trust.
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      Chameleon stood in a spacious aircraft hangar. On a normal day, it would be filled with Enforcer helicopters, but at the moment it only had one Chinook from which an unconscious Teratoid was being lifted out and strapped back into his reinforced clamps. Reports of Enforcer losses were coming in thick and fast since the loss of the hero website. The United Nations had done a valiant effort in suppressing the truth, but blaming the rising troubles across the globe on terrorists was becoming harder to swallow.

      Now Teratoid had destroyed a theme park in what seemed like a false trail to Hunter. After all, why would an international fugitive take time out to sit on a few rides? The Government’s spin-doctors were hard at work trying to explain that a wild elephant had rampaged through the theme park. Normally they would use Psych to help cover-up such a story, but the Prime was in hiding. Now they only had low-level mind control available.

      Chameleon was having a moment of doubt that felt dark and ominous. He’d always believed in doing the right thing, following the unwritten code of the hero. But now, just when the world was sinking into oblivion because the balance between good and evil had been upset - upset with the smallest of viruses - ninety-nine percent of the Primes had run to the hills. Maybe he should run too?

      The Foundation headquarters had been repositioned somewhere in the Gobi Desert, and their leader, Eric Kirby, had been instructing Chameleon, and the few Primes left fighting the futile battle, to stop the Council of Evil’s coordinated attacks. With the few Primes busy trying to protect the world’s population, the fate of the Hero Foundation rested on four rookie superheroes, the only Downloaders who, by chance, were taking powers from the hero website when it crashed. They were the only heroes available to prevent Basilisk and his team of evildoers from toppling the Hero Foundation.

      Back at Diablo Island, Chameleon and several Foundation scientists calculated that Hunter’s ability to store powers and then amplify them at a much more potent level could be used to replace the entire hero network, and the villain system too. That, coupled with his latent power to create previously unseen powers, and the potential was earth shattering. Although the Foundation had long ago learnt how to recreate the powers that heroes had willingly donated (and villains forcibly donated), they had never been able to ‘mix-and-match’ to create new ones. The effects during trials had always been lethal.

      Chameleon knew that since he had let the ultimate weapon slip through his fingers on Diablo Island, Kirby was punishing him by demanding that he got Hunter back.

      The boy had become the ultimate weapon for both the heroes and villains. Whichever side he was on, it would ultimately be the winning one. His abilities made Hunter a truly frightening opponent.

      Chameleon left the hangar and descended to the private underground train station. There he took a small bullet train for some twenty miles to the Foundation hospital.

      The moment he exited the train, and entered the subterranean command centre, he was assaulted by Enforcer staff all demanding his attention. Huge screens on the wall depicted the planet, airspace above, and even sections of the moon. Red and blue graphics showed the deployment of Enforcer, Council or Foundation forces - and Chameleon didn’t need to look to see who was winning. The glow from the screen made the entire command centre look like they were on red-alert.

      ‘One at a time,’ said Chameleon, taking his seat behind the controller’s desk. He hated this administration part of his job, he would much rather be out in the field, fighting. Actually, he would much rather be sitting in bed with a hot chocolate and watching repeats of ‘The Simpsons’ because his body ached from the constant punishment it had taken recently.

      A nerdy looking Enforcer technician thrust a tablet at him. ‘Sir, while you’ve been away the kids, uh, I mean, Toby Wilkinson’s team lost Basilisk—’

      ‘What?’ Chameleon was on his feet again. ‘I thought we had Enforcer patrols bringing him in?’

      ‘They were too late. Long story.’ He looked at the notes on his computer tablet and ticked it off like a shopping list. ‘Loss of assets, multiple witnesses, Pete kidnapped, Mexico lead, blah, blah.’

      Chameleon looked at him in astonishment. ‘What? Don’t ‘blah-blah’ me! Tell me everything.’

      ‘It’s all in the report. Without you here, Mr Grimm acted on it right away.’

      Chameleon sat back down. He never felt comfortable when Grimm’s name was mentioned, but for some reason Eric Kirby trusted him. And he was the boss. Chameleon thought, for the good of his blood pressure, he’d read the report later.

      Another techie offered a similar tablet PC, but snatched it back when he saw the look on Chameleon’s face.

      ‘Just read it to me,’ said Chameleon, rubbing his eyes.

      ‘Government demands to know why Teratoid demolished a theme park and injured thirty-eight people. And they have demanded more Enforcer units to guard the capital.’

      ‘As long as you don’t tell them it was a mistake, make something up. Run some static and say Teratoid escaped or something.’

      ‘Oh, it wasn’t a mistake?’

      Chameleon stared at the techie. The man glanced at his colleagues, none of whom offered any support. They were all nervous of working so close to a Super.

      ‘We examined security cameras of the park and used facial recognition to—’

      ‘Just show me,’ sighed Chameleon leaning forwards on his desk.

      The techie used his tablet computer to change one of the large display screens to show various security footage of the park prior to Scuffer’s attack. A square icon scanned the faces of the crowd. Sections of face - an eye here, an ear there - rapidly changed onscreen. It was like watching a police photofit done as a flick-book. Soon Jake Hunter’s face appeared, and the computer flashed the words ‘POSITIVE MATCH’. Despite the concealing his face under the cap, the computer had still managed to take information from the structure of Jake’s face, in the same way a biometric passport photo did.

      Chameleon couldn’t take his eyes from the screen. ‘My God, he really did show up. Why?’

      ‘Not sure, sir. There was no reported sightings of Chromosome in the area.’

      ‘Who’s the girl with him?’

      The techie isolated images of Jake’s companion, but Chameleon felt a knot of worry in his stomach as he recognised her straight away.

      ‘Lorna!’ Chameleon nervously drummed his fingers on the desk. She was a hero, what was she doing with Hunter? Was she aware of the situation she’d placed herself in? ‘Get me Grimm on the phone. Where is Toby Wilkinson’s team now?’

      The maps on the screen highlighted a blue dot.

      ‘They have just left onboard on an Aurora Stealth Bomber, heading for Mexico. They’re running radio silence,’ reported a female technician. ‘Lorna’s with then and Grimm isn’t responding to his phone.’

      ‘Dammit. OK, don’t bother with Grimm. I’ll handle this. Open up all surveillance circuits and find me Hunter!’

      Chameleon slumped back more exhausted than ever. There was nothing more he could do right now and he needed to sleep or he’ll be of no use to anybody. He didn’t know why Lorna was with Hunter, but it didn’t bode well.

      He closed his eyes, if he knew Hunter, he was sure to surface on the criminal radar very soon.

      

      It was late afternoon when Jake and Lorna had returned home. He was afraid that she would bring up the afternoon’s events, but luckily she didn’t. Nobody was at her house and Jake retrieved his laptop. There was an awkward moment when they said goodbye and exchanged mobile numbers, Lorna told him not to ring until later tonight as a friend had borrowed her phone.

      Jake walked away and felt a tremor of elation. Apart from the attacking mutated ex-friend and smashing up the theme park, it had been a great day.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. It was a text message from Mr Grimm asking to meet. Jake sighed. He couldn’t help but feel that he was being used again, but he desperately needed a lead to Psych. Jake thought over the situation. He always seemed to be at a disadvantage because he was relying on other people else. He knew from school-ground warfare that the only way out of such a bitter cycle was to change the rules. He was trading the President for information, how could he switch that around and place himself in a superior position to Chromosome?

      That was something to think about.

      The meeting wasn’t for another couple of hours, so Jake took a risk and visited his family again. They were at home, and Jake didn’t want to enter the house while they were inside. Last time he’d done that, Enforcers had stormed the place. From across the street, Jake could see small dome-shaped sensors in the front garden, telltale signs that they were being monitored, but luckily it seemed the Enforcers were stretched too thin to spare the manpower to have an actual agent keep an eye on them.

      Jake satisfied himself by sitting on the wall of the house opposite and tried to look through the window. He could see his parents talking and Jake provided his own soundtrack.

      ‘I wonder where our son is? You mean Jake? Isn’t he a great boy...’ Jake shut up, feeling embarrassed that he’d even put on a silly high-pitched voice to narrate. He suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of loss, and wished he could just walk across the street, ring the bell and be greeted by warm hugs and welcoming faces.

      An elderly neighbour, Mrs Bowen, passed Jake with bags of shopping. She was a friend of the family but she didn’t cast a single glance at Jake, and he wondered if Psych had wiped the memories of his entire family and their friends? If so, why not the people at school? Lorna still recognised him. Knuckles and Big Tony certainly did.

      Jake turned away from his old home, being here was not doing him any good. He vowed to himself that he’d only return once he had the means to unlock their minds and they could be a family once more. He took a few steps then hesitated. Loud music was drifting from Beth’s bedroom. He strained to listen, and could hear his dad’s voice.

      ‘Bethany, turn down that music!’

      Despite his sadness, Jake couldn’t help but smile. He recognised the music as something Beth would ordinarily hate, but for some reason she was playing it loud. It was Jake’s favourite band, Army of Gort.

      Somewhere in Beth’s head were rebellious threads of memory about her brother. And that gave Jake a sudden flush of confidence.

      

      Mr Grimm was never ever late. Punctuality was a sign of character. It defined a person’s integrity and reliability. In Mr Grimm’s opinion it was more important than honesty and loyalty. Loyalty was just a matter of opinion; punctuality was a matter of breeding.

      Jake was twenty three minutes late, which was an achievement since he had nothing to do except while away the hours. He’d done that by leaving a few text messages on Lorna’s mobile, then stopped because he didn’t want to look too keen.

      Before leaving for his meeting, Jake went to his father’s shed to hide the laptop. He was trembling slightly, a sign he needed to replenish his power. He checked the villain app. The site was pretty much the same. A flashing news banner depicted the Council of Evil’s progress in, what they described as, ‘a war’.

      Jake refreshed his powers with a few random selections. Rejuvenated, he then hesitated as a LOW BATTERY message flashed.

      Jake experienced a flush of panic. He didn’t have a charger. Without constant access to powers to feed his addiction, he would die!

      He took a deep breath, calmed his nerves. His latest fix would keep him going for several hours. He would have to arrange something after he met Grimm.

      Not showing any signs of feeling the chill wind that blew across the top floor of the multi-storey car park, Mr Grimm repressed every urge to rebuke Jake for his tardiness. Instead he tried to smile, but managed nothing more than a rictus.

      ‘Mr Hunter I’m so glad you turned up.’ The unspoken word ‘finally’ hung in the air.

      ‘You have some info?’

      ‘I have so much more than that for you. Please, come with me.’

      Mr Grimm gestured across the empty car park. Jake frowned.

      ‘Where to?’

      ‘To your new home, if you’ll have it.’

      Jake followed Grimm’s hand, and this time noticed the air next to him was wavering slightly, as though it was liquefied. Jake instantly sensed a trap. Mr Grimm must have picked up on his thoughts.

      ‘Please, follow me.’

      Mr Grimm sidestepped into the portal and vanished. Jake hesitated - then reacted as Mr Grimm’s head poked back from the portal although the rest of his body was unseen. It was like talking to a severed head.

      ‘Quickly now.’

      Jake tensed himself, ready for anything. Then followed him through the shimmering portal. He stepped out into a large stone flagged hall, close to a roaring fireplace that was taller than he was.

      ‘Where are we?’

      ‘Romania. Follow me.’

      Mr Grimm opened a door and Jake followed him down a stone corridor that was lit by recessed lights. The walls were large bricks, and their footsteps echoed spookily. It felt as if they were in an old castle that somebody had tried to modernise. Grimm climbed up a large spiralling staircase that went on for some time. Eventually they entered a spacious circular room that was bare expect for two massive plasma screens sitting side by side on stands, the images on them were fed from several computers. Jake recognised the villain website on one, and a twenty-four hour news program on the other.

      Then he noticed a balcony area beyond a set of double glazed doors that swished open as Mr Grimm approached. They stepped out in to the icy cold. Mr Grimm gestured around him.

      ‘Your new home.’

      They were standing at the top of a single spire that gave them a view of the castle below. Jake had guessed correctly, it was an old castle built on the edge of a cliff top that dropped into blackness below. The castle itself wasn’t huge, but it was more than big enough for Jake. Around them sat jagged snow covered mountains, the peaks of many were smothered by thick cloud.

      ‘The Transylvanian Alps, they’re part of the southern Carpathian Mountains,’ said Mr Grimm in his monotone voice that was oddly fitting in this setting. He looked at Jake as thought that should mean something, but Jake was drawing a blank. ‘The legendary home of Dracula?’

      ‘Oh,’ said Jake, feeling more than a little creeped out.

      ‘The landscape was inspiration for Bram Stoker’s character. And a fitting lair for a supervillain, don’t you think?’

      ‘I don’t get it. Chromosome is giving me this?’

      Mr Grimm shook his head and looked out across the vista. ‘No. I am. I’m not an employee of the Council. I just work for them as a contractor. In fact I work for a great many people, including the Hero Foundation. But the views of my employers never interfere with my work... except in this one instance. I have been following your progress with great interest Mr Hunter. You’re stuck in the middle of a war.’

      ‘Like Switzerland,’ said Jake, remembering some of the history lessons about World War Two. That and the dinosaurs were definitely the best bits.

      ‘No. Switzerland was neutral, and not under threat from opposing sides. You are something else.’ Jake frowned, but decided not to question him. ‘I’m unsure what Chromosome’s full plans are with you. My employers only tell me what they think I need to know. I do know she thinks that by controlling the President she can control the largest military might on the planet.’

      ‘Who would she attack, the Council? The Foundation?’

      ‘Everybody. You must learn that when you swim on your own, the sharks will eat you.’ Mr Grimm looked back at Jake, his face pale and calculating. ‘Unless you are swimming with the shark with the biggest bite. Like me.’

      Jake’s head began to spin with animal metaphors. He hated this kind of thing. Basilisk was always secretive and had spoken in riddles, claiming that Jake was just a kid who wouldn’t understand. But now Grimm was speaking as though Jake understood the cryptic references. As much as he loathed admitting it, Basilisk had a point; he was just a kid who was frightened and confused. But that was a weakness he knew he couldn’t show.

      ‘So all of this is yours, and you are offering it to me? Why? What’s in it for you?’

      ‘Balance. I am not interested in exploiting you, Mr Hunter. Sure, you can use your powers and rule the world, gathering riches from across continents. But then I would inevitably be working for you. No, that’s not what I want. I require that you do... whatever it is you wish to. You desire to gather your family back, fine. You want to try and bring down the Foundation or the Council that is fine too. As long as there is a balance between the two forces, I can do what I do, and reap the rewards.’

      ‘So you’re just a mercenary?’

      ‘A mercenary who respects that no one side should be all-powerful. I must look out for myself after all.’

      That made perfect sense to Jake. It seemed that he and the enigmatic Mr Grimm held very similar views. Jake wondered if he’d found an ally.

      Mr Grimm continued. ‘Right now the Hero Foundation is suffering, which somewhat upsets things. But plans are afoot to stabilise this. I do not wish to live in a world dominated by the Council. That would be most... boring.’

      ‘How does Chromosome fit into all of this?’

      Mr Grimm shrugged his bony shoulders. ‘You and she have a deal. I suggest that you honour it as best you can. She does not know about this lair, and you should keep it that way in case she tries to double-crosses you. Not that I have any evidence that she will. Still, you need to be prepared.’

      Jake shivered as he started to feel the cold. He was being given a place to call his own, and some advice from a man who was also offering friendship. Or, at the very least, Grimm was somebody who didn’t openly seem to want to use him.

      He looked around the castle. Not so long ago all of this had seemed so important. He had dreamed of riches and his own place - preferably on the warm beaches of Australia rather than the freezing peaks of the Carpathian Mountains. But those dreams now seemed immaterial. He realized that he wasn’t chasing new riches - he was simply trying to retrieve what he had taken for granted and lost.

      ‘So you’re not going to tell me what to do, or expect me to rob a bank for you?’

      ‘My goals are completely selfish. They are to strike a balance between the Foundation and the Council. Both empires are too short sighted to bother looking into the future. If they did take the time, they would see a potential threat is waiting, preparing to wipe us all out.’

      Jake was expecting a lecture on the destruction of the environment, but when he caught Mr Grimm’s expression he realized that it was something worse, and much more imminent.

      ‘What would they see?’

      Grimm’s face flickered for a moment, and Jake saw a glimmer of hopelessness before it was masked again.

      ‘The end of the world.’

      Jake’s mouth opened but nothing came out. Could there be problems much bigger than the ones he was facing now? The end of the world did seem rather a severe outcome.

      Grimm spun on his heels and entered the tower. ‘Come. I have instructions from Chromosome that you must see.’

      Jake followed, casting one last glance at his new mountaintop home. With a bit of work he might actually get to like it here.

      

      Chameleon was woken from sleep by the door buzzer. He looked around his cramped dormitory, to get his bearings. The Foundation provided accommodation in all of its outposts, but the command centre under the hospital was not built for comfort.

      He climbed from bed and opened the door, which swung on creaky hinges. They were also not very generous with the technology used in the private quarters. Would it have killed them to install automatic sliding doors?

      Chameleon stared at the command centre supervisor front of him.‘Sorry to disturb you, sir, but you wanted to know if Mr Grimm showed up?’

      Before retiring to sleep, Chameleon had spoken to the command centre supervisor and asked him to monitor Grimm’s movements. He had to keep it quiet as Grimm was a favourite of the boss, and it wasn’t good business to spy on your colleagues. But since Grimm had apparently abandoned Toby, Pete, Lorna and Emily - the only group of heroic Downloaders left - whilst on a mission to Diablo Island, Chameleon had grown suspicious. And the link between Lorna and Jake made his stomach churn. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something about Grimm just didn’t feel right. He hoped it was a case of unfounded paranoia.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘He spent some time waiting on top of a multi-story car park alone.’

      ‘Who met him?’

      ‘We don’t know. We would not have known he was there if our spy satellites hadn’t pick up on an energy signature specific to his portal generation skills. Then he vanished.’

      ‘Do you know where to?’

      The man shook his head. Chameleon was annoyed with the news.

      ‘Don’t tell anybody about this. Let me investigate. I’ll be out of communications for a while.’

      Chameleon shut the door and looked thoughtfully around. He only needed a few hours’ sleep to feel on tiptop condition. It wasn’t a superpower, it was just his natural rhythm. He quickly changed clothes as he thought about his strategy.

      Thought just school kids, Toby, Lorna, Emily and Pete were important assets to the Foundation. Chameleon had become fond of them, although he always maintained a professional demeanour in his rare talks with Toby. He would much rather be out helping Toby’s team, but instead he was tasked with finding Hunter, the thorn in his side. If Toby’s team failed their mission, then the Hero Foundation would fall.

      He cursed himself for not fighting harder to ensure that Mr Grimm didn’t oversee Toby’s team. He couldn’t allow any harm to come to them - but he also couldn’t allow Jake Hunter to walk free and risk capture by the Council. By finding Hunter, Chameleon could stop Hunter’s friendship with Lorna developing before that got out of hand. And hopefully he’d discover if his suspicions about Mr Grimm had any grains of truth.

      The last thing the Foundation needed was a spy in its ranks.
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      Mr Grimm had disappeared on urgent business, leaving Jake several hours to explore his new home. It was bigger than he’d thought. Almost every room had a huge screen. He discovered an enormous kitchen that was equipped to feed an army, and luckily had a microwave in the corner. He could use it to nuke one of the many meals stashed in the walk-in freezer.

      Jake decided he needed a few diabolical plans of his own so that he could afford a catering staff and a butler. Already his mental tally of finances was clocking up, and he understood why Basilisk was always complaining that he was broke. Evil lairs were expensive places to run. He wondered if he’d expect to pay the rent.

      The castle extended down, via one long staircase, to an underground hangar. It was empty and Jake imagined filling it up with all manner of expensive toys.

      He had felt a little lonely in the vast castle and, in an effort to keep his thoughts off his family, he found that he was thinking about Lorna. She was fun, and he enjoyed being with her even if their first date had turned into a wrestling match with a mutant.

      He’d like to see her again. That was a strange enough thought. Snooping around further, he’d found an adapter that fitted his mobile. When it had fully recharged he tried calling Lorna, but the phone just rang out and eventually went to voicemail. He hung up, suddenly feeling stupid for calling. Perhaps he should wait for her to ring first? But if he waited then perhaps she would think...

      He shook his head. Bringing Lorna into the equation made things more complicated. Instead he tasked himself with finally getting the second enormous television working and channel surfed through hours of re-runs. He stopped at a news channel that was showing live reports from around the world. Everywhere there seemed to be fighting, looting and explosions. It was utter chaos. The news presenters talked of troublemakers provoking crowds, organized criminals taking advantage of overstretched security and terrorists coordinating attacks. But Jake knew it was the work of overzealous supervillains.

      Mr Grimm finally appeared through a portal, so silently that he startled Jake. Grimm did not waste any further time as he explained Chromosome’s plan to kidnap the President.

      It was ambitious, in many ways it was the biggest task Jake had faced. Literally.

      Chromosome didn’t just want the President; she wanted him and Air Force One - the President’s private aircraft. Chromosome had designed the plan to cause maximum shock and awe to the population. Of course that made Jake’s task all the more difficult.

      ‘I still don’t know who Chromosome is. Why should I trust a member of the Council?’

      Grimm looked at his watch before deciding to speak. ‘You know what the Council is. Chromosome has one of the eight seats of power and has machinations to run the Council herself. And she could. She is manipulative, ruthless and has a skill to create life from inanimate objects. She calls them her Legion. You have seen them in the form of the metal spiders that follow her everywhere. Be careful of them, they are not what they seem. Chromosome does indeed have the power to help you. But she also has her own agenda.’

      A snort of mirthless laughter escaped Jake. He wasn’t surprised; everybody had their own agendas. It probably explained why nobody ever succeeded in ruling the world - too many conflicts of interest. ‘And what is that exactly?’

      ‘She has been sowing the seeds of uprising within the Council. The job of heading the Council is supposed to rotate amongst members. But for some time it has stayed with the one they call Necros. And he has built up supporters from within the Council’s own ranks. Chromosome sees the logical outcome being that Necros declares himself as supreme leader and has no need for the other Council members.’

      ‘So she’ll bump him off and run the show?’

      ‘Colourfully put. And if she has the President under her control then she has the world’s most powerful army at her disposal and the Council of Evil at her fingertips. It’s not a difficult equation to work out.’

      Mr Grimm selected the powers that Jake was likely to need for his mission from and stepped to the other side of the room as the screen flashed as Jake absorbed them.

      Now Jake felt fully energised - better than ever in fact. He suspected that Grimm had inserted a few extra powers to jazz him up. Once Grimm was satisfied that Jake knew what he was doing he excused himself and slipped through a portal without wishing good luck.

      Jake opened his eyes again as he flew through cotton wool like cumulonimbus clouds. His flying power was more potent than the first one he’d tried. Mr Grimm had explained that there were several strengths of powers available. Jake could now breathe easily at high altitudes and he didn’t feel the icy cold winds as he’d done escaping the prison island.

      He glanced at the GPS strapped to his wrist. It had been one of the gadgets in his tower. Grimm had explained how to set the global positioning satellite coordinates. It had also been programmed with his target’s predicted destination, which was all the trickier because the target was moving.

      At least it was daylight and the weather around him was good. He had relatively clear views across the North Atlantic Ocean, which was dotted with white chunks of ice. His GPS told him he was right on target, a couple of hundred miles off the Canadian coast. Now he would have to rely on observation to locate what he was seeking.

      It took several minutes before he saw the glint of sunlight on the white paintwork of an aircraft. He estimated it was about two miles away. Jake kicked out, gaining a little extra height as he circled around the back of his target.

      As he drew near the writing along the fuselage became clearer. The words UNITED STATES OF AMERICA ran along the centre of the aircraft in bold letters. Underneath the writing a sky-blue strip ran the length of the Boeing VC-25A, a military version of the 747, before it spread across the front cockpit. The stars and stripes were painted on the tail, over the flight number ‘29000’.

      This was the one Jake wanted, his target: Air Force One.

      Two F-22 Raptor fighters escorted the aircraft. When the threat from the failure of the Hero Foundation spread to major cities the President had taken to the air, to monitor the crisis from there. The Vice-President had been bundled aboard a similar aircraft, designated Air Force Two, which was circling the opposite Pacific Ocean.

      Jake flew closer and focused on the task in hand. This was a daring stunt. He reminded himself that he was doing this solely to get the information to win back his family, and surely that should override any doubts he had.

      But it didn’t. No matter how much Jake weighed it up, what he was about to do was nothing short of an act of war. And once he handed the President over to Chromosome... he blanked those thoughts. That wasn’t his problem. Shouldn’t be his problem...

      ‘Get a grip,’ he murmured to himself.

      The fighter escort and crew of Air Force One would have no idea he was trailing them, he was too small to show up on radar. Onboard Air Force One there were fifty people. Aside from crew, there would be the President, Secretary of Defence, military aides, five star generals as well as Secret Service bodyguards who were trained to jump in the path of bullets to protect the President.

      Grimm had told him to kill any non-essential personnel if they got in his way, but Jake was going to do it his way - which consisted mostly of rapid improvisation.

      He edged closer, angling under the tail wings. From here he could hear the rumble of the four General Motors engines pushing the aircraft along at six hundred and thirty miles per hour. His first problem was how to get into a pressurised aircraft without breaking the airtight seal. He had talked with Grimm about using teleportation, but that was not accurate enough. Plus there were no photographs of the inside of the craft available so Jake had no way of correctly visualising his destination, which was crucial with teleportation.

      He was mentally running through his options when he noticed another aircraft had appeared ahead of them. He squinted, making out a long tube dangling from the back of the new arrival. His first instinct that it was another plane trying to attack Air Force One proved unfounded when neither F-22 tried to intercept it. As the aircraft grew larger, images from television flooded Jake’s mind and he realized what was happening.

      It was a huge slate-grey KC-10 refuelling plane, with a hose running out behind it that ended in a drogue, a large shuttlecock like attachment that slipped over the refuelling probes on both fighters and Air Force One. It was a delicate operation that took supreme skill from all pilots involved in the operation. Once connected, jet fuel would refill the aircrafts’ tanks allowing them to stay airborne longer.

      Jake felt Air Force One slow down as it positioned itself behind and just under the KC-10. This was a situation Jake hadn’t counted on. If he was going to get the President then he didn’t have time to dawdle.

      Jake stuck to the fuselage, just under the tail section. This allowed him to stop flying and to be carried along like a bug. The wind flow was a lot fiercer here as the air was forced along the fuselage at high speeds. He scuttled along the belly of the craft, so the ground was now above his head. The two escort fighters were positioned just above the Boeing so the pilots could not see him crawl the seventy metres towards the nose of the craft.

      Where the body of the plane began to taper towards the nose, Jake stopped to get his bearings. He’d tried to memorize the plans Grimm had showed him, but he was still unsure of his exact position. He should be directly outside the forward cargo hold. He closed his eyes to make sure he summoned the correct downloaded power, a mistake now could be fatal for both him and the occupants of the plane.

      Air Force One suddenly rocked, making Jake freeze. They must have hit a pocket of air turbulence. Craning his neck he could see the KC-10 was much closer now, no doubt almost in position. Then he noticed one of the escort fighters had dipped low, forced down by the same turbulence that shook the Boeing. Unfortunately it meant that all that the pilot had to do was turn his head and he would see Jake.

      Jake didn’t waste any more time. He pushed himself against the solid fuselage - and phased through the metal like a ghost.

      Grimm had instructed him on how to use the power. It was all very well phasing into the aircraft - but what lay beyond the wall posed the problem. Jake could reform half way through. Grimm had told him a cautionary tale about a supervillain who walked through vault doors to clean out bank vaults. On his last occasion the villain had not known a smaller vault door had been installed beyond the main one - and he had solidified midway through the new door. His heart was suddenly encased in the metal of the new door, resulting in instant death. The authorities found his torso hanging out of the steel door. That’s why few people used that power, it was dangerous.

      Jake just had to trust to luck that when he made it through there would be no nasty surprises. His vision suddenly turned black, as it had done when he’d made a few practise phases through the castle walls, but he had a definite sense of movement. Seconds later his head poked through into a cargo area that ran a quarter length of the plane and was full of food supply boxes. Jake just about managed to make it through a double stack of boxes before reforming—

      Right in front of a surprised air steward, who was pulling a packet of cookies from a supply box. She opened her mouth to scream at the ghost that had just materialized right in front of her.

      Jake made silent thanks that he hadn’t reformed halfway into the steward or they would have both been either killed, or turned into some horrible Siamese twin.

      He shot a hand across her mouth to stop the scream but she bit hard into his fingers. Then she moved with practised judo precision, levering Jake over her shoulder in a perfect seoi nage shoulder throw that slammed him to the floor. He wasn’t expecting that. He also wasn’t expecting the steward to reach out and slam a panic button on the wall.

      ‘Great!’ snarled Jake, he knew that would bring the Secret Service running. Grimm had warned him that the Secret Service were not to be toyed with, even if he had superpowers. The stewardess spun around to face him again, taking a defensive stance. Jake felt his hands form a small ball of energy, just enough he hoped to knock out the mad woman. He threw his hands - and a rain of confetti covered the steward. Jake was more stunned than she was. Was this Mr Grimm’s idea of a joke?

      ‘Stupid time for a useless power!’

      As he looked up from his hand, he saw that the steward had switched martial arts, and just saw a blur as her foot crashed him in the chest in a perfect karate snap kick. Jake smashed into several boxes, which luckily fell down blocking the stairwell door just as it was being pushed open by Secret Service personnel.

      ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Jake groaned, surprised to see blood trickling from his nose. It didn’t last long before his regeneration stemmed the flow.

      The steward was ready to pounce again. Jake had to admit that he didn’t expect to be attacked by a rather pretty flight attendant when he was trying to kidnap the President.

      He raised his hand again, this time checking it when he felt a ball of energy form. Sure enough a tennis ball sized translucent sphere glowed in his hand. He threw it at the girl where it noisily exploded in kinetic energy and threw her clean through the air. She fell unconscious.

      Jake felt guilty, in all his bullying years he had never hit a girl. Not counting his sister of course.

      The blocked door leading from the cargo area budged as it was rammed from outside. The crates wouldn’t hold back the Secret Service guys for long, and when they found the stewardess unconscious and alone, they would hopefully assume she had fallen and accidentally hit the alarm.

      If Jake’s information was correct then there should be a medical facility directly above his head. He took a flying leap up, phasing through the ceiling just as the Secret Service broke through.

      It was an odd experience to phase through the floor, and then suddenly find it solid beneath your feet. But Jake had had a catalogue of odd experiences lately so didn’t give it much thought. He was in what looked like a compact doctor’s room, with a recliner and an assortment of expensive medical equipment stowed against the wall, including what looked like an x-ray machine. If it weren’t for the curved wall behind him, Jake would almost have forgotten that he was in an aeroplane.

      A clunking sound reverberated through the aircraft, and the pilot’s voice spoke calmly over the PA system.

      ‘Connected for refuelling.’

      That seemed to be all the details Jake was going to get. He took stock of his situation. There was one door out into a corridor that ran aft, past the galley and into a large conference room. That meant the wall in front of Jake should be the Presidential Suite, built in the nose of the craft, just under the cockpit. And with any luck, that’s where he’d find the President, his primary target. Not that that really mattered since Chromosome wanted the entire aircraft. As long as the President remained inside it then Jake only had one problem to solve. That was a major challenge for even the most seasoned villain; stealing an aircraft - in-flight - from between its protective fighter escort. Grimm had told him that an entire aircraft was too big to teleport, otherwise villains would have been teleporting entire bank vaults rather than breaking in. Instead Chromosome’s plan involved Jake persuading the pilot to turn around. If not the autopilot would do it all for him.

      Once again Jake had to convince himself it was all worth it. The image of his sister listening to Army of Gort made him smile; there was hope for her yet.

      The first thing Jake had to do was cut all communications from the aircraft. With over eighty telephones, radios, fax machines and numerous computer systems it would be easy for anybody aboard the aircraft to make an emergency call. Luckily all calls were routed through a communications room situated behind the cockpit. And that should just be above Jake. He took another flying leap and phased through the ceiling.

      After a second of utter blackness as he passed between floors, Jake phased into the room above and immediately knew that his information was incorrect. Tables and luxury padded revolving chairs, all bolted to the floor, filled his view and he willed himself not to reform just yet or he would become half boy, half table. He solidified on top of the table, where three very surprised men and one woman stared at him, frozen in terror. It was some kind of planning lounge and Jake found that he was standing amid stacks of papers and maps. Two doors either end of the room were kindly labelled “cockpit” and “communications room”. A stairwell ran down from this room to the mid-deck.

      Jake fired a small energy orb at one of the men, knocking him out of his chair and unconscious to the floor. This bought the woman enough time to dart from her seat and slide - head first - down the stairwell. Jake turned to intercept her, but felt something connect with the back of his head and he pitched forward. Luckily this time he had remembered to will his force field around him in case he met any more kung-fu-happy staff. But he still felt the blow and the room span as he toppled off the table.

      He looked up to see one of the men had pistol-whipped him. Seconds later an alarm squawked through the plane, obviously the woman had raised it. It was enough of a distraction for the two men to look stupidly up at the flickering red light on the ceiling.

      Jake let two radioactive streamers rip - punching both men in the stomach and slamming them into the curved bulkhead. They were knocked out, their expensive suits smouldering. Jake had no time for pity, now he was feeling angry that his plan to do this quietly had been sabotaged.

      The communications room was a dark place, filled with banks of sophisticated computers and lit only by the huge screens. Four operators didn’t have time to look up as the fortified door buckled when it was blown off its hinges. The door struck three of them, taking them out, before it slammed into the expensive hardware in a shower of sparks.

      Jake entered looking vengeful. He had planned to deliver a small electromagnetic pulse through the aircraft’s communication systems, as Grimm had advised. That would be enough to take them offline, but now Jake was running on adrenaline, and was doing what came natural to him - being heavy handed.

      He unleashed a lightning bolt across the room. The crackling electricity struck every system and overloaded them in a fountain of sparks. The last conscious operator in the room couldn’t have been more than twenty. He peered at Jake through owl-like glasses.

      ‘Don’t shoot!’

      ‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ snarled Jake impulsively. A strand of lightning jumped from his finger and struck the man in the chest. He slumped to the floor in a ball of agony.

      Jake ran back into the lounge, which was now lit only by emergency lighting strips - he must have overloaded the ship’s electronics. He heard the clatter of feet on the stairs as impeccably dressed Secret Service personnel ran up, armed with automatic pistols. Jake had been told that nobody would risk firing a gun onboard, as a bullet hole would depressurise the aircraft. But it looked like nobody had bothered telling the security services that.

      Jake sent another volley of lightning down the stairs. The two leading men, who barely managed to fit up the staircase, fell backwards, cannoning into two more.

      Jake ran for the cockpit door, and didn’t break his stride as he phased through. The cockpit was jam packed with flight instrumentation and the windows offered a view of the KC-10 refuelling plane right in front of them, with the long fuel pipe trailing out towards the side of the cockpit. Jake could clearly see the shuttlecock drogue connected to the line, just outside the cockpit window. Despite the alarm that was sounding, the crew could not simply stop the refuelling process. They were already running on empty tanks.

      The pilot didn’t even look around as he heard a gasp from the co-pilot and engineer. He was too busy jiggling the controls to make sure Air Force One remained connected to the refuelling pipe.

      ‘I’m going to make this very easy for you,’ said Jake in a voice that trembled from both nerves and excitement. ‘All you have to do is refuel and turn this plane around towards Romania. All your radios are out, and in a few minutes you won’t have a fighter escort.’

      ‘You’re hijacking us?’

      Jake hesitated. That seemed too strong a word. Then again, telling the pilot that he was kidnapping them all didn’t sound any better.

      ‘You’ll live. Unless you try something stupid.’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ said the terrified co-pilot, as the cockpit door was repeatedly hammered by Secret Service guys eager to get in.

      ‘I’m doing this to get my family back. I wish there was another way, but—’

      The co-pilot had been maintaining perfect eye-contact, and no flicker gave away the fact the engineer, who was positioned just to Jake’s side, had slid out a high-voltage stun gun and fired it into Jake’s ribs.

      Jake felt like every nerve in his body was on fire as the current pulsed through him. The special issue stun gun would have felled a bear in seconds, no normal human stood a chance.

      But Jake wasn’t normal.

      The current remerged from his body, amplified. Lightning bolts burst out from him in all directions, striking instruments and crew with such ferocity that Jake could smell burning clothes and skin. Jake himself dropped to the floor, momentarily weakened. When he caught his breath and looked up he saw the entire crew was slumped over the controls, even the pilot. Worse still, all of the instrument panel was dead - lights out, and dials reading zero across the board. He could still hear the engines roaring, so they were still flying, but the sophisticated computer system, was dead.

      He’d lost the autopilot.

      In fact, the roar of the engines seemed overly noisy. He stood up and gazed through the cockpit window.

      And what he saw was bad.

      When the pilot had slumped forwards, his hand had been on the throttle. It had been pushed by his bodyweight, and had edged the control to maximum. Air Force One had jolted forwards, severing the attached fuel line. Pure aviation fuel splattered across the window like a bad rainstorm.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. Air Force One had accelerated so close to the slower KC-10 tanker that the top of the cockpit grated along the tail of the refuelling tanker.

      The sound of tearing metal reverberated through the Boeing. Jake watched in shock as metal-on-metal sparks kicked up - igniting the volatile jet fuel.

      The blue nose of Air Force One erupted in flames as the fuel caught fire. The front of the aircraft was now an orange fireball.

      The two F-22 pilots had never seen anything like it, and they were powerless to do anything about it. The KC-10 tanker sharply banked aside - narrowly missing a collision with the Boeing. The trailing fuel hose still spewed liquid fire until automatic cut-off valves stemmed the flow. Air Force One’s twisted re-fuelling probe cut off access to the aircraft’s fuel tanks, preventing the flames from reaching it and blowing the aircraft up mid-air.

      Jake dragged the pilot out of his seat as the Boeing sharply climbed. He’d flown flight simulators and even Basilisk’s SkyKar - but this was a different beast altogether. And there were fifty innocent people onboard. He gently pushed the control stick forwards and the aircraft levelled out, although all Jake could see through the window was a wall of flame.

      With no way to see out, no instruments and absolutely zero real flying experience behind a jumbo-jet, Jake knew he had no choice but to make an emergency landing - otherwise everybody onboard would be killed.

      Including him.
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      The F-22 Raptors orbited Air Force One. The entire front was aflame, and threatened to reach the massive wings where the fuel was stored. Then the Boeing began to nose dive towards the sparkling ocean below. The pilots’ repeated attempts to radio the plane met with static. A US naval vessel, the USS Kitty Hawk had already sent rescue helicopters, but they wouldn’t arrive for another hour. The situation was hopeless.

      Inside, Jake wrestled the controls. Although he couldn’t see outside and none of the instruments were working, including the gyroscopic artificial horizon, his stomach was telling him they were descending quickly. The pounding against the cockpit door had stopped; no doubt the Secret Service had been thrown around the aircraft during its mid-air collision. Then Jake heard the distinctive sound of gunshots slamming into the door. Someone had managed to brace themselves long enough to try and shoot their way in, a futile gesture since the door was reinforced against exactly that kind of situation.

      Jake couldn’t think of a single superpower to help him out of his predicament. He attempted to gather his jumbled thoughts. He could try to teleport the entire crew out en masse, but that would require everybody touching - and he doubted they would give him the chance to explain a plan were they all had to hold hands. He needed to try and stop the flames before they damaged the aircraft any further.

      The Raptor pilots thought they were hallucinating when they saw the figure of a young boy fly through the burning cockpit and hover alongside Air Force One. Then their secret security briefing came back to mind, he was obviously a Super - and because he had come out of Air Force One, they had to assume he was not a hero but a hostile. Then again, he was too small a target to shoot at - if they did attack they risked striking Air Force One.

      Jake took stock of the situation. Although it was freezing outside, the thin oxygen was feeding the flames. He needed to smother them with something. He was only half aware that one of the Raptor fighter planes was matching the speed of Air Force One, and flying meters above it.

      Jake ignored it. He pointed at the burning nose and shot out, what he hoped was, the right power.

      The Raptor pilot was surprised to see a thick layer of ice stream from the boy’s hands and cling to the Boeing’s fuselage like snow. The villain zoomed around the nose-diving aircraft and covered the entire front of it with thick ice that killed the flames. Seconds later the ice broke away in large fragments, revealing the black, damaged metal beneath.

      It all happened as the pilot was lining up a delicate shot with his Vulcan Gatling gun. Just a few inches out and he risked blowing a hole in the President’s plane. His finger pulled the trigger - just as the shards of jagged ice broke away from Air Force One. Several smashed into his craft at high-speed, breaking a hole in the canopy and forcing him to yank the joystick back.

      Jake looked up to see tracer fire from the Raptor’s Gatling gun arc away from him. The fighter flipped aside, completely out of control. The pilot ejected with a bang that Jake could hear over the rushing wind, and the F-22 Raptor plummeted like a stone. Jake had no wish to tackle the remaining Raptor, so phased back inside the cockpit.

      Jake tried to ignore the axe blade sticking through the door. He had to hand it to the Secret Service, they were persistent. Jake pulled back on the controls and swung the aircraft into a climb before jinking to one side and resuming the descent. He heard thuds and muffled swearing as the Secret Service guys were thrown about.

      There was no way Jake could safely land the Boeing on a runway, which was just as well as he had no idea where the nearest piece of land was. Surely ditching it in the ocean would be easy? He vaguely recalled that airplanes were designed to float. He just hoped he wasn’t making up that particular fact.

      Now the horizon appeared level through the side windows, and consumed the front windscreen. The white dots that had been scattered icebergs now loomed as big as mountains. Jake judged that it was time to lift the nose and push the throttle forwards to lose speed.

      The looming iceberg rushed past, so close that the wing tip scraped chunks of ice. The water below was littered with fist-sized ice debris, but Jake had no time to worry about that. He managed to lift the nose with seconds to spare. As the nose rose, the tail struck the ocean. Jake had thought it would be like diving into a swimming pool.

      He was completely wrong.

      At these speeds hitting the water was like landing on grass. The tail section cracked and the stabilizing fins sheared away as ice smashed into them. But somehow the tail remained attached. The impact forced the front of the Boeing down against the water—

      Jake was hurled forwards into the control panel. Air Force One bellyflopped into the water, but was travelling so fast that it lifted out again and skimmed the ocean like a stone - just clearing a small ice floe before splashing down again.

      Jake felt each crunching jar and with it the tortured whine of the engines.

      Air Force One skipped for the seventh time before making full contact with the ocean and driving forwards like a speedboat, cutting a massive v-shaped wake. The port-wing dipped, both engines suddenly cutting into the water with a shrill gurgling scream. The submerged engines acted as a pivot and pulled the aircraft around in arc.

      There was no chance of the stress breaking the wings off. What most people don’t realise is that the wings support the entire weight of an aircraft during flight. They are the toughest part of any plane.

      But when the twin portside engines decided to explode, the resulting conflagration shattered the wing in two and sent an orange mushroom cloud rocketing skywards. Luckily the ocean waves prevented the fires from damaging the body of the aircraft.

      The plane skidded sideways in the water for hundreds of metres before smashing to a halt lengthways against an iceberg. Windows shattered, and chunks of ice rained down on the fuselage. The raised starboard wing smashed against the water like a giant flipper and killed the remaining engines.

      For a moment there was silence.

      Jake opened his eyes, amazed to discover he was alive and elated that he had managed to land, although he had no idea of the extent of the damage. Dull thuds echoed through the plane as emergency exit doors were blown open.

      Jake climbed to his feet. Then he took a deep breath and dropped, phasing through the floor.

      He appeared in the empty Presidential Suite and ran through the open door. He knew the crew would be abandoning ship. He hurried down a narrow corridor and stopped at the first exit he came to. It was the main entrance and the airstair, a door with built-in steps, had been lowered and already the ocean waves were rolling in. Two bright yellow life rafts bobbed on the frigid waters, crammed with crew. The nearest contained black suited Secret Service personnel who seemed to be waiting for Jake. As soon as he poked his head outside automatic gunfire peppered the fuselage and the wall behind him.

      Jake dived across the gap, his shield catching bullets. One eager bodyguard leapt from the raft onto the airstair. Jake saw him scrambling aboard and launched a fireball at him. The flames slammed into the wall, just above the bodyguard’s head. The man flailed and slipped back down the stairwell and into the ocean. Jake considered sinking the life raft, but that would no doubt condemn the bodyguards to death. And since they weren’t Supers, he didn’t want to do that.

      Jake ran past the galley and through a plush meeting room. He shoved through a partitioned door and into the aft section where journalists usually travelled. The rear external door was open and a knot of Secret Service personnel were gathered around the President and the Secretary of Defence.

      Jake opened his mouth to speak - and a hail of gunfire slammed into his head. Even though his shield was working, the accumulated bullets still felt like a fist slamming into his nose. He fell onto his back, and was surprised to find he didn’t stop sliding—

      Jake looked around in panic - the aircraft was slowly seesawing as it flooded. The tail rose at an angle, scraping across the iceberg with a sound like fingernails across a chalkboard. Water flooded through the front door, and a mini-wave rolled towards him.

      The President and his staff floundered as the Boeing shuddered. They were thrown away from the emergency exit as the angle of the floor increased.

      Air Force One was sinking.

      Freezing water splashed over Jake’s head, instantly spurring him on. He jumped to his feet, his boots slipping on the soggy carpet.

      ‘Aw, no!’ he cried. Things were getting rapidly out of hand.

      He jumped straight up, passing through the ceiling and out over the aircraft. The God’s eye view allowed him quickly to assess the situation. The front of the aircraft was just under the surface, issuing streams of bubbles. The tail was already twenty feet out of the water, still rubbing against the iceberg. As he watched, it cracked away, falling into the water with a mighty splash.

      Three full yellow hexagonal life raft bobbed away from the wreckage, the bodyguards frantically rowed to a fourth empty boat that was supposed to contain the President.

      Jake hovered above, and luckily nobody was paying him any attention. He couldn’t deal with an onslaught of bullets. He had to try something, something impossible.

      He closed his eyes and felt the superpowers charge through his system. Basilisk, Chameleon and Mr Grimm had all told him how special he was - and now was the time to prove it.

      Jake couldn’t explain how he knew which power to call up, but never the less he could feel his fingers pulse. The last time he had used telekinesis had been to push aside the security cameras at Diablo Island. Now he was attempting to lift a three hundred thousand kilograms of aircraft.

      Inside, the President and his staff had been thrown against a partition wall as water pooled around their feet. Behind them they could see only open sky where the tail used to be. The President was being manhandled towards the exit and was preparing to jump out when the aircraft rocked again, throwing everyone back to the floor. One unlucky bodyguard slipped from the gap in the tail and fell into the icy sea.

      Survivors in each raft watched in amazement as the blackened nose of Air Force One suddenly rose from the ocean and the plane levelled out, pulling away from the iceberg.

      Then they watched with open mouths as it gradually lifted vertically into the sky, water pouring from every doorway. It rose forty feet up before they became aware of Jake hovering over it, both hands extended and intense concentration etched on his face. One bodyguard took aim with his gun, but his colleague pushed it aside, warning him that shooting the Super would probably cause the aircraft to bellyflop back into the ocean.

      Jake felt charged with power, stronger than he had ever felt before.

      He looked down on the battered aircraft and hoped he could pull off his plan. He’d been told it was impossible - but he was willing to push himself to the limit.

      The crew in the life rafts blinked - and Air Force One vanished in a massive boom. They blinked against the clear sky as the last drops of water fell from nothingness.

      The President and his Chief of Staff had disappeared.

      

      Mr Grimm’s footsteps clicked on the polished black marble floor. He walked steadily along a corridor that led from one of the outlying islands to the central landmass. Windows in the arched walls offered views over the island network that would have been spectacular had the island not been smothered in thick mist.

      A heavily ornate door stood at the end of the corridor. There were eight such doors circling the chamber, each branded to suit the individual Council members from whose island they led. The door in front of Grimm was etched with curling snakes and spiders. It opened vertically with a whisper. Beyond, the Council chamber was bathed in red light. Despite himself, Grimm hesitated before entering.

      The Council of Evil’s meeting chamber was a vast dome-shaped room built in the caldera of an extinct volcano. It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the low light levels. Eight alcoves, bathed in shadows, sat on the perimeter of the chamber. They held throne-like seats for each of the Council members. One alcove was raised above the others, signifying the seat of the Council Leader whose decision was, supposedly, final. Then again the position was supposed to be temporary. Henchmen, lackeys and general administration servants took up the space between the recessed thrones, they formed the functional backbone of the Council of Evil. Mr Grimm caught the eye of Ambassador Grutt, head of the Council’s uncivil service. The Ambassador nodded slightly, he was one of the few people on the islands that Mr Grimm respected.

      The centre of the room was taken up by a huge opaque holographic image of the world slowly spinning on its axis. Various splashes of red indicated where villains were gaining territories as governments succumbed to their demands, and in some rare cases, fell completely. Yellow boarder lines were evenly spaced, marking the individual territories run by each of the Council members. It was in these territories that they would lobby and allow permits that enabled the villains to conduct whatever dastardly scheme they had cooked up. The permit system ensured that no single villain would be in competition with another. Of course, there were always those who did not play by the rules, such as Basilisk, and the Council dealt with them, or the Hero Foundation would be anonymously tipped off to stop them.

      The chamber was overly warm, and Mr Grimm had to brush a single drop of sweat that had formed on his pale brow. The atmosphere in the room was oppressive, malice charged the chamber and it gave Grimm the distinct impression that he had just walked into the hive of some diabolical insect.

      The door silently closed behind him, cutting out the last vestiges of daylight. Grimm took his position with the rest of the administration staff and waited.

      The image fizzled then disappeared. Clearly, he had just walked in on the end of a presentation. A plangent voice echoed through the chamber. It had such a melancholy quality that Grimm started feeling his will to live seeping away. It was the current Council leader, Necros.

      ‘Progress is excellent. But I still see the more established countries are putting up resistance thanks to the Foundation. That will soon end when the Hero Foundation falls. Already we have a three-fold increase in our recruitment process worldwide. Children in particular are signing up to the villain website in droves.’

      Grimm knew that without the necessary guidance, those new young villains, like their heroic counterparts, would be nothing more than cannon fodder. But that suited the Council’s needs perfectly, although on rare occasions, talented stars were discovered.

      A deep voice spoke out. White lupine eyes gleamed from one alcove, made all the more alarming by the fact there were two pairs just above one another. It was the bloodthirsty supervillain known as Fallout.

      ‘Basilisk continues to avoid our bounty hunters and yet you still find him valuable?’

      A sibilant voice came from the recess opposite. Mr Grimm’s head did not move, but his eyes swivelled to identify the speaker. He saw only a bulbous green head lean forward, housing what he knew to be the terrifying intellect of Professor Mobius.

      ‘We have him to thank for bringing the hero website offline. He has brought together a merry little band of villains who have their own grudges against the Council. But he is proving to be quite successful in his efforts. If we allow him to proceed in toppling down the Hero Foundation then I foresee a great victory. Afterwards we can punish him for the failed assassination attempt on us all.’

      ‘I do not trust him.’

      ‘Perhaps you fear him, Fallout?’ An angry snarl answered that comment, and Mobius allowed himself a gruff chuckle. ‘Rest assured that we have Trojan watching him closely.’

      Another Council member sitting opposite Grimm joined in. In the dim light he could just see a large head fanning out at the crown, and four crimson red armour-clad muscular arms resting on the throne. The rest of the figure was cloaked in shadows that seemed to cling to him: Armageddon.

      ‘It is Viral I am concerned with. He is a threat to us all. He belongs in Diablo Island. Or better, dead. Worse still, I hear reports that Lord Eon escaped in the prison revolt after Hunter escaped and Basilisk broke in. If this proves to be true everybody is in mortal danger, whichever side they are on!’

      Murmurs of agreement filled the chamber.

      Mobius raised his hand for silence. ‘I concur. However, Basilisk still has his part to play. Mr Grimm, you will be inside the Hero Foundation when Basilisk arrives there?’

      ‘I will be.’

      ‘Good. Then you will aide him as much as necessary. Lower the exterior shields to ensure he has no problems on his arrival. Although I am sure that he will try to kill you.’

      Mr Grimm gave a formal bow. ‘It shall be done.’

      A rapid bubbling noise, which turned into a high-pitch whistle like a kettle boiling, caught everybody’s attention. It came from close to Grimm. He turned to see the alcove had been converted into what looked like, on first glance, a Jacuzzi. Inside was a writhing mass of liquid that took a humanoid shape: Abyssal.

      ‘We seem to be forgetting the point of convening today. The boy... Hunter. Where is he?’

      All eyes turned to the raised seat where the spindly figure of Necros sat. Grimm could smell the stench from here and was thankful the chamber was so dark. Next to him he saw Chromosome lean forwards with a calculating look on her face. Grimm knew that she wanted Necros’ seat as Council leader.

      ‘Chromosome,’ said Necros with a voice that reverberated with gloom. ‘You were tasked with tracking the boy down.’

      Chromosome stepped into the centre of the chamber. She walked like a catwalk model and seemed entirely out of place - until the shadows on the floor shifted with faint arachnid forms.

      ‘So far the boy has been elusive. My research has shown it was probably a high powered member of the Hero Foundation that aided his escape from Diablo Island and is now helping him stay hidden.’

      She took great delight in soaking up the sudden murmur that circled the chamber. Mr Grimm said nothing, but he knew it all to be lies. Most things Chromosome said were. He mused that this must be part of her plan to become Council Leader.

      Necros stood. ‘If this is true, who was it? And why?’

      ‘It certainly seems like the Foundation have split views. Maybe a breakaway faction wishes to establish their own operations?’

      Further disinformation calculated to throw the Council off Hunter’s scent. Chromosome was smiling sweetly.

      ‘Then it must be a plan to overthrow both the Foundation and the Council!’ cried Fallout, both fists simultaneously thumping his chair arms. ‘My spies have received reports that Hunter kidnapped the President of the United States!’

      More clamouring amongst the Council. Chromosome’s eyes met Grimm’s and she arched a perfect eyebrow, she obviously hadn’t yet heard how successful her plan had been. Mr Grimm walked forwards and composed himself by not making eye contact with anybody.

      ‘It is true. Hunter teleported Air Force One and the President from the Atlantic Ocean.’

      Gasps of astonishment filled the chamber. A voice to the left caught Grimm’s attention. It came from a huge fat man who could crush Grimm to death under the folds of flab if he fell on him. The man’s chubby fingers gripped a three-stemmed Hookah. He was called Momentum.

      ‘He teleported the entire aircraft? That’s impossible!’

      He sucked streams of smoke from the Hookah and blew it straight at Grimm.

      Grimm opened his mouth to speak, but stopped when he felt Chromosome’s hand on his shoulder. Several spiders crawled around his shins. Grimm tried not to pay attention to them.

      ‘Nevertheless,’ purred Chromosome, ‘it appears he did it. Hunter is indeed more powerful than we thought. I shall increase my efforts to locate him.’

      ‘Perhaps you need assistance?’ said a high voice that sounded as if the speaker came from an English public school. Chromosome’s face momentarily dropped when she heard it, and they all turned to the final Council member. She was Yohg-Shuggor, the Destroyer of Worlds, the Bringer of the Night, the Spawn of the Damned, Eater of the Dead, the Apocalypse Harbinger, and the Shaker of Worlds. But her close friends called her Amy. Her current earthbound form was that of a small girl of about thirteen, with flame-red hair and wearing dungarees.

      Chromosome sucked in a deep breath, and the fake smile covered her face again. ‘Thank you for the offer, but my powers will be ample enough to track the boy down.’

      Chromosome met the girl’s searching gaze, and she was grateful to turn away when she heard Necros’ voice carry through the chamber like a lead weight.

      ‘You should focus all of your time on this task, Chromosome. It is the most important of Council business.’

      Chromosome gave him a terse nod.

      ‘Then I shall away and see to it at once.’

      Grimm watched as Chromosome’s throne drifted across the floor to meet her. Only when it was close enough for her to sit, did Grimm see that eight metallic spider’s legs propelled it. He shivered, realising that the throne was alive, another mad creation from Chromosome’s warped mind. With Chromosome seated, the throne spun around and scurried for the door, the spider entourage following.

      ‘Grimm, with me,’ Chromosome commanded.

      Mr Grimm followed her as the door snapped open, relieved to be leaving the dark chamber. He made the mistake of catching Amy’s eye on the way out and for a moment he felt an icy finger stab his brain. Was she trying to read his thoughts? The scowl she gave him no doubt shortened his life expectancy by several years.

      He followed Chromosome across the bridge in silence; a silence made more oppressive as the mist had closed in, only giving a few metres visibility. When they had distanced themselves from the Council chamber, her throne pirouetted around. In the daylight Grimm could see the throne’s metal skin undulate as though it were breathing. The red padded seat resembled a raw liver and he could swear it readjusted to Chromosome’s shifting body.

      ‘Where is Hunter?’

      Chromosome’s delicate tones had been replaced by ice. She glared suspiciously at Mr Grimm. Grimm’s face was blank and unreadable.

      ‘As I said, Hunter teleported straight—’

      He didn’t see her move, but in the blink of an eye Chromosome was standing in front of him, her slender fingers around his neck. Despite possessing no obvious muscles, she effortlessly lifted him off the floor and held him out over the mist-shrouded balcony. It was a long drop, not that that bothered Grimm because he could fly, but there were worse things she could do to him.

      ‘The Council may be employing you, but I am paying you much more. Your loyalty lies with me alone. Understand?’

      Grimm tried to nod. He couldn’t talk as a chrome spider had scuttled into his mouth.

      ‘Where is the boy?’

      The spider ran out of his mouth and perched on his head. He felt a jolt of pain as the spider pressed two fangs into his forehead, drawing blood. Grimm used all his resolve to keep eye contact with Chromosome.

      ‘Unknown, but he will come to me. He has carried out your wishes so far.’

      Chromosome regarded him for a few seconds, and then gently lowered him back onto the bridge. Spiders jumped off him and surrounded her as she took her seat. Grimm wiped the blots of blood from his forehead with a white handkerchief. He had seen Chromosome’s Legion strip a man of his flesh like a shoal of piranhas, so he counted his wound a mere graze.

      ‘Ready him for the exchange. The President for information of Psych’s location.’

      ‘Do you really know where Psych is?’

      Chromosome gave a sharp laugh. ‘Who cares where he is? When Hunter shows he will be joining me whether he likes it or not. We’ll rendezvous somewhere I can demonstrate my powers if he feels the need to challenge me. Somewhere that will be the last place the citizens of America will look for their precious leader, right under their nose. Liberty Island.’

      ‘New York?’ exclaimed Mr Grimm in surprise. ‘Isn’t that a little too public? And bringing the American President back to his—’

      ‘The President is nothing more than a mascot. It’s access to his military might that I want. Then the Council will have a little uprising when they realise that I have agents in every one of their territories. I will have Hunter under my control, doing only my bidding. Who will be left to stop me? Then I will start the world from scratch. Cast it in my own image.’

      ‘Kill everybody?’

      ‘Everything. I have the power to create life from the lifeless.’

      She tapped a button on Grimm’s suit. The plastic rippled as it suddenly grew a stubby pair of wings, detached itself and flew onto Chromosome’s hand. Grimm could see that she had indeed created life. The button bug had tiny legs, two probing antenna gently tapped her hand.

      ‘And I have the power to destroy.’

      She crushed the bug between her thumb and finger.

      It was a rare moment, but Grimm was genuinely rattled. He had no idea Chromosome was so insane. ‘You’re talking about being a God.’

      ‘A Goddess,’ snapped Chromosome tartly. ‘But not everybody will die. Be a good servant, Grimm, and you’ll see my new paradise.’

      Grimm bowed, although he knew without a doubt that Chromosome was barking mad.

      ‘An offer beyond any wealth,’ he said humbly.

      ‘Yes it is. Tell me when Hunter makes contact. I wish things to start rolling straight away. I have much to do.’

      Grimm nodded and watched her vanish in the mist. Only the faint sounds of her arachnid troupe could be heard. He glanced back in the direction of the Council chamber. If he told them about Chromosome’s plan then there would be uproar and they would turn on her in a fight that would lead to open feuding as accusations were thrown and allegiances questioned.

      The Council was full of ambitious villains, and not just on the eight in seats of power. Minor villains schemed and plotted to be one day sitting in their place. It was a world of intrigue and backstabbing, originally designed as a democracy, with the Council being voted in. But as soon as Necros became leader and tasted power, he turned it into a dictatorship.

      That would not do for Mr Grimm. He liked to maintain the equilibrium. There was only one weapon he needed to nudge the balance back in right direction. Jake Hunter.
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      Air Force One dropped three feet to the floor of the hangar when it materialised in Jake’s new lair. The resulting thunderclap was so loud that it momentarily deafened everybody on board. The hangar was big enough to house two Boeings. A set of massive closed doors lead out to camouflaged airstrip on a mountain plateau; the doors themselves were disguised to resemble the mountain face.

      Jake was impressed that he’d achieved the impossible by teleporting the aircraft, but it had left him weak and trembling. He tried to fight the temptation to open the villain app to feed his cravings, but the desire was just too strong. He briefly wondered if Basilisk had known the enormity of his powers?

      He dropped to the floor of the hangar, feeling light headed. Straight away he dealt with the President, his Secretary of Defence, and the remaining Secret Service staff by encasing them with a crystalline coating as Chameleon had done to him, briefly, in the shopping mall. Mr Grimm had suggested the power, saying that the coating would allow them the breath, but they would be nothing more than statues.

      Jake walked from the hangar, wobbled in the stone passageway beyond, and then collapsed.

      He awoke in the largest bed he’d ever been in. Judging by the stone walls he was still in the castle, his castle, he corrected himself. At the end of the bed a television was playing a twenty-four hour news channel. The main story was the sudden disappearance of the American President while aboard Air Force One. No mention was made of flying villains or superpowers.

      Jake sat up in bed, and noticed there was a drip attached to his arm that snaked away to a computer at the side of the bed. The screen showed that the computer was logged onto the villain website. It was the same setup Basilisk had used to keep him alive.

      He was feeling much better until he noticed that he was still wearing the same clothes. He stank. Here he was, a supervillain with his own Transylvanian Castle lair... and yet he couldn’t afford clean underwear.

      The door opened and Jake felt a little disappointed that there was no spooky creak. Mr Grimm entered, and Jake noticed the two punctures on his forehead.

      ‘You’re awake,’ he said without preamble. ‘Feel able to walk?’

      ‘Well I could do with a shower, some clean clothes and food. But yes.’

      ‘Food is being prepared and there are clean clothes in the washroom.’

      Jake looked questioningly at Grimm. ‘Prepared by who?’

      Mr Grimm looked like he was about to snap a reply, but instead took a deep breath. The tension on his face eased. ‘Forgive me, times are stressful and I need to be elsewhere. I have hired a servant for you. He’s a mute called Igor.’ Jake grinned and was about to joke about the name, but Grimm continued. ‘You have fourteen hours before you handover the President and his staff over to Chromosome.’ Grimm hesitated as though he was about to say more.

      ‘Where? I don’t think I can teleport that thing again.’

      ‘I will give you the details closer to the time. But you can dispose of the aircraft, Chromosome only wanted it to vanish for shock value.’ He pointed to the television screen. ‘And I’m sure you can see you have achieved that.’

      Mr Grimm appraised Jake, and although his face didn’t register it, his voice had an edge of respect. Not encouragement like he’d received from few people other than Basilisk, but genuine respect.

      ‘Nobody has ever achieved what you did. Nobody.’ Jake felt a warm feeling of pride; it wasn’t something he could remember feeling before. ‘Your powers are greater than even I thought. And I tell you now, people from both sides will ask you to do things you do not wish to.’

      Jake narrowed his eyes. ‘Will you?’

      ‘I will certainly urge you in one direction. Only you can decide what is best.’

      Jake was surprised. He was expecting flat out denial from Mr Grimm, but instead he’d been told what appeared to be the truth. Jake felt the tension in his shoulders relax a little. He nodded towards the computer.

      ‘How long was I hooked up to this for?’

      ‘I found you unconscious when I returned, that was eight hours sixteen minutes ago. The website seems to be the only thing keeping you alive right now.’

      ‘Do you know what powers I downloaded?’

      ‘While unconscious? Who knows what happens. You have a bond with site that you must to break before you become a slave to it. And as far as I can tell, you will still have to download powers in the regular way. If you do not then they seem to become... jumbled.’

      ‘Jumbled? I don’t understand.’

      ‘Your old friend, Warren Feddle... Scuffer. What you did to him was unprecedented.’

      ‘I don’t know what I did to him.’ Jake’s face hardened. ‘But the idiot deserved it.’

      ‘I’m sure he did. But no power exists in the world to do what you did.’

      Jake sighed. ‘I know this. Chameleon told me that my body’s acting like a... chemical lab. I just want to know how to control it.’

      ‘That is the question isn’t it?’ Mr Grimm glanced at his watch. ‘I must leave. Igor will serve in the kitchen, and then I suggest that you greet your guests and feed them. We don’t have to be barbarians.’

      

      Igor turned out to be a six-foot tall thirty-year-old man, with the sort of chiselled good looks that Jake associated with movie stars. All images of a hunchbacked dwarf vanished the moment Igor had smiled and laid a full roast meal on the table. Jake had stared at the array of food, enough to feed a football team. It was the only substantial thing he had eaten for over a month. He felt a wave of sadness once again as he thought about his mother’s Sunday lunches. He finished quickly and headed to the hangar.

      It took him ten minutes of wrong turns and back tracking before he got there. Mr Grimm had taken the President and his Secretary of Defence out of their crystalline prisons, and they now sat on chairs to one side of the crippled aircraft. They stood defiantly when Jake entered.

      ‘Hello,’ said Jake unsure just what to say to the most powerful non-super man on the planet.

      The Secretary of Defence sprang at him with a waggling finger. ‘This is an outrage! I demand you return us to the nearest United States embassy at once and hand yourself in for kidnapping the President! How dare you! You’re nothing more than a... a... kid.’ He finished lamely as he suddenly noticed that was exactly what Jake was.

      The President stared at Jake with a glimmer of recognition. ‘I know you. You’re...’ he wracked his memory, ‘Jake Hunter.’

      Jake was surprised - but Igor ruined the moment by arriving with a trolley of food and drink. He barely gave the President, the smashed Air Force One, or the Secret Service guards who were still frozen in crystal, a second glance before leaving.

      ‘Help yourself,’ said Jake. ‘The beef’s excellent. So you know me?’

      The President sat down and crossed his legs in what he hoped was a relaxed manner. ‘I never forget a face that threatens to throw the world off its axis and asks for my Air Force to hand over its stealth fighters.’

      It took Jake a moment to remember how the President knew his face. Then it occurred to him. ‘Ah, the video demand.’ Events just weeks ago were a distant memory. He wondered if that was a side effect of the superpowers. Basilisk had convinced Jake to deliver a ransom demand to the world’s leaders. He had sworn that Jake’s face would be digitized, but it seems that was just another of Basilisk’s hollow promises.

      ‘Yes, the demand. A ransom that you never got.’ A defiant smile crossed the President’s face.

      Jake shrugged and examined the frozen security guards like they were museum exhibits. ‘I didn’t want any of that. I was being used.’

      ‘Used? You were in cahoots with Basilisk! I’ve crossed swords with that creep before. That makes you my enemy, even before you kidnapped me!’

      Jake whirled around, his voice raised.

      ‘Basilisk is my enemy too! He used me! He turned me into some superpowered freak! I hate him!’

      The President was surprised by the fury in Jake’s voice. Although Jake was a fourteen year old boy, the President knew all about the world of Supers, and he knew that Jake was just as dangerous as any dictator armed with weapons of mass destruction.

      ‘That changes nothing, Hunter.’

      Jake calmed down a little, but began pacing the hangar with his arms behind his back. He suddenly stopped in horror as he realized that pacing like that was exactly what Basilisk used to do. He wondered just how much Basilisk had gotten inside his head.

      ‘Look, I’m really sorry to have to do this to you. Seriously, I am. But it’s for a good cause.’

      ‘You threaten me, you threaten my country. Scum like you makes the world live in fear of their safety. So forgive me if I don’t share your enthusiasm. You do realize that within minutes the United States Marines will burst through that door and kill you?’

      Jake smirked. ‘Sorry, but I don’t share your enthusiasm about that. Nobody’s going to be saving you. But on the plus side, I have no intention of harming you. In a few hours you’ll be out of my hair when I hand you over to Chromosome.’

      All pretence of being proud and noble vanished from the President’s face the second he heard the name.

      The Secretary of Defence gave a little burble. ‘Chromosome? You plan to hand us over to that...’ the swear word never made it to his lips, he was suddenly too nervous.

      Jake watched them carefully. Obviously they were aware of the danger they were in, and the fact they might not live much longer was playing on their minds. Jake tried to not think about it, he knew he shouldn’t get involved. It was like bullying, you never can bully your own mates, you’re too close to them. He tried to change conversation.

      ‘Try and eat. It’s not poisoned I promise.’

      ‘Why are you doing this, son?’

      Jake looked up to see the President was hunched forwards in his chair, studying Jake carefully.

      ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

      ‘I’m the President of the United States of America, try me.’

      ‘Like I said, you wouldn’t understand.’

      The President sat back and folded his arms. ‘Is that because I’m a politician... or an adult?’

      Jake smiled slightly. He might as well tell the truth, he had promised himself he was through with liars and lying.

      ‘I’m doing this so that I can get my family back.’

      ‘I know that feeling, Jake.’

      ‘Sure you do.’

      ‘I do. I told you that I crossed paths with Basilisk before. He kidnapped my daughter. If it wasn’t for a superhero called Chameleon, I wouldn’t have gotten her back alive.’

      Jake bit his lip. He thought it wasn’t the best time to mention that he wanted to do nasty things to Chameleon as well.

      The President reached for the inside of his jacket - then hesitated. ‘I’m just reaching for my wallet. There’s no gun there.’

      Jake shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t do you much good if there was.’

      ‘Fair point.’ The President took out his wallet and opened it to show Jake a picture of his wife and two smiling daughters. ‘That’s my family.’

      Jake took the wallet and stared at the photograph long and hard.

      ‘I have a family too,’ piped up the Secretary of Defence. ‘A son and daughter and my wife... well, she doesn’t really count because I think the cow’s going to divorce me...’

      The President kicked him in the shin to silence him.

      ‘We’ve all got families Jake. And we all think ours is more important than anyone else’s. Fact of the matter is, your family is just as important to you, as mine is to me. And if you hand me over to the Council of Evil, forget about how my country will react. It’s my family who will suddenly lose their father.’

      Jake stared at him and regretted getting involved in a conversation. He handed the wallet back.

      ‘If I let you go, you get your family back. I still lose mine.’

      ‘If the Council have taken them, perhaps I can help?’

      ‘I doubt it. My family are free. They just don’t remember me. A “hero” called Psych blanked their minds. They don’t remember me at all. In fact, they can’t even see me.’

      ‘That is tough.’ Jake stared at him. The President seemed sincere, but Jake’s dad had always told him that the best actor in the world was a politician wanting your vote. ‘However I can help.’

      Jake shook his head and turned away.

      ‘I’ve already got help.’ He walked to the door and turned just before exiting. ‘Please, eat. I’m not the evil dirtbag you think I am. My fight’s not with you. You’re just a guy who got caught in the crossfire. I’m out to get the Supers. I’m sorry any of this happened. Serves me right for opening spam emails.’

      

      Jake wasn’t at all tired, so he had to find something to take his mind away from thoughts of his family and the fate of the people he held as prisoners in the bowels of his castle.

      He ascended the single tower, and looked around his sparse command centre. He flicked on a couple of television monitors, which played various news channels. At home he never watched the news, as he didn’t care what was happening in the world. But right now he couldn’t take his eyes off the screen. There were reports from Tokyo, Chicago and London about street battles. The footage showed military tanks and ranks of riot police - but never who they were actually fighting.

      Jake knew though. On another monitor he could see the banner at the top of the villain website relay the news faster than the reporters at the scene. Without heroes to stop them, the villains were running amok. A criminal called Wildfire was playing loud rock music in the streets of Chicago as he caused untold mayhem and derailed an El-train. A team of some unfortunately named Union Jacks were robbing banks and jewellery stores in London, and somebody with a name Jake couldn’t pronounce, was toppling buildings in Tokyo.

      He tore his eyes away from the screens, flicking one of them onto a loud music channel, and stepped out on the balcony. He leaned on the parapet as he soaked in the view of the jagged mountain peaks. It was night, but the skies were clear, offering a spectacular celestial sight. He remembered stargazing with his dad many winters ago, before he’d grown up into... into the obnoxious, ungrateful bully that he’d somehow associated with being ‘cool’. He wondered where his life had all gone wrong. Ordinarily he would have blamed his parents, but now he just couldn’t bring himself to.

      He was a product of his own mistakes, and he had to live with that. A burning smell caught his nostrils and he looked down to see his hands were glowing white-hot and burning through the stone parapet. He shook them out immediately. Basilisk had once told him to use his anger to trigger his powers, but now it seemed any emotion triggered them. He’d have to be careful in the future.

      His mobile phone vibrated. It was a text message from Mr Grimm, with instructions and times to hand over the President. A second one arrived on its heels. Jake read it twice to make sure he was reading it right.

      CHROMOSOME WILL TRY TO DOUBLE-CROSS YOU. IF SHE DOES NOT GIVE YOU PSYCH’S LOCATION THEN DO NOT GIVE HER THE PRESIDENT. IT IS OF UTMOST IMPORTANCE THAT YOU–

      Jake sighed, that’s all there was. Grimm obviously was not a fan of sending abbreviated texts otherwise he could have got the whole thing in one text. A third message arrived moments later.

      –FLEE IF YOU MUST. DO NOT LET HER FOLLOW YOU BACK. DO NOT LET HER HAVE THE PRESIDENT FOR NOTHING. WATCH YOUR BACK!

      Jake googled his destination and made sure he had enough photographic references so that he could teleport there with the President and his entourage, then he headed down to the hangar to prepare them.

      The image of the President’s family hung in his head, and Jake felt doubt gnaw him. If Chromosome was planning to double-cross him then he was going to get very angry.

      

      In the stillness of the night there appeared to be no activity in the single spire castle. Chameleon watched from a mountain peak opposite, in his lizard form he was as still as a gargoyle. When he did move it was like a whisper through the dark. He flew across the valley and latched onto the sheer cliff walls. He could still see the solitary light burning in the tower. There was no sign of movement.

      Chameleon had hacked into Mr Grimm’s files at the Foundation. Grimm was a contractor hired in to fix problems that the Hero Foundation couldn’t or wouldn’t, so there was very little on his records other than the meticulously documented reports on the various operations he had done for the Foundation. This was classified material, and something that Chameleon should not have been privy to. It felt like reading the files from a corrupt Government rather than the squeaky clean Hero Foundation. But he supposed that was what Mr Grimm was usually hired for, dirty work.

      He was annoyed not to find anything incriminating, so he forced himself to read through the files again. This time he noticed a reference to seizing a castle lair from a notorious supervillain Baron Von Gloom, and a photo of the castle itself. Usually a defeated villain’s assets would be utilized by the Foundation or sold on for a profit.

      Chameleon sighed, he remembered reading about the old days when the Foundation would donate such buildings to orphanages and hospitals. How times change, even for the good guys.

      Chameleon cross-referenced Von Gloom’s castle with the Foundation’s main database but drew a blank. It appeared to be missing. It was such a large oversight for Grimm to make... unless it was deliberate. Could Grimm have kept the asset for himself? It was a thin lead, but enough to raise Chameleon’s suspicions. He left the Foundation HQ in secrecy and teleported to Romania.

      Now he was here, Chameleon knew he had little choice but to infiltrate the castle and poke around. He glanced down at the flat valley below, and hesitated. It was unusually flat. He recalled Barron von Gloom had a penchant for aircraft - so guessed that the valley must be an old landing strip.

      Chameleon flew headfirst down the cliff and gently landed. The ground was firm beneath his clawed feet, and covered in dirt and brambles. He had guessed right, it was obviously once a landing strip but with nowhere to shelter aircraft. Curious, he turned to examine the sheer wall and began probing around. Villains were a predictable lot, and there was no doubt a—

      CLICK! A section of the wall pushed inward under his clawed hand and the cliff rolled apart, the seams between the two doors had been artfully blended together. Now Chameleon could see straight into a huge aircraft hangar and he braced himself to unleash a fireball.

      But instead he was greeted by stillness. The hangar was brightly lit, and he was shocked to the battered carcass of Air Force One. Before he had left, there had been no reports that the President was missing, but he had been gone for many hours. He resisted the temptation to run in and shout for his old friend.

      He quickly searched the hangar and confirmed he was alone, before he turned his attention to the aircraft. His first thoughts that it was a fake were dashed when he explored inside. He’d been invited aboard Air Force One when he had saved the President’s daughter. Government’s had strict guidelines that prevented any super from entering seats of power, so he hadn’t been invited into the White House. Just in case.

      Chameleon’s heart sank. The President had been in trouble while he had been poking his nose in restricted Foundation archives instead of doing his job. The next question on his mind was how did this all link with Grimm? At least it confirmed his suspicions that Grimm was up to no good.

      Chameleon sneaked out of the only door, which was partially open, and up a broad, spiral staircase. After several minutes, and with throbbing thigh muscles, he calculated that he must now be in the castle basement. He passed several dark prison cells and looked inside. Empty.

      Further investigation took him up another level to the kitchen area where he could hear a radio play Romanian songs that reminded him painfully of the Eurovision song contest.

      He poked his head around the kitchen door. It was decked out with modern stainless steel and all the implements needed for a gourmet chef. It had a walk in refrigerator, and a massive fire burnt in front of an oak table. The aroma of cold cooked food on the table caught his nostrils and made his stomach rumble.

      That noise was the only cue Igor needed. He had been hiding under the table with a meat cleaver in his hands. His instructions had been simple. Defend the castle from any intruders. He leapt out without a whisper.

      Chameleon barely managed to duck as the cleaver swished over his head. He retaliated with a punch - which fell wide. Igor was nimble, and tossed the blade into his other hand as he circled the hero.

      Chameleon quickly assessed the situation. If the man had any superpowers he would have used them instead of the cleaver, which meant he was just the cook. Chameleon almost laughed. He had dealt with vile supervillains who could tear the flesh off a person with a sonic scream, he had stopped nuclear attacks, earthquakes and intriguing robberies. An ordinary guy posed no problems.

      His tail whipped out, aiming straight for the man’s face. But Igor easily dodged the over-confident blow and struck out with the cleaver. Chameleon felt a stab of pain as the blade sliced his tail in two. Blood splattered the stainless steel refrigerator door.

      Chameleon dropped to his knees in agony, and Igor seized his moment of weakness to pounce. This time Chameleon acted in time and unleashed a fireball that plucked the man from the air, mid-leap, and hurled him against a wall rack of utensils. He fell to the floor in a loud clatter, his shirt smouldering. He didn’t move.

      Right now Chameleon didn’t care if he had killed the man or not. He grabbed the end of his tail and squeezed tight to stem the blood flow. He closed his eyes and willed the pain away. It wasn’t easy. But after what seemed like an eternity the pain faded and a new section of his tail started to grow a few centimetres at a time. It wasn’t a superpowered healing factor. Like most common lizards, Chameleon had the ability to regenerate his tail if it was severed, but it was a painful process.

      Only after he was whole again did he check on the cook. He felt a weak pulse. Satisfied the man was alive, he prowled around the rest of the castle.

      It didn’t take him too long to discover that, aside from the cook, it was empty. In a bathroom, he found a stack of old smelly clothes, which he recognised as belonging to Jake Hunter, and a television that played the news channel. In a couple of minutes Chameleon was fully briefed on the rapidly changing world situation, and the fact that the President was missing. That confirmed his suspicions, Grimm was working for the enemy - at the very least he was colluding with Hunter. Chameleon decided not to report his discovery to the Foundation just yet. He would need hard evidence to convince the Foundation’s leader. He had to catch them both red-handed.

      He finally climbed the castle’s tower and found himself in what passed for a command centre. His eyes were immediately drawn to a computer screen showing pictures of Liberty Island. Chameleon scoured the Internet history and found that was all Hunter had been searching for. He decided that must be where he was taking the President.

      He glanced at the computer’s clock and prayed that he could make it there in time to save him.
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      Jake stared up at the floodlit back of the statue of Liberty Enlightening the World, more commonly known as the Statue of Liberty. He stood in the circular walkway surrounding it, and even from over a hundred metres away he had to crane his neck to take in the full statue.

      Liberty Island was empty. Nobody patrolled it this time of night except a few Coast Guard vessels. The President stood with him, gazing up. His Secret Service crew were still encased, and Jake had had enough of the Secretary of Defences’ complaining and had zapped him into a crystalline statue too.

      ‘It was a gift from the French you know,’ said the President after he regained his balance after the sudden teleportation. ‘A symbol of liberty and freedom.’

      Jake didn’t respond. He nervously glanced northeast to the battery of lights that formed the Manhattan skyline, and behind him, at the shores of New Jersey. He felt an open target here on a small island in the Hudson Bay.

      The President pointed to the irregular eleven star foundation and narrow granite plinth the statue stood on. Jake felt like he had turned into a tour guide. ‘The height’s all an illusion though. That base is higher than the statue itself. Still... she’s a wondrous sight to behold.’

      Jake looked sidelong at him. He’d been mulling Mr Grimm’s message - Chromosome was not to be trusted and would certainly betray him.

      ‘You should go.’

      The President stared at him incredulously. ‘What is this? Are you yanking my chain?’

      ‘No, seriously. Get out of here. This is all wrong. Chromosome has no intention on helping me track down Psych. She just wanted me to do her dirty work.’

      The President still made no move. ‘You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.’

      Jake rounded on him. ‘Go back to your family.’ He nodded his head towards the frozen entourage. ‘Them too. This is not your fight.’

      The President looked at him long and hard. ‘You’re on my country’s soil. That makes it my fight.’

      Jake’s response never made it to his lip. The water in front of the Statue erupted as a circular Council of Evil craft rose from the bay and silently drifted across the island, dripping water like rain as it landed next to the Statue. The ramp unfolded from the belly and Jake tensed, hissing at the President.

      ‘Run! Get out of here!’

      This time the President heeded his words and darted for cover in the trees. Jake suddenly remembered everybody else was still frozen, oh well, too late to deal with that now.

      Chromosome walked down the concourse towards him, a sea of metal spiders glinting around her feet.

      ‘That’s far enough, Chromosome!’

      She stopped and folded her arms, looking relaxed and amiable. She studied the President’s frozen entourage lining the circular plaza.

      ‘Where is the President, Hunter? I saw him on my monitors when we landed. Is he hiding? Afraid of me?’

      ‘You know he’s here, then tell me where Psych is.’

      Her hesitation was enough for Jake to know he had been duped. ‘What you achieved, Hunter, was nothing short of a miracle. Some of your powers have evolved beyond what anybody has ever seen before. You are truly a force to be reckoned with. Why not join me? With our combined strength we could get rid of the Council, the Foundation and all of these warring nations. We could eradicate all life on this planet and start the world again. A new Garden of Eden, just you and I creating life that only we think is worthy.’

      This level of madness surprised Jake. He’d heard about overthrowing the Council from Basilisk, and he just didn’t care about that – although the Council was becoming a thorn in his side, and he would have to deal with it sooner or later. But re-starting the world... The more he thought about it the more it made sense. Just him and Chromosome, a perfect partnership. They would be...

      Jake shook his head clearing away the rose-tinted image conjured by Chromosome’s beguiling voice. ‘You want to play God!’

      Chromosome smiled. ‘And why not? Think about it, Hunter. We’ll do a better job. You and I. A fresh new world.’

      Jake had a warm feeling when she spoke, and he could clearly see a utopia crafted by them both. But he closed his eyes, suspecting that Chromosome had some kind of charm power, something that made men susceptible to her demands. He wasn’t going to fall for that.

      Eradication of all life was what she was suggesting. That was purist evil. This is where years of never listening to his sister would finally come in handy. He could just tune Chromosome out.

      ‘I’m only interested in finding Psych. We had a deal. Where is he?’

      ‘Japan, or was it France? Ah, I remember now, he was last seen in the Big Apple, just over there. Or was that Egypt? You know... I just can’t remember such trivia. If you don’t have the decency to listen to my offers of power, then,’ her honey-tones returned, ‘just give me the President. Where is he?’

      Jake saw her head snap towards the trees lining the concourse, and realized that he was pointing in the direction the President had ran. The subtle tones in her voice must have unconsciously persuaded him to raise his arm. The Legion skittered in that direction.

      ‘No!’ Jake launched a fireball at the carpet of bugs. The blast was so severe it gouged a crater into the redbrick concourse and sent the arachnids flipping through the air.

      ‘My Legion!’ screamed Chromosome.

      Jake turned on her. He didn’t know the full extent of her powers, but he wasn’t willing to give her the opportunity to use them. He threw another fireball that blasted the ground - but she nimbly cartwheeled aside. When the smoke had cleared from the impact, Jake could see that her Legion had reformed and were charging towards him.

      He had no time to react before the horde of chrome spiders surrounded him, scuttling up his legs and burrowing into his clothes. He felt hundreds pinpricks across his body as they bit him, and he hoped that they weren’t poisonous. The onslaught of so many tiny attacks was much worse than anything he’d encountered before and he dropped to his knees screaming, only to have one of the metal spiders crawl into his mouth.

      Jake retched - then acted on impulse. His entire body suddenly flared with a bright green radioactive wave, streamers peeling away from him in a ghostly corona. The Legion was struck, some melting on the spot, other flung across the island. Jake roared and swung the blast at a startled Chromosome. It was like a solid weight had struck her. The villainess was lifted off her feet for a hundred and fifty metres before slamming down just below the three arches on the statue’s pedestal. Stonework cracked around her.

      Jake used the lull to unfreeze the President’s men. The Secret Service guys acted immediately and drew their side arms, firing a dozen shots at Jake. He wasn’t expecting that. His force field caught the shots, but the impacts made him reel backwards.

      ‘Stop shooting! You’re free! The President went that way, make sure he gets off this island in one piece!’

      The group hesitated, clustering around their only other important charge, the Secretary of Defence. The weaselly man chirped up. ‘You heard him! Let’s go!’

      They ran for cover in the trees. When Jake turned back to Chromosome he saw that she was pushing herself from the crumpled stonework, assisted by numerous long insect-legs that had unfolded from her ribcage and pushed against the plinth. Free, she dropped ten metres onto the star-shaped foundation and advanced.

      Jake hoped that flying was not one of her abilities, so it would be his advantage. He took to the air and flew full-speed into her. He grabbed her waist and they slammed into the corner of the plinth, knocking grey stones loose.

      When he looked back up at Chromosome he didn’t recognise the face. The perfect features had warped into a hideous, fanged snarling beast with mottled black skin. Her hands had become clawed talons; the insect legs protruding from her back were actually double-jointed and folded around to the front, gripping Jake in a tight bear hug. He felt and heard a rib crack.

      ‘How dare you challenge me, boy!’ she screeched in an unrecognisable voice.

      Without being aware of what he was doing, Jake’s body was enveloped with a radioactive aura and he smelt burning flesh. It was Chromosome’s. She screamed and released him. Jake shot straight in the air and landed on the tarnished-green copper base of the statue to catch his breath.

      He saw an emergency flare go up from the west pier and hoped that it was the President signalling for help. Across the Hudson Bay he saw a coastguard cutter swing about, its searchlight focussing on the pier, highlighting a group of figures.

      When he looked back down he saw the remains of Chromosome’s legion scuttling up the plinth. Chromosome herself was writhing as something grew from her back with the crunch of bone and the sickening sound of tearing flesh. She was evolving the limbs she needed to fight Jake.

      He backed away, walking around to the front of the statue as his own injuries regenerated. He was feeling unusually exhausted, and it was difficult to catch his breath. He backed into a giant chain protruding from the statue’s feet. It took him a second to realise that it was part of the statue, a feature that couldn’t be seen from the ground. It symbolized the broken chains of repression. He glanced further down at the viewing balcony that ran around the top of the stone plinth and considered hiding inside the statue.

      Then he saw the silver flurry of the Legion scuttling up. He tried to fly, but only managed a few metres. He was too weak to climb any higher. He latched onto the side of the statue like a spider and looked down.

      The Legion was reproducing around the feet of the statue like bacteria. One spider would pull itself apart to reveal another. They he saw Chromosome. She was still at the base of the plinth, but now Jake could see that the protuberances on her back were transforming into wings, growing out larger and larger. She experimentally flapped them like a baby bird.

      Jake scurried up the side of the front of the statue to get away from the monstrosities. The copper folds of Liberty’s gown made progress difficult. He was halfway up when he heard a clanging sound like a metal barrel being pelted by stones. When he looked down he saw the entire base of the statue had turned silver as the Legion scuttled up in pursuit. They too had changed form, from menacing spiders to something between a spider and scorpion. Tails quivered in anticipation of the kill.

      Jake headed sidelong to the wide surface offered by the book in Lady Liberty’s left hand. He caught his breath and wondered why he felt so bad. A quick look around revealed that the Coast Guard cutter was speeding towards the pier and a swarm of helicopters were buzzing in from the opposite side.

      The Legion flooded around him and Jake unleashed his radioactive blast. Most of the Legion were flung aside or melted on the spot. The energy was so intense that it ripped through the hollow copper bodywork of the Statue and severed several of the iron structural beams beneath. The sound of groaning metal reverberated through the Statue. Jake stopped in horror, aware that he was defacing a U.S. national treasure.

      The break in his attack was enough to give ten creatures a chance to climb onto the smooth surface of the Statue’s book. Jake’s fingers gripped into the ruts of the engraving on the book beneath him as the scorpion tails extended and lashed around both his legs, pulling him down the slope. Another positioned itself at his head, the tail suddenly transforming into a spike, which powered towards his face.

      Jake jerked his head aside, but felt the spike slice his cheek and puncture the copper. Though his shield prevented him from getting hurt from explosions, bullets or other dangers; it was useless against this attack. It offered zero resistance against a slower moving sharp blade. Jake was further blinded as several spotlights picked him out when the helicopters neared. He just caught sight of a jumble of letters on the side of a chopper and realized that they were news helicopters. They buzzed around him like flies.

      Jake no longer cared if he would be recognized. He picked up the critter near his face and crushed it with his super-strength. After brief resistance it was like smashing an egg, and gloopy innards covered his hand. He had no time to feel sick. He blasted two more Legion climbing up his legs, then managed a short flight up to the Statue’s crown where he had to rest again. The searchlights took a few seconds to find him as they weaved across Liberty.

      A rustle of leathery wings caught his attention and Chromosome rose into view, mighty bat-like wings beating to keep her airborne.

      ‘What’s the matter? Feeling weak? Did you not know that I have the ability to negate your powers or evolve myself to fight you in any way I need?’ The effects of her ability only lasted for a minute, and could only affect a handful of powers at any one time. But that was not a weakness she would admit to!

      Jake lashed out a stream of green energy. It flowed like colourful ribbons, just missing Chromosome who twisted aside. But it struck one of the helicopters. The tail rotor blew off and the chopper spun out of control. The other news choppers banked aside, relocating to safer distances. The helicopter splashed down into the black water.

      ‘If I can’t have you join me I’ll see if your dead corpse can offer any assistance to my cause. And I’ll still take the President! You lose either way.’

      She swooped towards the western jetty. Jake glanced down; one of the news helicopters had fixed its beam on the surviving crew of the crashed chopper who were treading water.

      Jake gritted his teeth. Chromosome may be able to nullify some of his powers, but Jake's were stronger than she imagined. He leapt like a diver off the crown and willed his ability to fly to take a hold.

      Instead he plummeted towards the earth like a rock. She had negated his flying power.

      The President watched the Coast Guard vessel bank around to dock with the L-shaped pier. He turned around when he heard the helicopter crashing. Seconds later a winged monstrosity swooped across the island towards him. The Secret Service team had spotted the danger too. The President was tackled roughly to the floor as they threw themselves in front of him, guns blazing.

      Bullets hit Chromosome, but had no effect. She soared in low and plucked one of the Secret Service men into the air. She struggled for altitude with the increased weight - then tore the man in half with her bare claws. The President looked away to avoid the gore. When he risked a glance back he saw that Chromosome was swooping in again. This time the Coast Guard crew, armed to deal with any terrorist incursions, unleashed machine guns on her. Again they had little effect. Time seemed to slow as Chromosome’s screaming jaws, lined with jagged teeth and dripping blood, bore straight for the President—

      BLAM! A fireball hit Chromosome like a sledgehammer and threw her against the boat with such force the craft rocked in the water as she tore a hole through the steel deck.

      The President looked around, expecting to see Jake - instead he was looking at somebody else, hovering in the air. The President’s eyes widened with delight.

      ‘Chameleon!’

      ‘Mr President! Sorry I’m late.’

      Two Coast Guard crewmembers were thrown off the deck as Chromosome heaved herself out of the gash in the vessel. Her eyes narrowed when she spotted the hero.

      ‘You! You will die here!’ she screamed. Her muscles cracked as she increased mass right in front of them - doubling her size in seconds.

      Chameleon expected an attack from her - what he didn’t expect was a horde of surviving Legion to suddenly run from the undergrowth. They fused together underneath him in a bubbling mass of flesh that formed a single tentacle. Anchored to the ground it whipped around his waist, plucking him from the air.

      Chromosome turned to face the President, oblivious to the shots still being fired by the Secret Service guys.

      ‘Now Mr President, you will come with me.’

      ‘I’d rather die!’

      ‘That can be arranged!’

      With heavy footfalls, Chromosome climbed onto the pier. The wood cracked underfoot. The President and his retinue began to run back to the island - then stopped when they saw a massive shape flying towards them. Once more the President was wrestled to the ground by his entourage - as a huge disc shaped craft shot over their heads.

      Chromosome watched in amazement as she saw her Council of Evil shuttle being hurled at her like a discus - it smashed into her with colossal force, ramming her back into the Coast Guard ship. The collision was so violent that the shuttle exploded around Chromosome, pinning her to the side of the boat - their combined weights rolled the cutter over with a massive splash. Chromosome’s screams turned into gurgles as the bright red keel of the boat was revealed when the boat flipped completely over.

      The President looked back to the end of the pier to see Jake wiping his hands after the incredible throw. Jake gave him a brief nod.

      ‘You OK?’

      Before the President could answer, there was an explosion from Chameleon and the Legion tentacle was blown into its component spider pieces, each one aflame and scuttling randomly round before dying.

      ‘Mr President! Down!’ yelled Chameleon as he unleashed a fireball at Jake.

      ‘Wait a minute—’ Jake started but the fireball punched him through a line of trees, the boughs catching fire. Chameleon ran in pursuit.

      Jake propped himself up on his elbows in time to see Chameleon hurl another fireball. He didn’t have time to move and it felt like a bomb had gone off in front of his face. He was blown nearly a hundred meters back against the base of the Statue of Liberty.

      Chameleon hesitated from following as a police helicopter circled around, stabbing its searchlight on him. He gestured frantically towards the President. The pilot must have understood because the searchlight then fixed on the President and his group.

      Jake saw the police helicopter land across the island and knew the President would be taken safely onboard. He turned to see Chameleon fly down the concourse towards him. He also became aware that he was no longer feeling weak now that Chromosome was out of the picture. He saw flames burst from Chameleon’s hands - and launched himself straight up to avoid it. His flying power had returned.

      Jake corkscrewed around the statue to make himself less of a target. Chameleon flew in pursuit, hurling small volleys of fireballs that hit the Statue harmlessly.

      ‘You made your last mistake, Hunter!’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Jake shouted back - then immediately regretted opening his mouth when he realised how stupid that comment was.

      Jake reached Liberty’s head and landed before he fired straight down on Chameleon. It was a radioactive strand that punched Chameleon forcibly onto the Statue’s right shoulder. Chameleon rolled across the copper shell, slamming into the raised arm that held the torch aloft, which prevented him from falling off.

      ‘I was coming for you next, Chameleon!’ Jake ran to the edge of the crown to look down on his target who was groaning softly. ‘There’s no way you’re taking me back to Diablo Island to be your guinea-pig.’

      ‘Who said anything about bringing you in alive? You’ve proved too much of a threat for that. I’m going to have to kill you.’

      Jake felt uneasy. It was all very well for a villain like Chromosome to threaten his life, but Chameleon was a hero, somebody who had just helped rescue the President. It didn’t seem right for him to say that. Once again Jake felt the line between hero and villain blur.

      He dropped down onto the shoulder and paced towards Chameleon. This close, he could see Chameleon was hit pretty bad, and bleeding from a burn wound to his left arm.

      ‘After what you did to me and my family—’

      ‘What? I saved them from you! They are leading a much happier life now that you’re not around, Hunter.’

      Jake’s anger snapped and his bullying instincts took over. Chameleon was weak and injured - a perfect target.

      Jake unleashed electrical bolts from his fingers. Jagged lightning wracked Chameleon’s body and he howled in pain.

      ‘Stop!’ he pleaded.

      Jake had heard people beg for mercy before, a hundred times in the schoolyard. He blasted Chameleon again. The helicopters were still flying around, fixing them with searchlights and camera lenses. Then one of the searchlights suddenly peeled away - focusing at something heading towards them. Jake saw it and was frozen to the spot in astonishment.

      It was the Coast Guard vessel. Thrown by some Herculean force at them.

      The twenty-five foot cutter missed its mark, and the aluminium hulled boat smashed through the back of Liberty’s head, tearing it in half and ripping the face off in a mass of bent metal as the vessel arced down towards the bay - narrowly missed a helicopter. It splashed in the water and immediately sank.

      Both Jake and Chameleon looked back to see the enormous winged form of Chromosome bearing down on them. Without hesitation they both fired at the villain. One enormous fireball and stream of radioactive energy hit her full in the chest and she dropped from the sky.

      Chameleon leapt to his feet - and sneakily unleashed a fireball at Jake who was standing next to him, watching Chromosome’s descent. Jake ploughed into the Statue’s fragmented neck and bounced off.

      Jake caught himself in flight and yoyoed back up in time to see Chromosome land on the back of Liberty, claws gouging metal as she lumbered up like a mutant King Kong.

      Chameleon leaned over the edge of the shoulder and fired down, his blast just missing Chromosome’s face. Jake circled around - and almost ran into the whirling blades of a news chopper. He fired from the opposite side of the statue - his fireball tore one of Chromosome’s wings in two and she howled in rage, flapping the bloody stump.

      Chameleon turned and fired at Jake - but this time he was ready and bobbed out of the way of the shot.

      ‘You idiot!’ screamed Jake.

      Then he fired a small blob of radioactive energy at Chameleon, who sidestepped it.

      Chromosome made use of the distraction - a pair of intense blue laser bolts shot from her eyes. One caught Chameleon and sent him flying off the Statue - the other punctured a massive hole in Liberty’s right arm,

      The arm, carrying the weight of the gold-gilded torch, swayed with a sonorous noise - then it snapped away and fell across the remains of Liberty’s head.

      Chromosome pressed herself against the back of the Statue as the arm passed close by and smashed the rear viewing balcony on the plinth.

      Chameleon and Jake zoomed around the statue - almost flying into one another. This time they turned their combined energies on Chromosome and fired.

      From the choppers it was impossible to see what happened as the blaze of light was so intense that everybody had to look away.

      Jake was stunned by the strength of the blast from his own hands, and he had to shake his fingers to get rid of the pins-and-needles that ran through them. Both his and Chameleon’s shot bore into Chromosome. She shrieked, her good wing aflame—

      Then the Statue of Liberty pitched forwards. It moved slowly, like a drunkard falling. The one hundred and fifty foot tall Liberty toppled from her plinth - and two hundred and four tonnes smashed into the foundations below and split in half.

      ‘Oh no!’ cried Chameleon.

      Jake swooped low but couldn’t see Chromosome. ‘Where’d she go?’

      He landed on the grass in between the two huge sections of the Statue. Jake spun around to see Chameleon standing behind him with a twisted grin.

      ‘Goodbye, Hunter.’

      Chameleon had his hands raised, but Jake was looking beyond the hero - at the giant figure of Chromosome standing over him wielding a broken piece of the statue. She brought down with crushing force on Chameleon.

      Jake reacted without thinking and fired a fine crystalline beam at the hero. Chameleon was instantly encased as Chromosome hit him. It was like driving a nail into the ground - the solidified Chameleon was pushed into the grass by the impact.

      ‘If anyone’s going to kill him, it’s going to be me, ‘ shouted Jake.

      Chromosome locked eyes with Jake and raised her club again. ‘You should have joined me!’

      Jake used one hand to telekinetically bat the statue fragment out of Chromosome’s hand, simultaneously blasting a fireball from his other hand. He had never launched two attack powers before, nor had he seen anybody else do it. He felt himself weaken from the effort.

      Chromosome was not expecting the blast and was propelled against the Statue’s torso with a dull clang. The helicopter searchlights illuminated the area and Jake leapt forwards, hands raised to shoot again.

      Chromosome’s was lying on her back, groaning. The giant insect legs unfolded from her back with a loud crack and Chromosome tried to upright herself. Her own arms and legs flailed uselessly. Try as she might, there was no way she was standing up. Despite the adrenaline and danger, Jake couldn’t help but laugh out loud. He was reminded of a flipped beetle trying to upright itself.

      Chromosome hissed at Jake and pathetically scuttled off towards the trees. Jake hesitated, from his angle it looked like a giant beetle was carrying her. Chromosome suddenly teleported away with a loud bang and Jake sagged with relief.

      He used his telekinetic force to raise the frozen Chameleon from the ground. His nemesis seemed unharmed, despite Chromosome’s blow. Ironically Jake’s actions had saved the life of the hero who wanted to kill him, and the hero he wanted dead.

      Jake laid his hands on Chameleon and teleported away from the destruction of Liberty Island as the helicopters surrounded him.
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      The stone bounced from Chameleon’s head with a soft ping and clattered with the others in a small pile by his feet.

      Jake stared at his nemesis, housed beneath the thin amber coloured sheen. He could see Chameleon’s face contorted in a snarl and his entire body angled to unleash a fireball. When Jake had teleported back to the castle he had positioned Chameleon like an ornament, in the corner of the spacious lounge. He had been sitting on the sofa, idly throwing small stones at Chameleon for half an hour as he tried to relax. He soon drifted asleep.

      He woke up an hour later to discover that Igor must have been in and left him a steaming cup of tea, and thoughtfully, a fresh pile of stones to pelt at Chameleon. Every muscle in Jake’s body ached and he was thankful for the sugary liquid that helped him focus his senses. The battle with Chromosome had been brutal, and still he hadn’t defeated her. Just like he hadn’t defeated Scuffer. The thought of facing either monster again made him shudder, but at least his conscience felt lighter now that he had freed the President and his staff. People were not in his line of fire. Just super-humans.

      Jake wondered if his approach of going it alone was the right one. Mr Grimm had proved that allies were useful. Jake’s experience with his so-called friends betraying him in Russia had taught him that trust was hard to come by. But what if he teamed up with some of the bigger sharks? The Hero Foundation wouldn’t trust him at all... but the Council of Evil might. They were out to capture him, but if he at least pretended to help them, in return using their forces to wipe out the heroes he despised... then he could ultimately turn on the Council from the inside...

      It was an attractive idea, but Jake brushed it aside. He worked better on his own.

      At least the experience had delivered Chameleon to him. Jake had daydreamed about exacting revenge on the hero for the punishment he’d put him through in Diablo Island, and for making Psych wipe his family’s memory. While he was in prison, Jake had fantasized about killing the scaly-creep in a variety of original ways, but now he was in his hands he just couldn’t bring himself to do that. Perhaps keeping him as a permanent statue would be punishment enough? He wondered if Chameleon was still awake beneath the crystal, conscious of ever passing second. That would be a living hell. Especially if he had an itch to scratch.

      All he needed now was Basilisk and he could start a collection.

      He mulled that idea over. It wasn’t too bad...

      The room suddenly began to swim around him, and the tea mug fell from his hand and shattered on the floor. Jake steadied himself by gripping to the sofa, and closed his eyes. The dizziness passed, but left him feeling rough. He experimentally raised his hand and saw that it was shaking. He needed to power up.

      When he had returned from Liberty Island, Jake had made a conscious decision not to immediately jump on to the villain app and load up with powers to quench his thirst. He knew he was too dependent on them, like a junkie needing a fix, and he was determined to wean himself off them. But it wasn’t working. The longer he left recharging, the worse he felt. After he had won back his parents he resolved to find some cure for this addiction. Then he would find Basilisk. His to-do list was growing ever longer.

      Jake found it very difficult to walk up the spiralling staircase to his command tower. Midway up he stopped to catch his breath and realized he was wheezing like an old man.

      He finally made it, slumped into a swivel chair and closed his eyes. He must have nodded off for another half hour then he awoke with a nervous jolt and a wave of nausea. Reluctantly he opened the app and selected the first two powers he saw. He didn’t care what they were, although he was beginning to recognise some of the icons and knew one powers was teleportation - always handy. He decided to choose half the number he usually downloaded in an effort to help reduce his habit. When they flowed into him he felt immediately refreshed.

      Now alert, he checked the app’s news feed. It mentioned nothing of his clash with Chromosome, but it did mention the good news that Chameleon was missing.

      Jake wracked his brain. There had to be a way of tracking the Psych down. Using the app to poke around the villain’s website eventually yielded some further information when he uncovered entire files on superheroes, including their powers, stamping grounds and weaknesses. Very useful information, except the entry on Psych was simply labelled: MEMBER OF THE JUSTICE FEDERATION. When Jake searched for files on that superteam he was taken to a page that simply declared the superhero team had ‘disbanded’.

      ‘Great,’ moaned Jake aloud. It was obvious that Chromosome had no idea where Psych was either, but it occurred to him that if she wanted to get Jake then all she had to do was find Psych first. Further confrontation was something Jake didn’t relish. She had probably returned back to the Council of Evil after their clash to nurse her wounds, and he was certain she had more resources available to track Psych down than he had. How could he prevent her from interfering again?

      Then he had an idea. It was childish and simple, the kind of thing that made the troublemaker inside of him laugh. He’d frame her. A quick search on the app revealed a messaging function to report any intelligence.

      Jake couldn’t stop smiling as he typed the message, paying attention to the spelling in order to make it as professional as possible before he hit send. He took a deep breath, feeling very pleased with his devious scheme. He just hoped that it landed with the right person.

      His mobile suddenly rang and he snatched it up, expecting to hear Grimm’s voice.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Jake?’

      Jake bolted upright in his seat. It was Lorna. He unconsciously ran a hand through his hair to smarten it up.

      ‘Lorna, hi. How’re you?’ He couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      ‘Good. I saw I missed a call from you and, I... er...’

      ‘It’s OK. Wasn’t anything important.’ He immediately regretted saying that. ‘Where are you? Your voice sounds echoey.’

      ‘I’m in... hospital.’

      ‘You OK?’ Jake found he was truly concerned.

      Lorna laughed. ‘I’m fine! I’m just visiting a friend.’

      ‘I’d come and catch up with you but I’m... ah, stuck doing something.’

      ‘Oh.’ There was a long pause. ‘Not to worry.’

      Jake wasn’t convinced she meant that. ‘Give me a couple of days to finish things and we can maybe go out again?’

      ‘I’d like that. I was thinking about popping around your house—’

      ‘No!’ He sounded a little too harsh. ‘Best not yet.’

      ‘Your parents still mad?’

      ‘You know what adults are like.’

      He looked around the room in search of something to say that didn’t involve superpowers or kidnapping the President. He caught a report on a news channel right at the end after the stories about global conflict and war, a silly one designed to ‘uplift’ your spirits.

      ‘I just saw on the Internet that Yaks have prevented those space tourists from lifting off in Kazakhstan. Says herds of them had to be cleared from the launch pad. Must be great flying into space. Maybe we should go to Kazakhstan and have a go?’

      ‘Yeah, my brother and me were talking about that. But yaks? Jake, you’re starting to talk rubbish.’

      Jake blushed. ‘Yeah. Sorry.’

      ‘Listen, I have to go. Look forward to catching up with you in a few days’ time, though. Take care.’

      ‘You too.’

      He heard the line go dead and stared at the phone. What the hell was he talking about yaks for? He flicked the TV off, feeling stupid and completely uncool. He could have talked about anything, but chose the most irrelevant, stupid subject he could.

      What use was that snippet of news to anybody?

      

      Chromosome sat on her mobile throne, which paced her cavernous chamber. She had crafted her lair by rearranging and fusing the atoms of the rocky island around her to produce a living, breathing room. It was like sitting in the mouth of some enormous predator, with glistening columns that stretched from floor to ceiling and were never in the same place on repeat visits. A warm breeze flowed through as though the room was gasping for breath. There was a constant sound of dripping slime, and the shadowless illumination came from the walls themselves.

      Her back was still painfully throbbing from where Jake had blown her wing off. It’s all very well being able to grow extra body parts, but if they’re damaged, they still hurt like crazy. On the plus side, once Chromosome had created a new set of limbs the instruction was now embedded in her DNA. That meant she could create the wings much faster in future, just as she had done with the extra insect limbs and doubling her size - all residuals from previous adventures.

      The loss of her Legion pained her in other ways. It took time to create such perfect little creatures that could morph into different shapes for whatever task was at hand. It was like having a walking Swiss Army knife. Luckily she had left a few dozen of her Legion behind to guard her lair.

      Like the other Council members, Chromosome had abandoned her old lairs and hideouts, and moved to one of the islands circling the Council chamber. Each island was uniquely designed to suit its occupant, and on windy days she could smell a sickening decomposing scent from Necros’ headquarters.

      A soft, monotone voice echoed around the chamber, as though the room itself was speaking - which was a possibility.

      ‘Ambassador Grutt has arrived to see you.’

      Chromosome frowned. The Council had Ambassadors who could move freely from island to island to solve problems and make sure the Council functioned efficiently. Although they were just ordinary humans, paid a great deal of money, they had diplomatic immunity and, in theory, could take Council members to task for their actions. They seldom visited unannounced.

      Chromosome sat upright, her injured wing-stub folding flawlessly into her back with a crunch of bone and muscle. She summoned a small drinks stand from the corner of the room, which glided over like a high-speed snail, leaving a trail of slime.

      ‘Enter,’ she commanded as she poured herself a drink.

      The doors to her chamber silently pulled open. Ambassador Grutt entered wearing the formal crimson robes of office. His face dropped slightly as he entered the chamber, he’d never been here before. The doors silently closed behind him, giving him the unnerving feeling that he had just walked through a heart valve.

      He was a portly man, built from too much of the good food and drink that was readily available at the Council. He had a deep tan, which was not surprising given the island’s tropical location, and constantly shifting eyes. He briefly dipped his head in greeting.

      ‘Chromosome, thank you for admitting me.’

      ‘As if I had a choice, Ambassador,’ said Chromosome coolly. She hated the servants and bureaucrats who filled the Council’s ranks. She decided they would be one of the first things she would get rid of when she rose to power. She would replace them all with computers. ‘What do you want?’

      Grutt wrung his hands nervously. He thought he could see the walls and columns lean slightly in, as though the room was contracting.

      ‘It has come to my attention that you may be plotting Machiavellian operations against the establishment.’

      Chromosome blinked at him in surprise. Another thing she hated was the Ambassador’s bombastic way of speaking.

      ‘If by establishment you mean the rest of the world, then yes. That’s why I am here. As we all are.’

      More wringing of the hands.

      ‘We received an anonymous tip-off that your schemes involved terminating key Council members so as to elevate your own position.’

      Chromosome glared at him, her mind racing for a suitable answer. Her Legion appeared from the shadows and surrounded Grutt, obeying her every telepathic command.

      ‘Your source is confusing my plan to use the President of the United States.’

      ‘Ah, yes,’ said Grutt as nervously eyed the Legion around him. ‘The President. And unfortunate blunder.’

      Chromosome’s hand balled into a fist with an audible crunch. Her eyes narrowed. ‘It was no blunder. It was a perfect plan that went awry through lack of Council support.’

      ‘You never asked for any support.’

      ‘Nevertheless, it should have been offered. Is that all you have to say? Some rambling false accusations? Leave me.’

      The Ambassador held his ground, his voice quivering with nerves. ‘That is not all. Your failure with the President raised the question of why it appeared you were working with Hunter?’

      ‘Are you mad?’ Chromosome stood up and began circling him. ‘In the chamber it was Necros himself who tasked me to find the boy. And you dare lay suspicion on me for doing my job?’

      Her voice rose, echoing through the room. It was so menacing, Grutt involuntarily closed his eyes and clenched his buttocks.

      ‘It was the external message we received—’

      ‘A message?’ Chromosome exclaimed, genuinely surprised. She had been wondering who could have betrayed her from within the Council. But now she had somebody from outside to contend with.

      ‘Y... yes, a message came in from the app...’ Grutt was beginning to lose his nerve. He had received the anonymous tip-off and headed straight here to get to the bottom of it. He was now wished that he’d spent more time fact checking. ‘It gave details of your... er... alleged plans to remove some of the Council as well as details on how Hunter beat you.’

      Chromosome’s face flushed with rage. Grutt instantly knew ‘beat you’ was the wrong thing to say when standing in front of one of the most merciless supervillains on the Council.

      ‘I... I mean slipped through your fingers...’

      That was no better.

      Chromosome instantly understood who had sent the message. In ordinary circumstances it would be nothing more than a prank. But the Council of Evil took every lead seriously. A number of spam e-mail companies had unexpectedly gone up in flames when the Council’s e-mail address had found its way on their servers.

      ‘It looks like you have been misled, Grutt. The victim of a prank. Spam e-mail, nothing more.’

      ‘Just as I suspected.’ Grutt nodded, suddenly eager to leave. Chromosome relaxed, and a smile found her lips.

      ‘But no harm seems to have been done. Before you leave, tell me who have you informed? It would be most embarrassing if other Council members got the wrong end of the stick wouldn’t it?’

      Ambassador Grutt sagged with relief as the tension in the room dispelled. ‘I have told nobody I assure you. I came straight here to see you.’

      ‘You did? Good.’

      The Ambassador’s own smile faltered. Her words had somehow seemed very final. And he seemed to remember that seeing Chromosome smile was never a good thing.

      ‘I should be going.’

      He turned to leave but the patter of tiny feet made him look at the floor. The Legion surrounded him, the palm-sized spiders rearing on their back-legs, chrome fangs clicking menacingly.

      Chromosome took her seat, crossed her legs and clasped her hand together to get comfortable. ‘I think not, Ambassador. Questioning my loyalty is not something I take lightly. Especially when you are correct.’

      The Ambassador could only give a gasp before the Legion crawled all over his body like hot needles burning his flesh. He screamed and fell to his knees as tiny mouths bit into him. Within fifteen seconds his squeals abruptly stopped and the Legion scattered back into the darkness, leaving nothing but a pile of broken bones, wrapped in torn robes.

      Chromosome had to think fast. She had to delete Ambassador Grutt’s emails and any messaging apps he used. Then she would strike back at Hunter by destroying his only chance of ever restoring his parent’s memories.

      She would kill Psych.

      

      Jake thought he’d go mad if he looked at another webpage. He had decided to trawl deeper through the villain website and the Internet as a whole, to try to find a crumb of information on Psych. But he had turned up nothing.

      He was getting restless, and that usually made him feel angry. He wanted to contact Mr Grimm but had no number, no e-mail, nothing. Grimm was always the one to initiate contact. Jake was convinced he would have heard from him after the Statue of Liberty incident, but he didn’t seem to be returning any time soon.

      Jake shook his head when he realized that he had been lazily watching multi-coloured sparks leap between his fingertips as his powers swirled inside him like bad indigestion. He had never seen energy spark from any other hero or villain, and wondered it was something to do with the mutating powers in his body. Yet again he found himself regretting ever opening that spam e-mail from the villain website. But it was too late to turn back time.

      Feeling melancholy, Jake decided he’d go and visit his family again. Mr Grimm had told him often enough that Jake was the prime target for any hero, villain or Enforcer so he should keep a low profile. But right now Jake didn’t care. He was going to do things his way.

      

      Jake teleported into his old bedroom with a loud bang. He reasoned that since his family was conditioned not to see or hear him, then they wouldn’t have heard the noise coming from upstairs. Plus, it got around the motion sensors outside.

      He felt annoyed that his room was now being used as a dumping ground for any old bric-a-brac. He made his way downstairs, as loudly as he did when he lived there - but came to an abrupt halt midway down. The hallway was decorated with bright tinsel and flashing Christmas lights arranged around the door. Even after destroying the Christmas tree in the shopping centre he’d forgotten what time of year it was, an easy thing to do in the drab grey walls of an empty Transylvanian castle.

      He entered the living room. Here his mother had gone overboard with the decorations as usual. A bushy Christmas tree, too big to fit in the room, had its top bent to follow the ceiling. It dominated the corner with so many lights that it outshone Las Vegas.

      Jake felt a lump in his throat. When he was younger, he and his sister always helped their parents decorate the tree. It was an exciting time, charged with the magic of the season. But as he got older and more cynical, he shrugged out of such chores, and had long ago started taking for granted the effort his parents put into making the place look jolly.

      He noticed a line of Christmas cards on the shelf and picked them up. His name was not on a single one. Not even from his grandmother.

      Feeling utterly alone, Jake followed the sound of voices and headed into the kitchen. His family was gathered around the table eating. Beth was excitedly talking about her day in school. Their mum laughed in all the right places as she half read the newspaper, and his dad nodded eagerly as he watched the news on the television.

      Jake pulled up an empty seat. His seat. Nobody paid him the slightest attention. He waved a hand in front of Beth’s face as she wittered on about her role in the school choir. She didn’t react, even when he motioned to slap her, stopping a millimetre away.

      Jake was nothing to them.

      He reached over and snagged an overcooked sausage from his dad’s plate. He didn’t seem to notice the theft. Jake ate half of it, but found his appetite had gone, replaced by emptiness. He didn’t listen to their conversation, the words drifted over him like water. Just being together was enough for him.

      Old Jake would have moodily picked at his food before concealing himself back in his bedroom or slinking outside to cause mayhem with Scuffer and the others.

      That all seemed like a million years ago now.

      When his phone suddenly vibrated in his pocket, he answered it without moving away from the table, shouting to hear himself over his family.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Hunter, this is Mr Grimm. I... where are you? Who is talking in the background’

      Jake quickly stood and walked into the living room.

      ‘That was the TV. You were right about Chromosome. She had no intention of helping me.’

      ‘I heard about it all. I’m sorry it turned out that way.’

      Jake found his next words difficult to say, especially after the last several weeks. ‘Thanks for watching out for me.’

      ‘To be forewarned is to be forearmed. I have some news of interest to you regarding Psych.’

      ‘You know where he is?’ Jake’s eyes shot around the room. The festive atmosphere made him want to be part of his family more than ever before.

      ‘No. His team split up several years ago and he recently retired in secret.’

      ‘Retired?’

      ‘We all grow old. And with fewer heroes around these days, many seek early retirement. Out of the limelight and gaining a longer lifespan because of it. I have checked the Foundation computers and there is no record of where he is now. He just surfaces every now and again to do some freelance work when he needs the money. I do not have time to help you fully so you must take the next steps on your own. And hurry, as Chromosome will have her own methods of tracking him, and I suspect after the beating and humiliation you gave her that she will be looking to hurt you by killing him. That’s one thing about the Council of Evil, they all tend to think alike.’

      ‘So what do I do?’

      ‘Psych was part of a superhero team. I have an address for one of them. Blizzard. I’ll text his details over now. Find him and you take a step in hunting Psych. Good luck.’

      The line went dead before Jake could ask any further questions. Moments later a text message arrived. He had a destination: Turkey.
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      Chromosome walked quickly through the citadel corridors. The citadel dominated the central island, housing the Council chamber on the upper levels, with administration blocks and accommodation below. Running an evil empire was big business, with profits in the multi-billions. When the Council of Evil issued permits to allow villains to carry out their sinister plans, they took a diabolical percentage of the villains’ ill-gotten gains. It was an endless process which required constant monitoring of which villains were successful, still alive, had the correct permits, and so on. For any villain who tried to cheat the system there was a severe penalty: death. It required a lot of administration staff.

      Chromosome was sure that Ambassador Grutt’s absence wouldn’t be noticed for some hours. Now she had to delete his personal computer records to remove all traces of Hunter’s email. She mentally kicked herself for killing him. It was all very well dispatching a hero or wailing security guard, but murder of the Council’s own staff was heavily discouraged and often led to detailed enquires and Chromosome couldn’t deal with that hassle right now.

      Without the President and access to his military might, her goal of restarting the planet would have to wait a little longer. She had persuaded three other members of the Council to back her, but that had created problems. She obviously couldn’t reveal her identity, so used a codename to remain anonymous. The problem was that her co-conspirators also had to use pseudonyms to conceal their identities. So she didn’t know who they were either. It wasn’t the best way to form a conspiracy.

      She passed through the open plan section of Grutt’s domain. If you ignored the fact that the citadel looked like a crooked finger pointing skyward, and was located in an extinct volcano, run by the eight most notorious evil masterminds of the day, then the office block looked just like any other business. People chatted at the water cooler, workspaces were kitted out with advanced workstations that linked to a quantum-processor server (that was imbued with artificial intelligence, and was called ‘Ernie’.)  The walls were decked with personal decorations and there was even a Christmas tree in the corner.

      Chromosome ignored the curious looks, and people swiftly stood aside from her. It was rare for a Council member to come down here. She reached Grutt’s private office and slipped inside.

      It only took a few moments for her to delete the email and wipe his computer’s drive. She had ensured that her Legion disposed of his bones in the ocean. Jagged cliffs surrounded all of the nine islands, so there was no beach for the evidence to wash up on. It was a simple crime. Now she could get on with the business of tracking Psych down.

      Grutt had been a lesson not to be too hasty. If she held the hero hostage she may yet be able to coerce Jake into assisting her hostile takeover.

      Then she would kill Psych.

      

      Jake took shelter under the trees on the university campus. It was a hot day, sweat rolled from his brow and his skin itched like crazy. He had put on some sunblock that he’d found in one of the castle’s many bathrooms, but still his photosensitive skin prickled.

      Grimm had provided him with a picture and a location. The man formally known as Blizzard was now tutoring at the Sisli Campus of Istanbul University, under his real name of Amr Munir. He was teaching trainee nurses, the job that he had had before he began fighting crime around the world.

      Jake was standing between the main building and the car park. He didn’t want to risk approaching Munir in public, and he didn’t want to cause a fight. His plan was straightforward, he would wait until Munir was somewhere secluded and then he would ask for help in locating Psych.

      It was in the middle of the afternoon, and in the distance, Jake could hear the distinctive singsong voice calling Muslims to prayer. Munir walked from the building, circled the entrance fountain and crossed through the park towards his car. Jake hid behind some trees and watched him. Amr Munir was in his mid-fifties with a fine head of grey hair, and deep brown skin with a bushy moustache and a handsome Turkish profile. He wore a pale beige suit and held a briefcase, looking every bit the respected tutor. He carried himself with a ramrod straight back, but Jake noticed a limp, an old war wound from his superhero days. He climbed into a black S-class Mercedes and pulled away.

      Jake shot straight up in the clear blue sky. There was no cloud cover, but he knew if he climbed just a few hundred feet a casual observer on the ground would think he was nothing more than a large bird. He followed Munir’s car as he turned right at the gates and followed circular route to get onto the main 0-1 motorway that ran through this part of the city.

      Jake paid attention to which black car he was following. If he so much as glanced aside he could end up following the wrong one. The three-lane motorway was fairly busy with the usual assortment of commuter traffic and lorries. He trailed Munir eastwards as he followed the road in a big u-bend and approached more residential areas of the city that sat on the banks of the Bosporus Straits, the wide body of water that cleaved Istanbul in half and actually separated the European and Asian continents. If Jake had recalled anything from geography he would have known Istanbul was the only city in the world that sat on two continents. But at least he remembered they had a half-decent national soccer team.

      Ahead, Jake could see the sun glinting from the wide stretch of water, and saw that the motorway below continued across the Straits on the huge Bosporus Suspension Bridge that links the continents. Talking to Munir in his own car would surely be the most discreet place available.

      The Mercedes rolled onto the bridge. Jake flew ahead and perched on the top of the bridge’s first tower, one hundred and five meters over the road and waited for him to pass. As Munir drew neared Jake launched himself straight down, his stomach lurched as he headed for the Mercedes’ roof at high speed. At the very last moment he phased through the roof and landed on the backseat with such force that the entire vehicle rocked.

      Munir stared in the mirror, his mouth agog. His car swerved across the three lanes and into the emergency lane in a clamour of car horns. Munir stamped on the brakes and skid the car to a halt. Momentum slammed Jake’s head against the back of the passenger seat.

      ‘Who are you?’ Munir demanded as he turned around.

      ‘My name’s Jake Hunter,’ Jake studied him to see if he recognised the name. There was no response. ‘I don’t mean you any harm.’

      ‘Get out of my car!’

      ‘I need your help, Blizzard.’ Again he studied the man’s reaction, but there wasn’t one. For a second Jake thought he had followed the wrong vehicle.

      ‘My name is Amr Munir, and I ask you again to leave.’

      Munir wasn’t reacting the way any normal person would do if somebody phased through the roof of their moving car. His reaction told of years of experience with supers.

      ‘You used to be known as Blizzard, formerly a member of the Justice Federation before you went into retirement.’

      Munir locked eyes with Jake for a second. Then suddenly lifted his hand and fired his superpower at Jake.

      A feeble spray of snow issued from his hand like the last dribble of a spray can. It floated pathetically in the back of the car.

      Munir shook his hand in frustration. ‘Dammit!’

      ‘Take it easy! I just want to talk!’

      The Turk wasn’t listening. He examined his fingertips with a look of sadness. ‘Fading so quickly now,’ he murmured. Then looked at Jake, the defiance gone from his eyes.

      ‘Are you here to kill me?’

      ‘I told you I just want to talk. Who would try and kill you anyway?’

      ‘I made many enemies during my time with the J.F. Villains carry heavy grudges with them.’

      ‘Tell me about it,’ Jake muttered. ‘And what’s with your powers? Do they grow old too?’

      ‘Alas, yes. That is why most of us volunteered to share them with the Hero Foundation. What I would do to have them back as they were in my youth. It’s a heavy loss to bear, like losing an old love.’ He looked dreamily away for a second, before scrutinizing Jake. ‘You are a Downloader?’

      ‘Does it show?’

      ‘Teleportation, flying and phasing through my car roof. Yes it shows. Normally you would expect to fly, perhaps shoot ice for your fingers... and then have another, almost useless, power such as spoon bending. Downloaders are fortunate. They have a choice. So why did you seek me out?’

      ‘I need to find your colleague Psych. Can you tell me where he is?’

      ‘Why do you need him?’ Jake heard the disapproval in his voice.

      ‘He wiped my family’s memories of me. They don’t see or recognise me at all. I want them back.’

      Munir considered this for a moment.

      ‘If I knew where he was, or even his real name, then he has no doubt wiped that from my mind. He was always a rebel, never listening to orders and running up huge gambling debts. I was pleased to see the back of him.’

      ‘I thought you super-teams were all good friends?’

      Munir laughed loudly. ‘Ah, you’re so young! No. That is what led to the disbanding of the Justice Federation. It was great fun for a while, but we soon learned to dislike one another’s habits. Small things led to big arguments. One time one of us accidentally burnt down a whole apartment block because Psych used all the toilet paper!’

      Jake smiled. He knew that feeling.

      Munir continued. ‘But Psych, he was a problem. One step away from being a villain, in my mind. And which side are you on, I wonder?’

      ‘My own.’

      Munir nodded, satisfied with the answer. ‘He caused waves with another member of our group, a very pretty girl who went by the name of the Hooded Harrier.’ He smiled at Jake expectantly, and then shook his head when it became clear the name meant nothing.

      ‘Before your time. She was beautiful. Scottish and a fiery temperament to match. They had a thing for a while, but of course, like a lot of relationships with colleagues, tension rose. Arguments started and they split up. Overnight, that was the end of the Justice Federation. Defenders of world security, champions for the oppressed... disbanded because of a failed love affair.’

      Jake felt suddenly uneasy as Lorna popped into his mind.

      ‘Would she know where Psych is?’

      Munir nodded. ‘I heard they kept in touch for a while, as did I. But we went our separate ways, retiring from superhero life and choosing more sedate careers.’

      ‘Can you tell me how to find her?’

      ‘Your quest to find Psych means so much?’

      ‘It means everything to me. That’s all that’s keeping me going right now.’

      Munir sized him up, and then closed his eyes, relenting. ‘Then I will tell you where to find her, Mr Hunter. But don’t expect the warmest of receptions from her.’

      

      ‘Tell me where to find the hero they call Psych.’

      A deep bass rumble answered the question, a sure sign that Ernie was thinking. A holographic display projected a large constantly shifting blob. Ernie had originally been programmed with a human face, but his constant sarcastic expressions had driven everybody to distraction so it was replaced with a sphere, which twisted and contorted according to how busy the system was. Ernie had already modified his own programming and added a colour scheme to indicate how he felt about the tasks asked of him.

      ‘There is no current record of his location on file.’

      Chromosome had assumed that might be the case. She looked around the empty chamber with its walls padded with triangular noise suppressors so conversations could not be eavesdropped on. The room was designed as a secure access point to communicate with Ernie. There was no typing, no logs that could be traced, and nothing that could be hacked into like a conventional computer.

      ‘Have you cross-referenced his name with any information on the Justice Federation?’

      Ernie’s colour changed to a dull red, a sign of annoyance. ‘Of course I have, as well as Pseudonyms, lists of villains he convicted and school records. Not one of which assisted in tracking him down.’

      Chromosome scowled. She hated talking to Ernie, his tone reminded her of her first, and only, boyfriend. He’d been sarcastic too, right up until his last words. She didn’t regret killing him, but would always remember him sneering ‘Yeah, right. As if you’d be able to stab me with that claw!’

      ‘Ernie, you are capable of quantum processing, analysing data at incredible speeds and through multiple dimensions. Surely you can predict where he’ll be?’

      Ernie rumbled again as he digested the request, and his colour returned back to neutral white, a sure sign he was computing the possibilities.

      ‘It could be possible. But it will take a lot of processing power to compute a possible future. That is indeed an interesting task for a change.’

      Silence filled the chamber. Chromosome crossed her arms and impatiently drummed her fingers on her elbow. ‘Well? How long will it take?’

      ‘If I take all non-essential systems offline, then, maybe two days.’

      ‘We only have hours. Do what you have to.’

      Ernie ran everything on the islands: security systems, sea and air defences, every computer terminal in the citadel and everything else including the vending machines.

      ‘And Ernie, if anybody asks, don’t tell them what you are doing. This is a priority Council operation, Need to Know Only security. And I’m the only Council member who needs to know.’

      Taking almost every systems offline would raise a few eyebrows, but Chromosome was racing against time. She had to find Psych first. Her plan relied on it.

      

      Jake examined the printed map in his hand. The hard rain had made the printer ink run so that it was almost unreadable. Ever since he had arrived in Glasgow it had been raining from charcoal skies. He had flown around the city for several minutes before finally following the Clyde River southeast to Rutherglen.

      He landed in a bank of trees at the side of a railway track and walked out into the drab estate. The burned-out car next to him told him everything he needed to know. Monotone four-storey flat blocks surrounded Jake and made him feel hemmed in. It reminded him of Diablo Island. Loud music and raised voices echoed eerily around the concrete canyons. The few Christmas decorations that were on display did nothing to cheer the place up.

      Jake found the block he wanted and took the staircase, which smelled like a public toilet, and walked up to the top floor. He looked around in dismay. This was the type of estate that offered few chances for the people who lived here. He had always been a trouble maker, a bully destined to end up on the wrong side of the law, but he had been brought up as a privileged kid. And he was feeling ashamed for throwing it all away. No matter how bad this environment was, he knew most of the people who lived there would turn out better than him.

      He reached a door with peeling blue paint and knocked. Jake heard the chain being pulled away from the door, and it swung inwards. Sandra Sinclair, aka the Hooded Harrier, stared at him. She was almost fifty, but looked much younger even wearing a fierce expression.

      ‘Hi,’ Jake began before the woman sidestepped and he saw a wall of flesh racing down the narrow corridor. He heard a deep roar like an injured lion, caught glimpses of a blue jumpsuit and powerful shoulders scraping ruts in the narrow plaster walls. Jake focused on an enormous fist the size of a bowling ball - which connected with his face.

      Jake was punched through the concrete balcony and sailed from the top floor, across the car park, before landing on a rusty van that crumpled like a pancake underneath him, windows exploding.

      Although his ever-present force field had cushioned the blow, he still felt groggy. He looked up to see an impossibly huge figure spring down from the balcony. It was Scuffer. Jake had walked straight into a trap. Whether Munir had turned him in, or the Enforcers had just fallen lucky, he didn’t know. But it served him right for letting even retired heroes live.

      Scuffer effortlessly picked up a small car and swung it down on Jake. Jake flipped to one side, dropping to the tarmac just as Scuffer slammed the car onto the van.

      Enforcers ran out of Sinclair’s flat, spreading out on the balcony with their guns trained on the action below. Jake swore at himself for being too careless. He tried to climb to his feet - but another pile driving punch landed on him. The blow drove Jake thirty metres backwards, smashing through slender tree trunks that lined the embankment of the railway line. The wood splintered with each impact, the trees falling over with a loud crack.

      Jake bounced across the railway lines and rolled for some time before coming to a halt. His breathing was laboured. He forced his eyes open. One was swollen. He saw that he was lying in between railway lines next to a train station. There were only a couple of people on the long thin platform of Rutherford station. One was so engrossed in his newspaper that he didn’t even look up. Another was listening to music on his phone and singing loudly, and badly, with his back to the action.

      Scuffer pushed his way down the embankment; his great deformed head sweeping from side to side as he sniffed the air. The noise was disgusting, like he had a nose full of mucus. He zeroed in on Jake and roared, one powerful fist pounding into his chest like a deranged gorilla. Jake thought that whatever the mutating power was that he’d cast on Scuffer, it had turned him into a killing machine, not powered by the feeble intelligence his old friend once had, but by pure animal instinct.

      Scuffer menacingly approached Jake. Out of the corner of his eyes, Jake saw his chance. He lunged at the ogre, grabbing him around the throat and thrusting Scuffer’s his head back - just as a commuter train shot past at high speed, horn blaring.

      Jake forced Scuffer’s head against the rapidly moving wall of steel. The carriage windows shattered and metal buckled. For a second Jake hoped that Scuffer was going to collapse. Then the train past and the brute effortlessly batted Jake away. Jake hit the ground several metres away and looked in astonishment at Scuffer. The impact hadn’t seemed to injure him at all.

      Jake leapt to his feet and took a flying jump onto the station platform. Scuffer followed - leaping in one long bound. Jake heard Scuffer land behind him, and turned - ducking as a fist wheeled around and shattered the station sign just above Jake’s head.

      Jake sprinted up the platform, between the two oblivious commuters. Scuffer followed like a charging elephant. Jake knew he could simply fly away; even Scuffer couldn’t jump that high to follow him. But then he would be unable to talk to the Hooded Harrier. He had to get rid of Scuff and the Enforcers if he had any hope of tracking Psych down.

      Scuffer was catching up. Jake flew forwards, only a metre from the ground, but fast enough to increase the distance and give him time to think of a plan. To the north of the station was a rail yard with rows of heavy rolling stock parked up. All around the yard was an industrial estate, with the steel beams of a huge construction project being built to the east.

      Jake landed between rows of heavy iron open-topped hopper wagons that were filled with limestone. He had a moment to think. Scuffer possessed incredible strength, an acute tracking ability and was able to leap large distances. Jake doubted he could win the battle of strength, and he obviously couldn’t hide for long, so he had to make the most of his other powers. Jake winced as he felt his chest and eye regenerate. This was the first time he had ever been in a situation where he had to outwit the enemy. And the fact it was Scuffer was just embarrassing.

      The ominous crunch of gravel and gruff breathing signalled Scuffer had caught up with him. Jake knelt down and peered between the wheels of the wagons. He could see Scuffer’s swollen feet as he slowly prowled on the opposite side of the freight. Jake held his breath as Scuffer stopped. He could hear snuffling. Then he watched with relief as the feet walked directly away from him.

      Jake wondered if he could pin Scuff down by toppling the wagons on him. Evidentially Scuffer must have been having a similar thought—

      Jake heard the rapid footfalls and instinctively shot into the air - just as Scuffer charged into the hopper wagon after taking a long run. The wagon clanged from the impact and jumped off the track. Tons of freight teetered for a second before toppling over. Its cargo of limestone poured out across the track where Jake had been.

      Jake hovered above the brute and unleashed an intense radioactive blast. The green wave rippled the air with its ferocity and knocked Scuffer off his feet. The heat was so intense that a section of the rail track he was standing on melted like chocolate.

      Scuffer rolled backwards. Jake continuing the onslaught until Scuffer smashed into a tubular silver tank wagon that was filled with liquid petroleum gas. The radioactive heat detonated the load - which exploded in a furious mushroom cloud.

      The orange fireball was blinding. An invisible shockwave of air blasted into Jake and sent him spinning through the air across the rail yard before he crashed into a line of conflat trucks carrying heavy blue shipping containers.

      The explosion blew a crater in the middle of the yard and Jake could feel the heat singe his eyebrows as the fireball rose to the drab clouds like a mini-nuclear detonation.

      For a few moments nothing stirred except the fragmented, burning remains of the tanker and the dull patter of rain. Black smoke covered the yard like dense fog.

      Jake tried to climb to his feet but fell over - his leg was twisted completely the wrong way, a shard of bone poking out. He felt a jolt of pain but knew his superpowers were smothering the agony he should really be feeling. With a crack his leg twisted around on its own accord, and rapidly began to heal.

      He had been surprised by the power of his blast; it was surely a giant killer. Then he noticed movement in the smoke and Jake’s mouth fell slack. Scuffer was rising from the flames. Skin red-raw and covered in cuts. He pounded his chest and roared to the sky.

      Jake was beginning to get a sinking feeling that his old pal Scuffer was indestructible. That would pose a huge problem.
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      Technicians across the hangar were all talking at once as they tried to access the computer systems and internal phone lines but got a ‘system busy’ message.

      Chromosome had entered the Council’s luxury hangar with a few Legion in tow. The hangar was a colossal space that housed the private discus shuttles used by the Council. They were fast, undetectable by radar and comfortable, ranging in size from private shuttles to large troop carriers that contained a mobile communications hub, essentially a series of monitors and video cameras for each of the Council members so that they could talk to villains worldwide in the privacy of cyberspace without having to leave the island.

      Chromosome preferred the smaller shuttles, like the one Hunter had destroyed on Liberty Island. But getting to one right now was proving difficult. Since Ernie had re-routed all processing power on her request, the entire island had suddenly gone chaotic. Initially manual alarms had rung out to indicate they were under attack. When it became clear that Ernie had powered everything down, suspicion moved towards the rogue supervillain Basilisk and his team who had successfully crippled the Hero Foundation’s website. Was he turning on the villain’s too? Repeated requests for Ernie to respond had achieved nothing.

      It had taken a while for Chromosome to reach the hangar, as the corridors were full of staff running like worker ants. At one point she had seen Fallout looming through the corridor and she hid away. He could well be one of her co-conspirators, but without confirmation she didn’t want to run into any other Council member who may delay her.

      Chromosome walked along the raised platform at the back of the hangar where the key transportation offices were located - Air Traffic Control and the Command Post, which was her destination.

      Inside, the Command Post looked like most car hire receptions, with a counter bisecting the room and a bored looking man sitting on a stool behind it. He looked nervous when Chromosome entered and put down his Nintendo as the Legion scurried to close the door behind.

      ‘Chromosome, mam. I was not expecting you here today.’

      ‘I need a shuttle.’ Chromosome thought back to the old days when being a Villain was something you did for fun, working off your gut instincts. In those days there would be no problem in jumping in the pilot seat of an aircraft and taking off. But with the current Council of Evil regulations there was so much paperwork.

      ‘Ah, the computers are down at the moment.’

      ‘So? My business cannot wait! Give me the ignition card.’ The shuttles could only operate if the pilot had the correct ignition card, which unlocked the ship and started the engines.

      The man licked his lips nervously. It was never good to argue with a Council member. But still, these were the Council’s own rules.

      ‘Do you have a B161 form?’

      Chromosome laid both hands on the counter and leaned forwards, smiling brightly. When she spoke her voice was seductive.

      ‘I don’t need those stilly forms, do I?’

      The man broke out into a sweat and he felt like his brain was trying to leap out of his ears. He knew the rules, but the sweet melody of her voice convinced him everything was fine.

      ‘N... no. Of course not.’

      ‘Then give me an ignition card for a shuttle.’

      The man half turned, then the nerdy clerk side of his brain kicked in and he frowned as he remembered something.

      ‘But you already have one out...’

      A flash of annoyance crossed Chromosome’s face, breaking the spell. Her persuasion powers only worked if she could keep a light-hearted tone, and right now she was feeling so stressed that she snapped.

      ‘It was destroyed you fool! That’s why I want another! And, no, I refuse to fill out any of your ludicrous insurance forms again!’ She had tried to report the shuttle loss through the Council’s automated telephone system, but had gotten lost when she pressed the wrong number of her phone’s keypad. The automatic system was evil incarnate.

      The clerk had now fully recovered himself and crossed his arms defiantly.

      ‘Then you know the rules, mam. I just—’

      ‘Please! You must!’ The charming voice was back, and the man was briefly reminded of his daughter asking for some such present for Christmas. He smiled and patted Chromosome’s hand without realising what he was doing.

      ‘Of course, don’t worry. I’ll sort you out.’

      He tapped a code into a safe under the counter and withdrew a small card, which he handed over to Chromosome. She snatched it, but he wouldn’t let go.

      ‘Now what’s the magic word?’ he said in a fatherly voice.

      Chromosome was feeling too angry to keep up the pretence. She placed a finger on his lips to silence him.

      ‘Thank you. You will tell nobody about this.’

      She removed her finger - and the man’s smile faltered as skin rapidly grew between his lips. It had the consistency of melted cheese, but the stringy flesh soon covered his mouth until he looked like he’d been born without one. Then his nostrils sealed themselves and the man fell to the floor suffocating as he clawed at his face.

      Chromosome watched his struggle with interest, then remembered that she had to stop casually killing people like this, it would get her into trouble and she didn’t have time to dispose of the body like she had with Grutt. She quickly crossed the hangar to the shuttle where she would wait until Ernie announced Psych’s location.

      What she wasn’t aware of was that Grutt’s remains had been found, and right now Necros was staring at the pile of bones and robes and coming to correct conclusions...

      

      Scuffer broke apart the railway sleepers with a single punch just as quickly as Jake could chuck the heavy concrete slabs. Scuffer’s entire body looked both red-raw and, in patches, black, from where he had burned, but he showed no signs of pain. If anything it seemed to make him angrier. Jake had attempted to take to the air the moment he saw Scuffer was still alive - but instead fell flat on his face.

      His flying powers had deserted him.

      Jake was shocked. Chromosome wasn’t around to cancel them out, so he knew they must have permanently disappeared. As part of him had fused with the villain website’s servers and his powers had been amplified, he had assumed that he no longer needed to download specific powers. The last few times he’d used the app he had just downloaded any icon he liked the look of. Now he remembered that they had only selected two, rather than his usual four, powers before leaving the castle. He was paying the consequences, and he just hoped nothing else ran out.

      He’d been so engrossed with his thoughts he hadn’t realized Scuffer was so close until a mighty fist closed around his neck and pitched him into the steel cargo container. Luckily Jake’s force field absorbed the damage.

      Scuffer pressed his twisted face closer to Jake and loudly sniffed at him. Jake recoiled, Scuff smelled like he’d been living in a sewer. As the grip tightened he was finding it difficult to breath and he realized that Scuffer was trying to pull off his head.

      ‘Scuff! Mate! It’s me... Jake...’ he spluttered.

      Scuffer seemed to relinquish his grip - but Jake’s relief was brief. Scuffer yanked Jake away from the container - then repeatedly pounded him into the steel. With each impact Jake could feel his strength ebb as the metal crumpled around him.

      ‘Scuff! Warren... Feddle! That’s your name!’

      Scuffer hesitated and pulled Jake closer for scrutiny. Overhead, a pair of Chinook Helicopters appeared, the tail ramps opened and a squadron of Enforcers aimed their weapons out of the door.

      ‘Scuff... we used to be mates. Remember?’

      Scuff grunted. It could have meant anything but Jake chose to interpret it as a sign of recognition.

      ‘You don’t want to hurt me, do you? Remember the laughs we used to have?’

      Scuffer’s eyes narrowed, and Jake wondered if he’s suddenly triggered a bad memory - such as what Jake had done to him in Moscow after he’d tried to mug him.

      Bellowing with rage, Scuffer tossed Jake overhead like a ball. Jake soared through the air, completely out of control. For a horrible second his vision was filled with twin whirling rotors as a Chinook banked into position - but Jake was travelling fast enough not to get caught in the rotor’s suction.

      Jake curved back to earth and crashed through a row of parked commuter carriages that had been covered in graffiti. He soared through one window, across the carriage and out through the opposite side in a shower of glass. He landed hard across the steel tracks, and felt the cold metal of a rail press into the back of his neck. He suspected that his shield’s strength was beginning to weaken, and he felt a little wobbly himself.

      He silently berated himself for not being better prepared. He was so consumed in finding Psych that he had failed to look after himself.

      With shaking hands, he pulled his phone from his pocket. The screen was shattered, the phone dead. He looked up in time to see Scuffer bound across the yard in a single leap. The ogre landed on the track next to Jake and roared savagely. Jake tried to move - but suddenly felt the entire weight of the mutant on top of him. Scuff pinned Jake’s arms with his knees then punched him repeatedly across the face. Jake felt a tooth knock loose. Another punch cracked his jaw - which he felt snap back into place, a fresh tooth pushing from his gums as he rapidly healed.

      Jake tensed his body, but only had free movement with his legs. He kneed Scuffer in the small of the back, but it was like kicking a rhinoceros.

      Then Jake felt his neck tingle and realized it was because the train track was vibrating. Scuffer punched him again, and now he was facing the right direction to see a train speeding towards them. It was probably slowing down as it passed through the rail yard, but it was still easily doing seventy miles an hour.

      Jake tried to push Scuffer aside, but for some reason he felt heavier than anything Jake had lifted before, like his entire body had become denser, and he could only lift him a few centimetres.

      Scuffer cupped both his hands together to form a huge fist to mash Jake’s head. With his hands pinned down, Jake had only one option left. He squinted his eyes and hoped that he had correctly recalled the icon he’d carelessly clicked on.

      A beam of red energy shot from Jake’s eyes - and hit Scuffer full in the face. The beast fell backwards, giving Jake the opportunity to slip free and roll backwards off the track. He jumped to his feet - just as four hundred and sixty-six tons of Pendolino train struck Scuffer right in front of him!

      Jake had to fight for his balance to avoid being sucked towards the express. The train’s brakes screeched in a shower of sparks as the train attempted to stop. Jake saw flashes of startled faces peering from the windows at him as it passed.

      Jake half expected to see limbs scattered across the tracks, but instead was astonished to find that the collision with the train had done nothing more than to slog Scuffer across the yard and into a row of tippler wagons.

      ‘He’s damn well indestructible!’ Jake exclaimed aloud.

      He glanced up at the Enforcer helicopters circling like vultures. The soldiers had not fired a shot; they were enjoying the fight too much, the Chinooks were hovering just beyond the range of his powers.

      Jake glanced at Scuffer as he climbed to his feet, shaking his head woozily. At least, the express train had had some effect on him. He looked across at the construction site, and his own advice rattled through his mind. It was embarrassing, but he had to outthink Scuffer.

      Unable to fly, Jake had to resort to sprinting across the yard as fast as possible. He reached into his energy reserves and hoped he possessed some type of super-speed... but his luck was out.

      Scuffer saw him run and beat his chest. That gave Jake precious seconds to reach the fence separating the rail yard from the construction site. He fired his radioactive blast ahead of him as he ran, and jumped over the molten metal as it formed a puddle.

      Luckily the construction site was empty. All types of machinery lay around the site: bulldozers, JCBs, cranes, cement mixers. Portacabins lined the edge of the site, built around a towering steel skeleton of red iron girders that stretched up, forming the core of a new ugly tower block.

      A plan was forming in Jake’s mind - and he didn’t like it at all, but it was the only thing he could think of.

      Scuffer bounded into the yard with a howl. He picked up a dirty yellow dumper truck with both hands and lobbed it overhead. Jake jumped aside. The dumper smashed into the mud beside him and flipped millimetres over his head before landing upside down, and providing cover between him and Scuffer.

      Jake rolled behind the truck and slid into a drainage ditch. He scurried forwards on his hands and knees, spitting out the foul brown water that splashed into his mouth.

      Scuffer was puzzled that he couldn’t see Jake. He lumbered over to the dumper and lifted the machine, expecting to find his prey underneath the scoop. He flipped it back onto its wheels with a howl when he saw that Jake had escaped. Then he raised his nose to the air and sniffed hard - his head turning as he caught the scent. Jake was crawling out of the ditch on the other side of the site. Jake ran for the iron girders and started to climb the steel frame like a lizard.

      Jake was thankful he hadn’t lost his climbing ability. As he reached the fifth floor he glanced down to see Scuffer looking up at him and pacing back and forth as he decided whether or not to follow.

      Jake laughed to himself. ‘You’re as dumb as a dog, Scuff old mate.’

      Scuffer walked around the framework as Jake reached the tenth floor and edged across the narrow steel beams to the side of the structure opposite Scuffer.

      From the top, Jake had a good view of Glasgow. The river and hills to the north, drab housing estates to the south. He waited for Scuffer to follow him around before he extended both hands and fired a supercharged radioactive blast to the ground... but what came out was a feeble splutter of energy.

      ‘Aw, no!’ wailed Jake. His old faithful power had deserted him too. He screamed, annoyed with himself for having let his powers dwindle so much, especially after using them so heavily. It was one thing to wean himself off them, but a foolish mistake to walk into battle without any weapons.

      Scuffer must have sensed Jake’s anguish because he moved to the foot of the tower. Jake was fairly certain that Scuff didn’t have the balance to climb all the way up. And he was right.

      Scuffer grabbed a beam and started to shake it.

      At first nothing happened. Then Jake felt the iron quiver under his feet, and after twenty seconds the entire tower was shaking as if it was caught in an earthquake.

      Jake’s feet slipped from the wet metal and he fell - latching an arm around a beam to save himself. His feet pedalled the air. His climbing power had just vanished.

      Unable to fly and unsure if he still had a protective shield, he was certain the fall would kill him. Scuffer shook the tower as if he was trying to dislodge a cat from a tree. Jake felt his grip start to give on the slick steel. And then he fell - CLANG! - landing on his back, across another cross-girder two floors down. He winced from the pain, but luckily his shield was still working to some degree. Jake rolled onto his chest and gripped onto the girder with his arms and legs. He didn’t suffer from vertigo when he flew, but now he only had one direction to go - down - he was terrified.

      The sound of wrenching steel made him look up. The vibrations had started to loosen bolts. With a ping, steel bolts came free and a heavy girder plummeted down. Jake closed his eyes; his teeth rattling as the falling girder smashed against the one that he was clinging to before bouncing off several others and crunching against the concrete floor.

      He watched as another girder ricocheted from the tower with a clang and smashed into the portacabins, squashing them flat.

      All around Jake, girders began to collapse and plunge to earth. One barely missed whacking Scuffer across the head. Jake was trapped in a life-sized game of Jenga.

      Jake renewed his grip with one arm and extended his other. He just had to hope all of his powers hadn’t expired. He concentrated and shot an enormous fireball straight to the ground in between Scuffer and a line of construction vehicles. It was a wide shot, and left nothing but a deep impact crater that rapidly filled with water. But the force was enough to throw Scuffer away from the collapsing tower.

      Startled, Jake lost his balance and fell.

      His arms thrashed as he tried to latch onto something, but he rebounded like a pinball as he fell eight stories into the concrete foundations. Seconds later a pair of girders smashed down either side of him before bouncing like cabers and landing in the mud.

      Jake groaned. One of his arms was broken, but the rest of him was in relatively good shape. He could teleport to safety, but where would that get him? He’d have to return at some point to get the information he needed.

      Jake knew he had to fight this one to the end.

      Scuffer pounced on him before he could stand. Jake’s leg felt like it was being plucked from its socket as Scuffer lifted him by the limb, then tossed him across the building site.

      Jake smashed into the side of an empty cement mixer. He slid to the ground winded. He watched mesmerized as the entire shaking tower collapsed in a thunder of metal, kicking up a cloud of dust that blotted out the ever-present Chinooks.

      By throwing him, Scuffer had unwittingly saved Jake’s life. The brute was flat on the ground and several girders bounced off him with no apparent harm.

      Jake shook his head. ‘Unbelievable.’

      As soon as Scuffer got to his feet and strode through the crater caused by Jake’s blast, Jake shot a fireball against the tail of the dump truck beside him - then leapt for cover under the cement mixer as thirty-eight tons of gravel cascaded from the back of the truck and filled the crater, crushing Scuffer. As the last piece of gravel settled, a dusty grey cloud rose across the suddenly silent construction site.

      Jake ran for the tree cover at the edge of the yard. The rain would dispel the cloud soon enough, but it would take some time for the patrolling Enforcers to realise that Jake was not buried beneath the destruction. He didn’t for a moment think that Scuffer was dead under all that weight, but he hoped that he couldn’t break out.

      All Jake had to do now was get back to the woman in the flat, and somehow persuade her to tell him what he wanted.

      

      Chromosome sat quietly in the shuttle’s pilot seat. In her youth she had flown small Cessna planes in South Africa which had given her enough grounding to easily take to the controls of these sophisticated machines, although she was too lazy to do so and always relied on the autopilot now. An alarm rang over the base and she frowned.

      ‘Seal the island,’ instructed a voice over the P.A. system.

      Chromosome started to feel a little worried as the reinforced hangar doors rolled closed in front of her. She would have to open them if she intended to fly out of the hangar.

      Then the siren stopped and a new voice came over the P.A., so cold and lifeless it made the citadel’s staff shiver: Necros.

      ‘We have a murderer amongst us. A slaughterer of our own kin, Ambassador Grutt has been murdered.’

      Chromosome could see the reactions across the hangar, mostly shrugs of indifference, as Grutt was not a well-liked man. But, surprisingly, murder on the island was something new.

      ‘All Council members must return to the chamber for an emergency session. Anyone who doesn’t will be deemed a traitor.’

      Chromosome sighed. She knew that she’d been rumbled. Still, she did not fear Necros too much; after all, she was planning to overthrow him. But the entire Council together would pose a problem and she still wasn’t certain who her co-conspirators were.

      Through the craft’s panoramic windows she saw somebody enter the Command Post - and run out seconds later screaming. Another body had been found. Chromosome rolled her eyes, she was just too kill-happy at times. Now it looked as if she would have to slay everybody in the hangar just to keep the discovery secret.

      Then she noticed that people were pointing at her from the balcony area. They had obviously connected the dots. She rose from her seat - but it was too late, a female technician already had a radio to her mouth. Seconds later Necros' voice came over the P.A.

      ‘So, Chromosome, I never thought you had it in you.’

      The hangar lights flickered, causing the technicians to flee. They knew what was coming next. Chromosome stabbed the control button that sealed the ship’s doors and sank back into the seat.

      ‘Come on, Ernie...’ she whispered.

      She strapped the harness tightly across her just as the hangar plunged into darkness, only the red emergency lights hinted at shapes and obstacles. The technicians who hadn’t fled the hangar now cowered in the corners, as Necros emerged. His voice echoed uncommonly loud across the hangar.

      ‘Chromosome I know you’re here. I can smell your fear.’

      She held her breath as Necros’ head scanned the hangar. She could just make out the rusted helmet that crowned his head, and the rotting cape that hung from his shoulders and trailed behind him. He walked past the shuttle, oblivious to her.

      ‘I will find you,’ the sibilant voice sounded like it was close to her ear. ‘I will make you suffer to show others that dissent amongst the Council will not be tolerated.’

      Chromosome smiled to herself. If only he knew that half the Council was ready to rebel against him.

      ‘I suspected betrayal from the inner sanctum. Did you think I was foolish enough not to flush out conspiracies from my empire?’ That was how Necros saw the Council of Evil, his own personal kingdom.

      Necros started circling the shuttle fleet, stooping to glance underneath the craft. ‘Of course, you will be expecting your co-conspirators to come rushing in to save you. Because what better time to take me out than now? But I have to tell you, that is not likely to happen.’ Necros laughed, which sounded more like tortured souls wailing. ‘That is because you have no conspirators, Chromosome. They were waiting to betray you.’

      Chromosome’s pulse quickened as anger flared inside her. Surely he was just vying for time and making this up to provoke her.

      ‘Nameless conspirators who could trust nobody to reveal their identities to... except perhaps the one person they were supposed to be assassinating. Oh yes, they came to me. All on their own, not knowing whom else amongst the Council to trust. Knowing who the conspirators were, I could focus my suspicions on those who had not stepped forward.’

      Chromosome gripped the flight stick. She wanted to scream and kill those who had betrayed her. They had planned to double-cross her - expose her at the crucial point so that she would be the one killed. The devious co-conspirators had found a way to eliminate one of their own, which would curry favour with Necros and ensured their positions on the Council. No doubt those who were in on the conspiracy were being paid substantial amounts of cash by wannabe Council members. Cash for honour, an old staple throughout history.

      But now, that meant the Council of Evil would turn against Chromosome. In this time of escalating war against the Hero Foundation, they would have to crush anyone threatening to topple them. Alone, she was no match for the seven other powerful Council members. But with Hunter by her side there would be no stopping her.

      Her smart watch  vibrated on her wrist. She glanced at the message and finally found something to smile about.

      Ernie had predicted Psych’s location.

      Using the Council shuttle would be pointless now as they could easily track her. Instead she teleported out of the hangar.

      

      Jake was out of breath by the time he climbed up all of the steps of the tower block. He stopped close to the top and collected himself. His hands were trembling uncontrollably and he knew that he needed to plug into the villain app to recharge or he would collapse. He had sneaked back across the railway line, making sure he wasn’t spotted by any Enforcer patrols that were still coming the construction site searching for both Jake and Scuffer. Fortunately a pall of dust still hung over the battle site slowing their search difficult.

      Jake walked out onto the balcony and approached the open pale blue door. He could hear voices inside and raised his hand as he stepped inside.

      Sandra Sinclair was standing in the living room beyond the door, chatting to an Enforcer who had a mug of coffee in his hand. He looked surprised as Jake threw a fireball straight at him. It was only small, that’s all Jake had left, but it hit the coffee mug as it reached the man’s lips. The Enforcer fell, knocked out by the small explosion that slammed the mug against his head.

      The woman gasped and backed away - falling onto her sofa, arms raised and a look of terror across her face.

      ‘Please! Don’t kill me! They turned up first!’

      Jake had nothing left. He was seriously worried be wouldn’t be able to teleport back to his lair. If Sinclair threw a pillow at him right now he would probably fold on the floor. Jake recalled the skills he had amassed as a bully; fear and intimidation were art forms.

      ‘Don’t make me mad. You really won’t like me when I’m mad.’

      ‘W... what do you want?’

      ‘If you want to live, then you’re going to tell me where I can find your old boyfriend. Tell me where Psych is.’

      Sinclair’s eyes looked frantically around, and what little colour she had in her cheeks, vanished completely.

      ‘I don’t know! It’s been a few years since we last talked!’

      Jake felt his stomach bottom out. He had been robbed of his final destination.

      Psych was still beyond his reach.
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      Jake was slumped on the massive four-poster bed in his new home. He had managed to teleport back to the castle. Appearing in the tower, he collapsed in front of the televisions.

      When he woke, he found that Igor had carried him to the bedroom and plugged him into the villain website. The genetically modified superpowers pumped through his system and revived him.

      The television was playing endless news programs, all reporting on how major cities across the world had deployed their military in an attempt stop the terrorist attacks - in reality a superhuman crime spree. He noticed that even the news reporters were referring to villain’s names, but claiming that they were names of gangs.

      He watched shaky news camera footage of a blazing dockland in Chicago. A single figure, called Wildfire, was hurling tongues of flame to incinerate the buildings. Reporters claimed that he was using a flamethrower, and that being more believable than the fact that he was clearly throwing fire from his fingers, the public swallowed it. The same was true for the ‘gang’ attacks in Paris, showing footage of criminals clinging to the side of the Eiffel Tower having clearly flown there. The reporters stressed that the thugs had in fact climbed and the camera cut the moment the villains launched themselves off. Obviously the press were now in on the global conspiracy of super-silence.

      When he saw out-of-focus camera footage of the Statue of Liberty toppling over he closed his eyes. He thought about Sandra Sinclair, the Hooded Harrier. He had managed to instil fear into her, and it had made him feel awful. How had he enjoyed being a bully? Seeing the older woman cower in terror had made him feel like the coward. He had relaxed slightly, and tried to be more friendly and reassuring. But the damage had been done. If Sinclair had any powers left she did not display them. She was just a scared ex-hero. Jake had seen that the flat was filled with photographs of the Justice Federation. The Hooded Harrier had been very attractive back then, with long flame-red hair and a cheeky smile. Jake’s eyes bored into the picture of Psych.

      Quivering with fear, Sinclair admitted she and Psych had swapped emails for a while, but that had petered out. The only assistance she could give him was that Psych had moved back to Australia in his last letter, he was talking about opening up a bar there.

      Igor had handed him a new mobile phone, and Jake wondered just how much replacing them was costing him. It was a backup of his old one, the same number and with the villain app installed.

      He climbed out of bed and paced around the empty castle. It was dark outside, and the snow piled against the window did little to raise his spirits. He stared at the crystalline statue of Chameleon.

      ‘This is all your fault!’

      He punched the frozen hero in frustration. The statue rocked, falling at an angle against the wall. He raised a fist to strike the statue again but faltered. It was achieving nothing.

      Australia. Jake knew it was a vast place. Finding out that Psych was there hadn’t made his quest any easier.

      Igor entered the room, rapping hard on the door for attention. Jake’s rumbling stomach expected to see food, but Igor was empty handed.

      ‘What is it?’

      Jake suddenly remembered his butler was mute so gestured with his hands. Then he stopped and silently berated himself - he was mute not deaf. He waited patiently as Igor crossed over to the huge television screen that dominated the room and selected a channel. Jake was surprised to see that it was broadcasting the American Presidential Shield.

      Then the image changed to that of the President sitting behind his desk in the Oval Office. He talked straight to camera.

      ‘This is a message for the one they called The Hunter, broadcast on a secure channel. Even though we’re unsure of your location, I’m certain this will find its way to you. We are living in an ever-shifting world. Friends become enemies. Enemies become friends. By kidnapping me you declared war on the United States, and that is not something I look lightly upon.’ The President shifted in his seat and cast a glance off-camera at a photograph of his family. ‘But you then had a change of heart and went on to save my life - from a danger that you placed me in, admittedly, but you voluntarily chose to reunite me and my team, with our families. I know the pain you are feeling now Hunter, the sense of loss. That is why I am granting you a Presidential favour. At the end of this transmission is a data file. The combined resources of the CIA and NSA containing everything you need to find Psych.’

      The President smiled. ‘We normals do have access to information beyond what the Council and Foundation have. I trust your intentions remain honourable and you do not intend to harm him. You have my word that there will be no Enforcers or heroes waiting to trap you. I do this to return the favour you granted me. But after this is over you remain an enemy of both my country... and me. Consider this a temporary suspension in hostilities.’

      The image faded and was replaced with a rapid burst of high-pitch noise and rapidly flashing images that the Castle’s computers immediately translated into surveillance photographs, maps and addresses.

      Jake felt a wave of elation. This unexpected twist of fate was everything he needed. He was going to find Psych!

      

      Jake inhaled deeply as he appeared amongst a knot of trees in Hyde Park, Sydney, Australia. He had always dreamt of having a beach house here and felt oddly closer to realising his ambitions, although that was probably because he was close to finding Psych. The US files had told him that the hero was now using his real name of Fred Hardcastle.

      It was a warm summer day, and the heat made Jake’s skin tingle, although Igor had applied sunblock. The problem with his photosensitive skin was something he would have to address before he moved here. He chased the thought from his mind; he was here to find Psych.

      Jake left the park on foot and crossed the busy Macquarie Street as he headed into the financial district of the city. Huge skyscrapers loomed above him, looking modern and sleek. Here the streets were in almost permanent shadow and he felt relaxed as he followed the map in his hand.

      Psych owned a bar located in the maze of skyscrapers that catered for executives and business types. He stopped at a street corner and stared at the luxury glass façade, bearing the named ‘The Justice Bar’.

      He started to cross the street, but stopped as his phone rang. It was Lorna. Jake hesitated, he wanted to answer but the excitement of finishing his quest was too much. He ignored it and crossed over —

      Just as the entire front of the bar exploded in a black cloud and a lethal hail of glass. Jake’s head spun in confusion as glass showered around him, bouncing off his fully energized shield.

      Then he saw Psych. He was lying  in the middle of the street, cut and bruised as flames shot from his bar. Other than that, he hadn’t changed much from Sinclair’s photographs. Cars skidded around him – but a bus, swerving a chunk of flaming wreckage, headed directly for him.

      Jake jumped between the bus and Psych and held up his hands. The bus skidded sideways towards him and he could see the panicked faces of its passengers - then it suddenly stopped as it ran into Jake’s invisible shield, robbed of its momentum centimetres from flattening him.

      He sprinted over to Psych and helped him up.

      ‘Are you OK?’

      The man’s wide eyes swivelled from Jake to his ruined bar - just as Chromosome stepped out from the smoke. She registered surprise when she saw Jake, but quickly recovered.

      ‘Come to see you little friend die? How sweet.’ The words were as cold as steel, and as she spoke her Legion scurried forwards.

      Jake stepped in front of Psych and fired dozens of tennis ball sized fireballs into the crawling mass. The Legion split, avoiding the shots. Jake backed away as they surrounded him.

      ‘We have already established that you can’t defeat me,’ said Chromosome with a smile. ‘But I’m so sentimental that I will offer you a deal.’

      ‘I’m not bargaining with you,’ spat Jake. He flamed two Legion that raced forwards with slender scorpion tails waving. The pseudo-creatures flipped on their back, legs pumping as they burned.

      ‘Dear Hunter, always so head strong. Perhaps by working together we can both get what we want?’

      ‘You double-crossed me once. Never again.’

      Jake lunged forward as though he was pushing an invisible wall. The air buckled as a telekinetic blast pounded into Chromosome, hurling her back into the blazing bar.

      Jake grabbed Psych’s arm and forced him to run as the Legion darted in pursuit.

      ‘Can you fly?’

      Psych hesitated before answering. ‘Yes... just a little bit though.’

      ‘Up!’ Jake commanded. They soared into the air together, Psych lagged behind as they banked between skyscrapers. Jake zigzagged through the smoked glass avenues as they gained altitude. He couldn’t see Chromosome following, and noticed that Psych was struggling.

      Jake double-backed and helped him land on the roof-edge of a diamond shaped building. From here they had a clear view northwards across the wide harbour. The famous Sydney Harbour Bridge was to the left, the sail-like domes of the Opera House to the right. He noticed that a military tank sat next to the Opera House and several armed soldiers patrolled amongst the crowds of tourists. Jake remembered that every country was on high alert with the growing disturbances, and since the Statue of Liberty had been destroyed the Australians were obviously protecting their national icons.

      Psych was struggling for his breath. ‘That chook’s a bit gone! Who is she?’

      Jake deciphered the Aussie slang. ‘Chromosome, from the Council of Evil. And she wants to kill you.’

      ‘Jeez, mate. Why? I’m retired.’

      Jake resisted the urge to shout at the hero for wiping his family’s mind. He was doing it on the orders of Chameleon, plus he was the only one who could bring them back to him.

      ‘You still have your powers though. You can fly and wipe peoples’ minds?’

      ‘Yeah, but they’re fadin’ away with each birthday. I can’t fly around much. I have problems goin’ to the dunny, never mind swoopin’ over the city!’

      Jake got the gist of the conversation. ‘You’re going to have to push yourself to fly. I can teleport us out of here but not straight away, my power has to recharge.’

      ‘Watch out!’

      This as Chromosome soared into view on her massive bat wings. She had not fully transformed to her monstrous visage, so she now resembled a twisted angel. Her Legion had evolved wings and swarmed around her like flies. They dive-bombed in, tails jabbing into Jake’s back as he shielded Psych from the blows.

      ‘Go!’ Yelled Jake and he pushed Psych off the edge of the roof.

      Jake swooped out over the busy ferry terminal. And when he looked back he saw that Psych was plummeting to earth. Chromosome had spiralled around to intercept Psych. Then he remembered that she could dampen powers, like she’d done to his flying ability on Liberty Island. It wouldn’t have taken much to strip Psych of his aging talent.

      Jake rocketed forwards.

      The busy concourse below the building was full of people, many sitting in the sun enjoying a drink. Somebody saw the commotion above and screamed - it looked like something out of a nightmare as a winged creature swooped on a falling man.

      Chromosome stretched out and grabbed Psych’s foot - five floors before he splattered on the ground - as Jake tackled him from the side. He was travelling so fast that they both cannoned through the plate-glass office windows - ploughed through office desks, filing cabinets and thin partitioned walls before coming to a halt in a rain of paper. Office workers screamed and ran for cover, adding to the confusion.

      Chromosome appeared at the window, her wings beating quickly to keep her hovering. The whimpers from Psych meant he was still alive. Jake sprang to his feet, and swept a hand towards Chromosome. His telekinetic power lifted a photocopier and hurled it at her. She dodged aside as it spun past her - but wasn’t quick enough to avoid a metal filing cabinet that struck her head, momentarily stunning her.

      Jake shouted at Psych. ‘On your feet!’

      He hauled the man around the edge of the office as the Legion flew in pursuit, like homing darts. Jake and Psych crouch-ran through an aisle of cubicles as the Legion buzzed around, searching every nook.

      A woman suddenly screamed as the Legion found her cowering under a desk. She sprinted away, the bugs ignoring her.

      Jake pulled the older man under the cover of a desk where they remained motionless as the Legion flew overhead before landing further down the aisle. The mass of shifting creatures fused together with a sucking noise, forming one long featureless silver snake that silently slithered around the legs of desks. Its blunt head shot up as though listening.

      Jake held his breath. He had wanted to find Psych without resorting to combat. Luckily the Legion headed away from him and the leathery sound of wings indicated Chromosome was still hovering at the window behind them. Jake looked down the cubicle rows ahead of him. It ended in a panoramic window.

      The silence was shattered when Jake’s phone suddenly rang. He knew without looking that it was Lorna.

      His hand thumped the phone silent, but the damage had been done. The Legion twisted around and raced towards their hiding place.

      ‘Run!’ he yelled as he pulled Psych from under the table. They raced towards the window, Jake throwing a fireball to blow the glass out.

      ‘I can’t fly no more!’ wailed Psych. He felt Jake’s arm around his waist, and the next second they leapt back outside.

      Jake took Psych’s weight, but couldn’t gain altitude because the man was too heavy. It was as though they were descending on an invisible zip line as they soared over the busy ferry terminal. Psych’s legs kicked uselessly as they narrowly cleared the smoking chimney stack of a berthed cruiser liner. They sailed over the water and in between a hotel and apartment block before rolling on the dry grass of a park.

      Jake rolled to his feet - unaware that Chromosome had soared after them. She fiercely booted him in the back, sending him sprawling, as she landed.

      ‘I’m not playing games, Hunter! You help me or he dies now!’

      Behind Jake, the Legion swarmed all over Psych. Articulate tails pinned his arms and legs to the floor, while others quivered over his face, ready to strike.

      ‘By my side you can have anything, Hunter. You have untapped potential and I know how to use that. This is your last chance.’

      Jake looked between Chromosome and Psych. The Legion tightened their hold on him with a sickening crunch. Jake sighed, and then lowered his guard, defeated.

      ‘OK. You win. Let him go.’

      Chromosome squinted suspiciously at him. She had been expecting more of a fight. ‘Really? Just like that?’

      Jake matched her gaze. Then he smiled. Chromosome was taken aback. It wasn’t the innocent smile of a teenager. It was the calculating look of a predator.

      Jake raised his hand towards Psych and sensed a new power charge through his system. His fingers felt as if they were being yanked from their sockets, although physically they didn’t change.

      Before leaving, Jake had prepared himself. No longer would he walk blindly into battle. He had spent time selecting, what he hoped were, just the right powers for this situation.

      The chrome bodies of the Legion began to stretch towards Jake like he’d activated a giant vacuum cleaner. Their legs scrambled for purchase on Psych but they were losing grip. Jake had chosen a magnetic power to combat the living metal Legion. The creatures shook violently before relinquishing their grip on the man, and sprang towards Jake’s hand. As they approached, Jake reversed the immense magnetic energy he was producing - the sudden polarity change ripped the Legion apart in a shower of atomised metal and green gloop.

      Chromosome screamed and lunged for Jake. ‘No!’

      Jake was ready for that. His other hand issued and an intense radioactive blast beam that shot out with such force that Chromosome was pitched head-over-heels.

      Jake pulled Psych up by the wrist. The man rubbed his throat, trying to get his breath back.

      ‘Mate! Thank God there’re still heroes like you around!’

      Jake’s smile faltered, he didn’t have the heart to correct him. ‘Yeah. Right, come on. We’ll get away from here soon.’

      They ran away from Chromosome who was screaming in pain as she clawed the radioactive burns across her chest.

      Jake hopped over a small fence as they ran from the park and took stock of his surroundings. Ahead were the massive white curves of the Sydney Opera House. Crowds of tourists stood around the magnificent structure. Their attention was firmly on the park where they had just seen a winged monster land.

      The Australian soldiers took cautious steps forward, guns raised. Jake noticed that the barrel of the tank swivelled around towards the park.

      A British tourist grabbed Jake’s arm as he ran towards them. He was excited, trembling hands holding his phone’s camera to take everything in.

      ‘Did you see that? What landed in there.’

      ‘You don’t want to know,’ said Jake.

      He then watched in amazement as the man ran towards the park. An inhuman howl echoed from the trees - and Chromosome emerged, mutated and angry. She had transformed to the massive ogre that had nearly defeated Jake in America. One wing was still badly burned and hung limply, dragging across the floor. Chromosome was unable to adapt the injured limb into something useful.

      The mass of tourists screamed as Chromosome lumbered from the trees like a prehistoric giant.

      The soldiers opened fire. Bullets thudded into Chromosome but did nothing more than irritate her. She charged forwards and slapped one man off his feet then backhanded the other.

      The tank fired, rocking on its tracks. The missile blew up the flagstones under the villainess’ feet and smoke obscured the view. Jake heard the footsteps before he saw Chromosome running out of the smoke.

      The terrified tank commander poked his head from the turret just as Chromosome reached the vehicle. She picked it up without effort and hurled the machine out into the bay. It smashed onto the deck of a ferry - the entire boat listed dangerously before righting itself.

      Psych pushed Jake forward. ‘Go on, mate. Kill ‘er!’

      Jake stared at him. ‘Are you crazy?’

      ‘I can’t do it! Too old. Go on!’

      Jake shook his head. He could feel his teleportation powers were almost ready. He just had to hold out for a minute longer. He grabbed Psych around the shoulders and took flight.

      More tourists screamed and ran when they saw the flying boy. Chromosome charged towards the Opera House, people scattering in her wake.

      Jake struggled to make it to the top of the tallest of the three curved concrete shells, before his flying power refused to be pushed any further. He landed on the spine and clung to the side of the building, two hundred feet up.

      ‘Why’s this happened to me?’ moaned Psych.

      Jake strengthened his grip on the man. ‘Because you stole my family’s memories of me! I want them back!’

      ‘I didn’t do anythin’ to you...’ He trailed off, his eyes growing as big as saucers. ‘Aw, hell! You’re Jake Hunter, right? Mate, I couldn’t ‘elp it. Don’t kill me. It was Chameleon. Said he had a job for me! I only check in now an’ again to get some extra wonga. I don’t ask questions! Please... I don’t wanna die!’

      ‘Shut up! Can’t you see I’m trying to save your life? I just want you to help me then you go free.’

      Psych nodded keenly. ‘I like that, mate. Sounds like a perfect plan. I can get ‘em back for ya—’

      Chromosome’s howl made them both look down. She was climbing the curved shell, taloned fingers and feet shattering the tiles as she heaved upwards. Her ugly head hissed at them.

      ‘Nowhere to run, Hunter! I just took your flight!’

      He didn’t even have to try the superpower to know that she was right.

      Psych pulled something from his wrist and shoved it into Jake’s hand.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘A keepsake, mate. Y’know, just in case I die.’

      ‘That’s not going to happen. Grab hold of me.’

      Psych strengthened his grip around Jake’s waist. Pressing their backs against the dome, they shuffled higher. But the man’s additional weight wasn’t allowing Jake to move and his feet began to slip across the surface. They both slid slowly towards the advancing monster. Jake was holding Psych so couldn’t use his hands to shoot at Chromosome. He squinted, hoping he still possessed the laser eyesight... but that had gone. Despite all his superpowers - he was yet again completely defenceless.

      With the danger slightly out of reach, the crowds gathered below watching the bizarre spectacle of the giant Chromosome gouging a path towards Jake and Psych.

      ‘Get us outta here!’ shouted Psych.

      ‘I can’t yet! Can’t you do something?’

      ‘I’m all out!’

      Jake tightened his grip on Psych and freed his left hand. A radioactive surge coiled out and fell wide, leaving an ugly black scar down the side of the shell.

      ‘Mate! Are ya blind?’

      ‘Shut up!’

      Jake fired again. The tiles under Chromosome exploded, forcing her to jump aside. She landed awkwardly and slipped down the steep slope - but her claws ripped deep into the concrete and halted her fall.

      Jake could feel Psych slipping and had to refresh his grip. He could feel his teleportation power rippling through his body like pleasant pins and needles.

      ‘We’re out of here!’

      But before he could do anything else, Chromosome sprang up the shell, smashing into the concrete next to Jake. The titles around him shattered from the impact and he found he was no longer firmly attached to the building, but to hundreds of shattered tile fragments.

      He fell.

      Chromosome lashed out and plucked Psych from his grip just as Jake reattached himself to the dome.

      Psych’s shirt suddenly ripped in Chromosome’s talons and he fell past Jake, bouncing off the shell.

      ‘Psych!’

      Jake threw himself forward and began sliding headfirst down the slope, but he knew that without flight that there was no way of reaching the man in time. Jake watched in horror as Psych slammed awkwardly on the angled sloping roof. Even from this height he could see the smear of blood following the body on the white tiles. Psych tumbled sideways before dropping amongst the crowd who rapidly parted with further screams.

      Jake laid his palms flat against the shell to arrest his decent. He could feel the pain from friction burns as he came to a halt, hanging upside-down. He blinked in shock. It wasn’t the fact he’d just seen the man plummet to his death - it was the fact that it was the same man who had wiped the memories of his family.

      And the only one man who could restore them back.

      His only hope had just died. His quest had failed.

      He heard cackling laughter from above. Chromosome had seen it all. Rage and anger made every muscle in Jake’s body tense, but common sense dribbled through his thoughts of revenge. Chromosome was somebody he couldn’t defeat.

      For the first time in his life, Jake chose to turn away from a fight.

      He teleported from Sydney, leaving his hopes and dreams smashed.

      

      Jake stared at the flames in the fireplace and resisted the urge to throw the frozen Chameleon onto the fire as he replayed the last few hours through his mind.

      Jake had been thinking about his family the moment he teleported - and had appeared in the middle of the living room where his family sat watching a movie.

      Weak and upset, Jake dropped on a chair, his head in his hands, fighting tears of despair as they laughed at the film. Without Psych everything was lost.

      He toyed with the object Psych had given him. At first glance it looked like a smart watch, and Jake wondered why the hero’s last act was to pass it on. He wiped his bloodshot eyes and took a closer look. The watch face was cut in half; the top a tiny screen, the lower part was a small glass bubble that held a turquoise liquid. Jake held it up to the light. The liquid moved by itself, silver particles glittering within. Then he noticed an engraving on the glass.

      The words: Hero Foundation Sample Receptacle.

      Jake’s heart skipped a beat as he realized what he was actually looking at. He flipped it over. Underneath was a series of small needles that would prick the skin when the “watch” was worn.

      Psych had given Jake a chance. Psych had donated his power - the ability not just to remove and restore memories, but to completely re-wire brains - the manifestation of which was the turquoise liquid.

      Jake was shaking, both from nerves and lack of power, as he fastened the device to his wrist. There was one button on the touchscreen. Jake pushed it.

      With a faint click the needles punctured his arm, but he didn’t feel anything. Then the liquid suddenly injected into his system with a faint hiss.

      Jake had expected the usual feeling of strength that he got when downloading superpowers, instead he felt ill. He took a deep breath, but the sensation just got worse.

      ‘Come on!’ Jake shouted to himself. He was so close to victory that he couldn’t afford to be weak now. Jake stood on trembling legs in between his parents and touched their heads. It was an unpleasant feeling, as if his fingers actually slid through their skulls directly into their brains.

      ‘Remember me! Come on! I’m here!’

      He was expecting a wave of energy, a flash of colours... something to happen. Instead both his parents suddenly looked unfocused, and sagged in their chairs.

      ‘I’m here! It’s Jake. Your son, Jake! Remember?’

      Then they both started to convulse as if they were being electrocuted. Jake snatched his hands away, frightened that he’d hurt them. Still they shook for several more seconds before falling limp once more.

      ‘Mum? Dad?’

      He moved to Beth, who was watching her parents with a puzzled expression as her brain was trying to work out exactly what was happening to them. Jake pressed his hand firmly on her head. She jerked as the last of Psych’s power flowed through him.

      ‘Beth? Can you see me?’

      She drooled slightly. For a moment Jake thought he’d killed her, but she shifted position. He turned back to his parents. They were looking straight at him.

      They could see him! Jake felt tears of joy spring to his eyes.

      His mother frowned. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘It’s me, mum.’

      She shook her head and winced. ‘Who? What are you going in my house?’

      Jake felt his stomach lurch. She could at least see him, but had no recollection of who he was. Psyche’s donated power obviously wasn’t strong enough.

      ‘Get out!’ she suddenly screamed. ‘Somebody call the police!’

      

      Jake sprinted from the house, his mind a confused turmoil. His plan had only half succeeded, but with Psyche dead, it would now be impossible to fully restore his family’s memories.

      He found himself at a crossroads, several streets away from his house when his mobile vibrated. He moved into the kitchen to answer.

      ‘Hunter? Where are you?’

      Jake recognised Mr Grimm’s voice. ‘I’m near my home. Listen, I have—’

      A portal suddenly opened right next to Jake. Mr Grimm’s hand pulled him inside.

      Jake was back at the castle. The portal vanished behind him.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      Grimm hung up the phone. ‘Saving you! The moment your father called the police, a squad of Enforcers sprang into action.’

      ‘It didn’t fully work. They saw me, but didn’t know who I was.’

      Mr Grimm was thoughtful. ‘If you have reverted only half of Psych’s influence on them, then they will now be able to see the taskforce that is about to storm your house.’

      Jake was alarmed. ‘I have to go back! Save them!’

      ‘No. The Enforcers will not harm them. But you can’t go back there. The Enforcers will always be waiting.’

      ‘We can move them. How about bringing them here?’

      Mr Grimm shook his head. He looked weary, as though he had been through a battle. ‘This place is no longer safe. If Chameleon tracked you down here, others will.’

      ‘Then what can I do?’

      Mr Grimm hesitated for a moment. ‘You have a choice. With all your powers and abilities you could really be somebody. Shape the world. Or... you could try to be a normal boy once again. Then nobody would be looking for you. You would have robbed both sides of their super-weapon.’

      Jake pondered that. If he was normal again then he could stay with his family, see Lorna, be an average kid. Would he really miss having his powers? Conversely, if he kept the powers then he could defeat those after him, but he would always be addicted, a slave to the Council of Evil’s website.

      ‘If I wanted to be normal and get rid of my powers and be back with my family. How could I do it?’

      ‘I have an idea. But it’s a long shot. There has been a new turn of events. You may have an unexpected ally, although he don’t know that yet.’

      Jake felt a jolt of excitement. ‘Who?’

      Mr Grimm looked uncomfortable. ‘This is a delicate situation, Hunter. As you are learning, the world is a complicated place. Not everything is black and white. Sometimes you have to turn your enemies into your friends.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘The final decision is yours to make: power and glory, or stable and average. What I am about to tell you is highly sensitive for the both of us. You must tread carefully.’

      ‘I don’t think things can get any more mixed up than they are right now.’

      Mr Grimm steepled his fingers under his chin. His black eyes seemed to bore straight into Jake.

      ‘I assure you, they will.’

      

      Jake closed his eyes and calmed himself. He was about to walk into an entirely new world of trouble. He rested a hand on the door handle and hesitated. Beyond was a possible answer to rid Jake of his addiction… and may be the last possible source of Psyche’s donated powers.

      And it was going to be far from easy to deal with. He opened the door and entered.

      ‘Jake!’ Lorna Wilkinson turned in surprise, a smile stretching across her face. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I heard there’d been an accident,’ said Jake and hoped he was acting convincingly. ‘I just had to see you. Check you were OK.’

      He crossed the room and hugged Lorna tightly. His mouth felt dry. The one person he had extended his feelings to had turned out to be a real dark horse.

      She was a superhero. Mr Grimm had told him everything.

      Jake looked around the room. ‘Hi, Toby. And you’re Emily, right?’

      Lorna’s brother Toby and her friend Emily both nodded, their brows knitted with suspicion.

      ‘I think I better explain,’ said Jake with a smile. ‘Lorna and I have been sort of dating.’

      Toby looked like he’d just been slapped. He looked at Lorna, aghast.

      ‘He’s your boyfriend?’

      Lorna blushed, and kept her arm around Jake’s waist. ‘Yeah. He is.’

      Jake grinned, although inside he felt like hitting them all with a radioactive blast. They were heroes, friends of Chameleon - which automatically made them his enemies.

      And Lorna... well, that was going to be complex.

      He looked at the patient lying in bed, hooked up to an armada of machinery monitoring his vital signs.

      ‘How’s the Profes... sorry, Pete?’

      ‘Why would you care?’ growled Toby.

      ‘A friend of Lorna’s is now a friend of mine. I may have been a bit harsh with him, but if he’s really hurt...’

      ‘What exactly did you hear?’ asked Toby suspiciously. ‘This is a private hospital.’

      ‘Heard he was hit by a truck. I went to your house earlier to see Lorna,’ said Jake, recalling the excuse Grimm had armed him with. ‘There was some bloke there called Mr Grimm. He told me where to find you.’

      Toby nodded, apparently satisfied.

      ‘Yeah. A truck. He’s in a bad way.’

      Jake stared at the boy in the bed. Pete Kendall had been his favourite bullying target back at school. A real wimp who never fought back. And now it appeared that he had been one of the Hero Foundation’s foot soldiers. Jake recalled when he’d last seen the Professor at school. It was when Knuckles had been pounded into a bunch of cars. Jake had originally thought that was because Chameleon was on his tail. Now he realized it was the Professor who had attacked Knuckles.

      ‘Hope he pulls through,’ said Jake earnestly.

      According to Grimm, Pete had fought a huge battle with Basilisk at the Foundation’s secret headquarters. Jake didn’t believe it, until Grimm showed him security footage of the event. As he had watched the two figures fight on screen, Jake started to respect the nerd he had been bullying for years.

      During the fight Pete had smashed through numerous vats of superpowers, exposing himself to higher dosages than Jake had been subjected to. One of those vats contained the last of Psyche’s powers Then he’d fallen into a coma. Nobody knew what the effects of absorbing so much superpower, so quickly would be, and the only benchmark they had was what had happened to Jake.

      Jake’s DNA was entangled with the whole villain website system - but Pete had no such issues. Only when he recovered would they truly know how he had changed.

      The solution to all of Jake’s problems lay inside the victim of his most aggressive bullying.

      

      Jake had excused himself from the hospital as soon as he could. He had wanted to see the evidence with his own eyes. And he wanted to see Lorna, somebody he had once liked and trusted but who had turned out to be the enemy. Luckily, she knew nothing about him. A fact he could manipulate at a later date.

      Jake crossed the dark hospital grounds to the cover of a small wood from where he intended to teleport back to the castle. He would try and see his family tomorrow, and give them an answer as to why he had disappeared and heavily armed soldiers had stormed the house.

      His thoughts were turbulent once again. Then he heard his name being called. He stopped. Had he imagined it?

      ‘Hunter,’ came the whisper in the darkness.

      The voice was behind him. He spun around - and came face to face with Chromosome. She leaned against a tree without a hair out of place. She smiled warmly at him.

      ‘You’re such an easy man to follow, Hunter.’

      Jake smirked. ‘Follow me now!’

      He closed his eyes and teleported - nothing happened. He looked around in panic.

      Chromosome laughed. ‘Sorry to have to take that power away, but I couldn’t have you vanishing again before we resolved our differences.’

      Jake’s heart sank. He couldn’t fight her alone, and just a few hundred metres away sat three superheroes who could help him out. But that meant revealing his true colours to them.

      ‘I’m not helping you,’ snarled Jake. He clenched his fists and they burst into brilliant blue flames. ‘I’ll strike you down so hard...’

      He trailed off. Chromosome was no longer looking at him. She was staring wide eyed behind him. Jake sensed movement and turned to see a little girl staring levelly at him.

      ‘Kid, get out of here! Run!’

      ‘I think not, Hunter.’

      There was an edge in her voice that instantly alarmed Jake.

      ‘How do you know my name? Who are you?’

      ‘Yohg-shuggor, the Destroyer of Worlds, the Bringer of the Night, the Spawn of the Damned, Eater of the Dead, the Apocalypse, and the Shaker of Worlds. But you can call me Amy.’

      Jake backed away from the crazy kid. Then there was more movement in the shadows. It was difficult to make out features in the dim light, but he heard Chromosome gasp as six newcomers surrounded them both. Jake discovered that he was standing back-to-back with Chromosome.

      ‘Who are you?’ he demanded, sounding much braver than he felt.

      ‘I am Necros, leader of the Council of Evil.’

      Jake shivered at the despair in the voice. He glanced at the shadowy figures circling him. Their forms were mostly hidden, but there was no escaping the sense of immense power that came from them.

      There was no way out of this situation. He was going to die.

      ‘Finally we catch up with you,’ hissed Necros. ‘You thought if you tried to overthrow the Council of Evil, that the Dark Lords would not hunt you down?’

      ‘It wasn’t me. It was Basilisk,’ Jake stammered before he realized that they were addressing Chromosome.

      ‘This has all been a misunderstanding, Necros. A plot to remove me from the Council.’

      Jake could hear her voice tremble. He slowly moved away from her.

      ‘Then it has succeeded. You will be banished!’

      ‘No, you can’t do that to me!’ screamed Chromosome as the seven circling figures raised a hand and pointed at her in unison.

      Jake saw gossamer threads stream from their fingers and smother Chromosome. They quickly wrapped around her before she could struggle. Then she began to disintegrate, her body collapsing from head to foot as though she’d been turned to sand. The thin threads fell to the floor, eating away the fine dust until nothing remained.

      It had been a swift execution. Her blood-curdling screams still rang in Jake’s ears. He lowered his hands, the flames extinguishing. He knew it was pointless trying to fight his way out. The seven most powerful supervillains on the planet were studying him, but he could only see silhouettes, glowing eyes, and smell something like rotting meat.

      ‘We have been searching for you too, Hunter.’

      ‘Yeah, I heard about that. So you found me. You going to kill me too?’

      He just hoped it would be quick and painless. The Council members broke into laughter around him. It sounded just as bad as Chromosome’s wailing.

      ‘Kill you? You labour under a misapprehension,’ hissed Necros. ‘Why would we want to kill somebody so unique? So special? No, Jake Hunter. We sought you out because it appears we have a vacant place on the Council of Evil.’

      Jake was silent. This was the last thing he’d been expecting.

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Yes. We are offering Chromosome’s place to you. To join the Council so that you can grow to understand your condition, powers and potential. I guarantee that a place at the Council will ensure all of your hopes and desires come to pass. We want you, the Dark Hunter, to join us and reign supreme.’

      Jake was surrounded and facing death – and yet he was being made an unbelievable offer.

      A once in a lifetime offer, literally.

      He hesitated, remembering Grimm’s words: power and glory, or stable and average. He’d got his family back. Now to be with them, he just had to make a decision.

      Surely he would be a fool to turn such an offer down?
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      A light drizzle flattened Jake Hunter’s spiky blond hair to his scalp. He scowled; no amount of superpowers or wealth could prevent the little things from annoying him, and these days he had trouble keeping his temper under control. To unleash his anger would be to unleash a volatile superpowered cocktail that was almost beyond his control.

      And they were not a good substitute for a hoodie top.

      His contact was running late. He glanced around the sprawling expanse of Venice’s St Mark’s square, which, despite the poor weather, was busy with tourists. The domed Basilica at the end of the piazza reminded him of Moscow where his friends had decided to mug him for a case full of money. Then he had been chased by a superhero called Chameleon. That had been fun, although it didn’t feel like it at the time. His nemesis was now a crystalline sculpture in Jake’s Gothic Transylvanian castle.

      Jake mused how quickly his life had changed since he opened that spam email inviting him to join the villain website. Now he had immense powers at his fingertips. He was able to absorb superpowers from the Council of Evil’s servers and combine them in ways that had never been done before creating new, terrible powers. But the price he paid was an addiction to them.

      His DNA had become entangled within the website and now he was cursed to continuously download them in order to stay alive.

      He was not only able to absorb multiple superpowers like a sponge, and amplify their strength, but he could also combine them to create unique powers that had never been seen before.

      Both the Hero Foundation and the Council of Evil desperately wanted to probe his powers to use him as a super-weapon. Rather than live a life on the run, Jake had chosen a side and accepted a seat on the Council.

      However, he considered it a temporary position.

      A man approached him through the crowd. He was huge. It wasn’t fat it was just that his body seemed square. His massive bald head ran straight into his shoulders without the benefit of a neck. He wore expensive high-collared shirts to conceal this fact, but he still attracted stares from gawping tourists. He was a key figure in the Council of Evil and his name was Momentum.

      ‘I hate Venice,’ stated the big man as he reached Jake.

      Jake shrugged. His list of pet-hates was too long to discuss here.

      ‘It gets us away from the Council’s prying eyes,’ said Jake. ‘I don’t think they’d approve of what we’re doing.’ They walked towards the Cathedral, turning at the large clock tower and approached the waterfront. ‘I wasn’t sure you were going to come.’

      ‘Why? Did you think I’d set you up and put you into danger all on your own?’

      Jake smiled. ‘Why not? I would. I have to admit, I thought you’d back out of our plan.’

      Momentum grunted noncommittally. ‘I’d be doing this with or without you. We just need to make sure we don’t end up like Chromosome.’

      Chromosome was the villain Jake had replaced on the Council of Evil. Necros, the unofficial leader of the Council, had discovered her plot to recruit Jake and use his unique powers to overthrow the Council. When her plan had been revealed, the Council swiftly executed her.

      ‘Chromosome was trying to create a team of supporters from within the Council. Of course people were going to betray her. It’s stupid to trust so many villains. My plan is a little more... subtle.’

      Momentum arched an eyebrow - or he would have done if he possessed any facial hair. ‘Really? How subtle?’

      ‘Only you, me, and Mr Grimm know about it. That way, any treachery will be easier to discover.’ It was a veiled threat and Jake took some satisfaction when he noticed Momentum shift uncomfortably.

      They reached the busy waterway and stopped near the jetty. It was the Venetian Lagoon, which was much wider than the canals in the main part of the city. Other populated islands lay fifty meters offshore, a chain of boats running between them.

      Momentum studied Jake. ‘And what makes you think I wouldn’t betray you?’

      ‘I’m a naturally trusting person,’ said Jake with a smile. ‘Plus, we’re officially in business together. Don’t forget, I’m paying you for that other “thing”.’ He held out his hand expectantly.

      Momentum hesitated before reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small device, no bigger than a smart watch. It looked tiny in his hand. Jake took it, examining it closely. He’d paid several million for this small device - money he was forced to steal from a bank vault. That kind of crime wasn’t really his style, but it was an important safety catch in his overall plan.

      A powerful ability had been used to wipe, not only his family’s memories, but also their ability to even see Jake. It took the unique powers of a recently deceased superhero, called Psyche, for him to partially restore their memories, or at least their ability to see him. He needed more to fully restore them, and was once again forced to flee home before an Enforcer unit came to arrest him.

      Shortly after that, the Council of Evil had offered him a position. The choice was power and glory with them, or a stable and average life with his family - but without his powers.

      Before Jake could decide, Grimm had delivered more bad news.

      His family had been hospitalized; a side effect from trying to restore their memories using just a partially-strong power.

      Mr Grimm had told him the remainder of Psych’s power had been donated to the Hero Foundation before he had retired. The Foundation HQ had since been destroyed by Basilisk - the same archfiend who had introduced Jake to the villain website. However the last portion of Psych’s power now resided inside the most unlikely hero who was currently in a coma.

      With everything stacked against him, Jake accepted the position on the Council of Evil. His old angers had flared up against both the Council of Evil and the Hero Foundation who had messed up his life. He vowed that once he got his family back, he would destroy both organizations.

      This was war.

      Jake didn’t want to dwell on that, it only made him angry. He pressed the only button on the device. A stream of white noise poured from the speaker - the high pitch warbling of computer data.

      ‘You’re sure this will work?’

      ‘It’s a Data-Rendered-Aural-Inhibitor - or a Draizor for short. I stole the technology directly from the Foundation. Pete Kendall is being subliminally conditioned as we speak to reject his heroic leanings. There is a hidden device in his room feeding him instructions at a frequency only he can hear. Those same instructions will also make him susceptible to the Draizor. The data tones on the device in your hand are designed to specifically interfere with the neural-processing of his superpowers.’

      Momentum noticed a puzzled expression spread across Jake’s face. He dumbed down the explanation. ‘The Draizor plays high-pitch tones and a hypnotic voice beyond our ordinary range of hearing, that will prevent Pete from using his powers against you. It will cause him pain. Think of it as a safety catch for your lethal weapon.’

      Jake slid the Draizor into his jacket. ‘And are you going to tell me what your interest is in Pete?’

      ‘Both you and Pete are unique because of the sheer number of powers at your disposal. When Pete smashed through dozens of vats of raw superpowers and absorbed them into his system he became one of the most powerful beings on earth. Unlike you, he can’t create new abilities at will, but we think he can manipulate the ones he does possess to a devastating effect.’

      Pete’s abilities sounded impressive but Jake was only interested in the comatose hero because inside him lay the only way to rid him of his addiction.

      Jake sniggered. ‘And you think you can use him and his powers like people have tried to use me?’ Momentum was free to use Pete however he wanted just as soon as Jake got what he wanted.

      ‘I have my plans. We all have our secrets. And I’m not as trusting as you are, Hunter.’ The latter comment was laced with sarcasm. ‘But I am willing to help you in your crusade against the Council as long as you wish to bring it down and promise not to take the lead position for yourself. I tire of their rules and regulations. Their bureaucracy is making any decent world domination plan a nightmare. Already this year they have turned down twenty three applications.’

      ‘I want to see the Council fall,’ said Jake with determination. They were responsible for turning his life upside down. The villain website had hooked him and turned him into a monster.

      ‘Good, because here is our first opportunity.’

      Momentum pointed to a large boat that was docking against the jetty. It had a single logo in the corner that Jake instantly recognised as belonging to the Enforcers - the United Nation’s private, non-superpowered, army. Since the Hero Foundation’s main headquarters had crashed into the Mongolian Desert, courtesy of a gang of rogue-supervillains, the Foundation had been scrambling to rebuild and update their equipment. The devices they were now using were rapidly leaving the Council of Evil behind in the technology race. Rather than invest millions into researching alternatives, the Council were simply stealing consignments of gadgets as they were bring delivered to Foundation facilities, like the one Jake had discovered in Venice.

      Once the boat had docked, the rear section was raised on hydraulic rams and four heavily armed Enforcers marched out and took position on the jetty, keeping nosey tourists at bay. To everybody else this looked like a secure bank or gallery transfer that happened regularly across the city. Both the Foundation and Council had discovered that by operating in plain sight nobody asked questions.

      The two supervillains knew that onboard was a consignment of hi-tech gadgets that were powered by small quantities of superpowers. They had been designed so that nobody had to download many superpowers in one go and they would have more control over them. Momentum thought they were perfect for their plans to defeat the other supers - fellow villains first, followed by the Hero Foundation. Momentum had called it, “a new world order.”

      With a bass-heavy rumble, a vehicle glided from the back of the boat and onto the jetty. It was a hovervan - a hybrid between a security van and a hovercraft. Jake hadn’t been expecting that.

      ‘Ready?’ snarled Momentum, who was already psyching himself up for an attack.

      ‘Go for it,’ said Jake, happy to let Momentum do all the hard work.

      Momentum charged forward. Each footfall got heavier and heavier until the concrete splintered with each impact. The Enforcers immediately spotted the threat and open-fired. Bullets bounced from Momentum’s skin, although his thousand-pound suit suffered multiple rips and tears.

      He clobbered into two of the Enforcers, scattering them like bowling pins. One was hurled into the water, the other spun high into the air, before thumping down onto the jetty.

      The hovervan’s driver spun around to try and avoid an impact. True to his name, Momentum became almost unstoppable as he built up speed - but as a result his dexterity suffered too. The hovervan had managed to avoid a direct hit, but Momentum still clipped the fender. Metal crunched under impact and the vehicle spun uncontrollably on its cushion of air - forcing the two Enforcers inside to almost pass out from the sudden G-force.

      Momentum skidded to a halt, concrete rucking under his feet as though it was carpet. Tourists were now screaming and running as two Enforcers shot at him. Momentum covered his face and charged again.

      Jake watched as the big man dispatched the shooters, but came under fire from others standing on the back of the boat. Momentum was losing his temper and ignored the hovervan – choosing instead to run towards the boat. The carbon fibre hull shattered as the big man’s struck. Jake heard the Council member bellow victoriously before the boat shattered like an egg and collapsed into the lagoon taking the villain and the Enforcers under.

      As the boat broke apart, the hovervan accelerated into St Mark’s Square. A horn bellowed, scattering tourist and pigeons. Jake ran in pursuit. He wasn’t the fastest runner and dared not raise too much suspicion by flying after the vehicle.

      The vehicle turned out of sight around the Basilica. Frustrated, Jake teleported across the piazza. It was a short jump, and nobody appeared to notice despite the thunderclap that announced his arrival. He watched as the hovervan zoomed through the narrow streets, and out of sight once again. He dared not teleport again as he had no idea where he was going and could end up stuck in a wall which meant certain death. Teleportation was also his only ticket away from Venice, and, while he could use it to jump short distances, he needed a big enough “charge” to get away.

      Jake sprinted through the street. The hovervan was heading straight for a canal. Now Jake realized why the Enforcers had chosen such an unusual mode of transport. The van leaped off the jetty and splashed into the water. The air cushion bobbed it back above the water and the vehicle shot along the canal.

      If Jake didn’t act fast he could easily lose the hovervan in the complex narrow system and although he knew the Hero Foundation had an outpost here, he didn’t know exactly where. Time was against him.

      Jake launched himself into the air and flew after the hovervan. He heard a gasp from a knot of tourists and there was a wave of camera flashes. No doubt the Enforcers would attempt to brainwash the tourists, convincing them what they had seen was perfectly normal. They didn’t seem to care about the consequences of scrambling people’s minds.

      The hovervan was more reckless than he was. A gondola cutting across a junction was torn in half - the occupants leaping clear before the wooden boat was destroyed. Jake swooped around the corner so fast that his feet touched the building in front of him, forcing him to run along the vertical surface as he took the turn.

      He was gaining on the hovervan. He hurled a lightning blast that dented the toughened roof of the vehicle - momentarily forcing it low into the water where it kicked up a spray that fogged Jake’s vision.

      When it cleared, there was a bridge in the way! Jake was flying too fast to avoid it. He had the fleeting glimpse of an astonished pedestrian’s face before he slammed through the narrow stonework.

      His shield absorbed the impact, preventing him from being splattered like a bug across the masonry. Centuries old stone cracked from the collision and he severed the bridge. As the footbridge collapsed into the water behind him, he spun wildly out of control - ricocheting between buildings either side of the narrow canal. Bricks crumpled and windows shattered as he pinballed.

      Jake forced himself to a hovering stop to prevent further destruction. He had hoped that the theft of the equipment would go without a hitch - but as usual, things had gone wrong. Back in control, he shot after the hovervan as it turned another sharp corner.

      Jake easily caught up with the vehicle and fired another lightning blast that blew one of the doors open. Several crates of equipment spilled out, falling into the canal.

      ‘Rats!’ snarled Jake. Water-damaged equipment was no good to him. Jake surged forward - his fingers centimetres from grabbing the top of the vehicle. Then he became aware of two things simultaneously - a large motor yacht moored to the side of the canal on one side and a pair of fast approaching supers, flying on the other. Jake firmly gripped the top of the truck.

      A pulse of energy suddenly struck the hovervan from the side - forcing it to veer into the moored yacht. Jake gripped tight as he was yanked sideways. The vehicle hit the yacht with a loud crunch that echoed down the canal. The yacht acted as a ramp - forcing the hovervan to lift from the water. It rolled through the air. Jake spun with the van, riding it like a bucking bronco.

      The hovervan barrel-rolled from the canal and landed onto its roof in another smaller piazza filled with market stalls. Sparks kicked from the vehicle as it dragged across the concrete. They stung Jake’s eyes and he let go.

      A fruit stall cushioned Jake’s fall. The broken hovervan rolled through several stalls before stopping. All around him, people screamed and ran for safety. Jake climbed unsteadily to his feet.

      Two figures flew into the plaza - dressed, like he was, in casual clothing. It was a boy and a girl several years older than him.

      ‘This catch is ours!’ yelled the boy.

      ‘No chance,’ said Jake automatically. He was puzzled, if they were heroes why were they attacking their own delivery? Which could only mean they were villains. And Jake hated villains just as much as he despised heroes.

      ‘Who’s going to stop us kid? You?’ laughed the girl.

      The two Enforcers climbed from the cab of the vehicle. They were badly beaten from the impact. The two new villains wasted no time in shooting both Enforcers with an energy blast that sent them sprawling through more stalls. Even Jake thought that was excessive force.

      ‘Who are you?’ asked Jake eyeing an unfamiliar logo on their sleeves. ‘You know the Council has guidelines—’ Jake couldn’t believe he was telling somebody else off for breaking the rules.

      ‘The Council of Evil are as antiquated as the Foundation,’ snarled the boy. ‘We’re from Forge.’

      The name meant nothing to Jake. He didn’t want to get involved in a scrap - which showed how much he had matured since he had become the Dark Hunter. He preferred to find a sneaky way out of any situation he found himself in. Instead he resorted to the special weapon used by the rich and famous:

      ‘Do you know who I am?’

      The teenagers looked at him blankly. Then the girl laughed. ‘No, should we?’

      Jake felt his cheeks burn from embarrassment. If you had to explain to somebody that you were famous, or infamous, then clearly you weren’t.

      ‘I’m the Dark Hunter!’

      This got a reaction - a flicker of fear crossed both the teenager’s faces. Clearly they’d heard of his reputation.

      ‘But you’re only a kid,’ said the girl.

      Jake’s temper snapped and he felt a surge of heat leave his finger. So much for the peaceful option! The lightning blast hit the girl like a sledgehammer. She hit the hovervan so hard that the metal dented and she slumped onto the ground, unconscious.

      ‘NO!’ screamed the boy and instinctively ran to the girl. It was an amateur mistake to turn his back on Jake. Jake fired a searing red fork of lightning at the boy. It sent him sprawling headfirst through a souvenir stall. Miniature glass gondolas broke over his head.

      Jake stalked over to him. ‘What’s Forge?’ The boy rolled over, gasping in pain. He stared defiantly at Jake. Jake gripped the boy’s collar. ‘I asked you a question!’

      Jake suddenly felt a hail of needles shoot into the side of his face. The white-hot pain was unbelievable. He dropped to his knees and turned to see that the girl’s hand were a mass of spines like a porcupine. The ones she had fired at him were immediately replaced by more forming from her knuckles.

      The next needle volley impacted into an energy shield Jake made appear around his arm. The speed of his manoeuvre surprised the girl.

      Jake was losing his temper. He could feel the powers inside his body burn like fire.

      Jake’s vision tainted red and the girl appeared to glow as her body’s electrical system became visible, highlighting her like an angel. He took some satisfaction in hearing her gasp as his eyes burned a menacing red.

      Jake held out his hand and the girl became rigid. An invisible force hoisted her into the air and slowly crushed her body. She screamed.

      ‘What is Forge?’ yelled Jake.

      She looked as though she was about to reply - but the boy suddenly swooped up and plucked her away. Jake wildly fired at them, blasting the rooftops of buildings as they disappeared behind them.

      He could follow them, but he needed to stay with the equipment. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. The redness in his vision bled away.

      He looked around the trashed plaza, then to the van containing the Foundation’s technology. At least he had accomplished the mission. All he had to do was teleport out with the merchandise and check Momentum was still alive.

      

      Jake remembered being bored. Being bored was a sign of intelligence, so he had been told. It meant he wasn’t doing enough to keep himself mentally active. Right now being bored sounded like a luxury.

      He sat in his command centre, at the top of his castle’s slender tower and impatiently clicked the mouse button so hard that the plastic cracked under the pressure. He stared at the computer monitor, waiting for a satellite image to download.

      Since he had been offered a seat on the Council of Evil, his life had been filled with pointless meetings and visits from sycophantic villains eager to make alliances with those in power. Most of the meetings consisted of the Council sitting around grumbling about how the Hero Foundation was continually foiling their plans. Other meetings involved listening to an assortment of bizarre, dangerous looking villains all of whom had a plan to take countries over, steal precious items, kidnap key officials and corrupt the world economy. And they were the saner ones. Most were denied permits to carry out their nefarious plans. Jake’s old mentor, Basilisk, had told him that the permits were stifling creative villainy. In the good old days, villains could carry out their plans with impunity. Now they had to get permission from the Council so that they didn’t accidentally disrupt another member’s evil scheme.

      It was pathetic. Jake marvelled at the fact the Council was doing more to stem villainy than the Foundation was. If villains were free to carry out their plans, then the world would be in chaos. For every plan the Council allowed through, they earned a percentage of the ill-gotten gains. So it was no surprise they allowed more bank thefts through than plans to destroy the world.

      Jake sat silently through these meetings, eager to leave the chamber. Like all Council members, Jake had been given quarters on his own private island that circled the main Council buildings. It was Chromosome’s old set of offices and the biomechanical crud was still being cleaned off the walls. Jake preferred his own Gothic castle that Mr Grimm had given him.

      Mr Grimm was a “fixer”, a double agent, working for both the Council and the Foundation in an attempt to maintain a balance between the two opposing forces. He had taken pity on Jake’s unique situation and had gone out of his way to help him.

      Jake felt Grimm was the only person he could really trust; especially after he had discovered his... girlfriend - the words still didn’t sound right in his head - Lorna, was a hero - downloading her powers from the hero website.

      Jake enjoyed the isolation the castle provided. It was somewhere nobody could bother him as he spent several hours trying to watch his family through the Council’s own surveillance satellites. The cameras were so powerful that he could zoom from the atmosphere, right down to read the headline of the newspaper tucked under his dad’s arm.

      When they were unable to see him, Jake often sat with his parents in the house watching them live their lives without him. He had been a ghost. Since he had gone through all the trouble of obtaining Psyche’s superpower, his family could now see him, but not remember him. He had gone from ghost to stranger. That meant he could no longer sit with them and was forced to watch them from afar.

      He watched his mum and dad cross the icy supermarket car park and load the bags into the back of the car. It was another ordinary day, except his sister Beth wasn’t with them. She hadn’t been around for several days but his parents didn’t seem too bothered by this. Jake guessed she was probably staying at a friend’s house.

      He watched the car pull away and his mind drifted. Momentum was still alive and well, and now in possession of the Foundation gadgets they had stolen several days ago. He had won Momentum’s trust by helping steal those gadgets.

      He had searched the Council’s database for “Forge”, but had drawn a blank. Even with the help of the Council’s persistently happy artificially intelligent computer, Ernie, he had not been able to shed any light. Momentum was equally unaware of who they were.

      With a sigh, he killed the satellite link and looked at his watch. It was time to meet Lorna in the hospital. Jake rubbed his temples; he was starting to get a headache. He had liked Lorna for ages, and she had helped him when he most needed it. They got on well together... until Jake had discovered she was a superhero. Jake had been furious when Mr Grimm revealed this, but what could he do? He still liked her, and she didn’t know his secret.

      His headache got worse. Why wasn’t life simple?

      

      The Hero Foundation Hospital was a large modern building on the edge of a busy city. From the outside it looked like any other private institution, except inside it only dealt with superheroes wounded in the course of action. Raw healing powers, that resembled glowing slime, were drip fed to victims, enabling them to heal bones and even grow replacement organs and limbs.

      There were always a couple of high-risk patients who could not be healed by traditional methods, usually victims of a previously unknown supervillain or they had been on the receiving end of a particularly nasty death ray.

      Pete Kendall was one such patient. He was kept in a secure ward, linked to a life support machine that kept him alive through his coma.

      Jake watched the bobbing line on Pete’s life support machine. It was accompanied by a hypnotic beep. As usual, Lorna sat in the chair next to the bed and cried. Jake tried to act sympathetic, but the routine was becoming unbearable. He had tried to cheer Lorna up by giving her an expensive necklace he had stolen in a heist.

      That plan hadn’t worked and Lorna bombarded him with questions about where it had come from. In an effort to deflect her questions, he had told her it brought good luck and valued the necklace fifteen thousand pounds less than what it was worth. For some reason he couldn’t fathom, she was happy it only cost a tenner.

      ‘I could do with a drink,’ said Jake after several minute’s silence and standing.

      ‘I’ll get it,’ Lorna said and jumped to her feet. She left the room in search of a vending machine.

      Jake smiled; he knew she’d do that. Lorna was still pretending to him that this was an ordinary hospital. She was doing everything she could to stop Jake snooping around and learning the truth.

      Jake leapt into action. He had bypassed the Foundation’s security with the help of Mr Grimm who managed to keep his presence a secret. Jake accessed the hospital via the roof, where Mr Grimm had conveniently deactivated the security.

      Jake made sure the Draizor, hidden under Pete’s bed, was still working. As Momentum had said, it played a constant stream of subliminal messages that would wake Pete from the coma when a binary code phrase was spoken.

      Jake sat back in his chair as Lorna reappeared with the drinks. He knew it wouldn’t be much longer before he could wake Pete.

      He stared at the comatose boy. The problem was Jake had been bullying Pete in school for years, and wouldn’t welcome seeing him.

      Jake knew that Pete would be woken from his coma using the subliminal pre-programming he and Momentum had been subjecting him to, then they had to break him from the Foundation’s private hospital and convince him to join the Council of Evil. Only by making Pete his friend could Jake hope that the Super would volunteer Psych’s absorbed power and restore his family’s memory.

      Jake nodded. Then he would turn his full attention on bringing the Council of Evil to its knees.

      It was a simple plan.
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      The air conditioning was making a reverberating grinding noise and doing nothing to cool the office. Amr Munir dabbed the sweat from his brow and stared at the computer screen with a sense of sadness.

      The mouse pointer flicked through a series of photographs showing Munir in his glory days as a superhero called Blizzard. They had been times of great excitement and adventure as his team, the Justice Federation, battled evil across the world. He paused at one picture showing the whole team posing for the camera: Psych, Backdraft and the Hooded Harrier. Those were the days before the group had torn itself apart with constant bickering and now only Sandra Sinclair, aka the Hooded Harrier and himself were still alive.

      By the time Munir had turned forty, his superpowers had all but disappeared. Now he could only create a dribble of snow from his fingertips. He worked in Istanbul University training the future generation of nurses, but longed for those glory days again.

      He looked around his stuffy office. The walls were filled with certificates, all symbols of his great success. However, his chance encounter with a supervillain, Dark Hunter, had rekindled his adventure gene. Hunter was a Downloader, somebody who obtained their powers from the Internet rather than a Prime like him who was born with the natural gift.

      During the Hero Foundation’s last old-school reunion he had pleaded to be allowed to download powers from the Foundation’s website so he could be a hero again, but their rules were strict. No Prime could download. When your powers ran out... that was the end of the line. Munir thought that wasn’t fair, after all, there were still the lucky elderly Primes out there whose powers hadn’t faded - the leader of the Hero Foundation, Commander Courage, for one. They would never experience the deep sense of loss Munir now felt.

      Munir thought about Hunter, he hadn’t seemed all that bad. More of a misguided kid than an absolute villain.

      Maybe...

      The idea suddenly struck him. If the Foundation was not willing to help him, then maybe Hunter would. After all he had helped him locate Psyche. Munir felt he was owed a favour.

      Munir accessed a secure secret website. Perhaps he could find answers to his problems there.

      

      Jake stood in the spacious entrance hall on Momentum’s island. It had once been decorated with ornate support pillars, but Momentum had a habit of accidentally knocking them down, bringing portions of the ceiling with it. Now a complex carbon fibre trellis supported the roof. Jake thought it was tackily decorated, reflecting Momentum’s baffling love of 70s music.

      ‘Hunter!’ called the big man as he entered the chamber. He was smiling, which meant the consignment of gadgets Jake had stolen in Venice were still working. ‘All systems go on my master plan!’

      A thin, grey-haired man followed. He looked rather nervous and avoided eye contact with Jake.

      ‘Are you going to share your plan with me?’ Jake asked.

      ‘No, it involves stopping Lord Eon from destroying the world with his time manipulation, so stop asking! There are plenty of forces involved in stopping him and we don’t need your interference.’

      Lord Eon had recently escaped from Diablo Island, and was currently pushing the world to a crisis point. The situation was so severe that both heroes and villains were fighting him.

      Momentum continued. ‘Needless to say, we both need the Kendall boy. He’s nearly ready to be woken from his coma and escape from the Foundation Hospital and then he’s yours.’

      Jake stared at the weaselly man. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘I’m called Simulacra.’

      ‘What do you do?’

      Simulacra shrugged. ‘Stuff,’ he mumbled.

      ‘Leave him alone, he’s with me,’ said Momentum, placing a huge arm around Jake and gently guiding him away. ‘Let’s not question one-another’s motives. I don’t know why you need the boy and I don’t care. You know how we are going to spring him out?’

      ‘I read your briefing,’ said Jake. Since joining the Council of Evil he had read more than he’d ever done in school. In fact he quite liked it. ‘And after I’ve visited Pete again, are we ready to take our first Council member down?’

      ‘The assassins are ready, as we planned, although it would help if I knew who you had marked for the first hit.’

      It was Jake’s turn to smile. ‘I’m sure it would. You don’t need to know yet.’ Jake knew which of the Council members he wanted to get rid of first. It was the one who annoyed him most.

      ‘As long as you’re not going to double-cross me, then we should start this thing now.’

      

      Jake walked from Momentum’s chambers, his mind racing through a jumble of plans. He needed Momentum to help free Pete. Once he had Pete he didn’t need Momentum, but would keep him around to help eliminate the other Council members. And once the Council was finished... then he could start on dismantling the Hero Foundation.

      He crossed the slender bridge that connected Momentum’s quarters to the main island that was bristling with hi-tech towers. This was the main hub of the Council’s power where the technicians, administrators and ambassadors lived. For them, working on an island of evil was just another job that paid well... if they remembered to keep their mouths shut.

      Beneath him waves crashed and heavy rain pattered on the canopy above his head. He reached the far side of the bridge and a door, sporting Momentum’s own rolling boulder logo, slid open. Jake walked into the Council Chamber, trying to mentally walk through the plan he was about to unleash.

      It was circular and lit by dim red lights. Each of the Council members had a seat, of sorts, that circled the chamber. They were all empty now - the finest, most notorious villains, were out concocting their diabolical plans.

      Jake crossed to the exit - before he became aware that the chamber was not empty. A small figure was seated in an elegant chair, staring at him.

      ‘Having an interesting conversation with Momentum were we?’ It was a young girl’s voice. Jake shivered as her words echoed around the chamber. It sounded like a hundred people were whispering in the background of each word, and that wasn’t anything to do with acoustics. The girl always sounded like that.

      The figure lightly climbed from her throne and approached him. In the blood-red pools of light he could see her innocent face. She was about thirteen, with red hair tied in a ponytail. Her hands were folded inside her dungarees.

      ‘That’s my business,’ said Jake brusquely, feeling a shiver go down his spine. While she looked like an innocent girl, and went by the name of Amy, he knew she was a genocidal maniac whose full title ran to: Amy: Yohg-Shuggor, The Destroyer of Worlds, The Bringer of the Night, The Spawn of the Damned, Eater of the Dead, The Apocalypse Harbinger, and the Shaker of Worlds.

      Jake had no idea what all that meant but the other Council members genuinely feared her. He assumed she was some sort of anti-Christ, but then again he once thought his sister was too.

      Amy didn’t even try to hide the disdain in her eyes. ‘I don’t like you, Hunter. I was against bringing you into the fold of the Council. We should have dissected you alive to see how you have become integrated into the villain system.’

      She was referring to the fact Basilisk had made Jake able to absorb powers from the villain website because his own DNA was now part of the system. It had effectively made Jake addicted to the website. He needed to feed off the website every night to keep his strength up. He felt like a cyber-vampire. But the process did give him his unique ability to synthesize new and unseen powers. Rather than fight Jake for the secret held within him, the Council had decided to embrace him.

      Jake matched her gaze with equal ferociousness.

      ‘You’re nothing but trouble,’ she hissed, leaning close.

      Jake smiled. That instantly angered Amy who was used to seeing her victims cower in fear.

      ‘Oh I am trouble,’ agreed Jake. Then he turned his back on her and left. He took great satisfaction to hear the snarls of rage echoed around the chamber.

      He was big trouble. She would find that out very soon. She was the first on his hit list.

      

      As Jake walked across the manicured lawns of the Foundation Hospital, he felt his skin crawl and heard his bones crunch. His vision blurred momentarily as his eyes changed shape and colour. By the time he had reached the range of the security cameras, he looked exactly like Lorna.

      It was a cheap trick, and he hated doing it, but he’d spent so much time with Lorna that he knew he could replicate her accurately. He didn’t want to rely on Mr Grimm to get him into the hospital. Grimm needed to be away from the events that were to unfold so that he didn’t attract any undue attention.

      The problem was that he could only control the power for several minutes. It was too much of a strain to hold it together for longer than that. He wondered how his shapeshifting arch-nemesis, Chameleon, managed it.

      He walked unhindered through the hospital lobby. All around him biometric scanners analysed every visitor. He would be registered as Lorna. By the time he reached Pete’s room, his face was burning up. He gently closed the door behind him and his skin snapped back into his regular appearance. He stung all over as if he had been slapped everywhere.

      He stared at Pete, unconscious in the bed.

      ‘Time to wake up, mate. You’ve got something I need.’ Jake checked the Draizor was still looping its hypnotic suggestions. ‘If I didn’t need it then I’ll be quite happy to leave you to rot here and never see you again.’

      He had hoped that he could simply extract the power from Pete’s body, but Mr Grimm had told him it wasn’t that simple. Pete’s powers existed as fragments. They only came together when he willed it. In other words, Jake had to be nice to Pete. Pete must want to help Jake in order for the power to manifest. Jake hated the very thought of having to be nice to Pete.

      Satisfied the subliminal message Momentum had developed was still working, Jake hit another button on the device. A high-pitch tone played. It was a series of binary code that Momentum had devised. It was designed to wake Pete once a key numerical sequence had triggered him by one of Momentum’s agents - when Jake was safely out of the room. It was much safer than a keyword, such as “attack’, as there was no chance of Pete being woken before time. The binary tones interacted with Pete at a quantum level, ensuring that when he woke up, he would be in full control of his powers.

      All Jake had to do now was ensure Pete woke in a bad mood so he would want to escape from the hospital.

      Jake whispered close to his ear. ‘That girl you like... Emily?’ He glanced at the life support monitor. It spiked at the mention of her name. ‘Emily... she’s dead you know?’ Again the monitor spiked in response. Somebody’s still home, thought Jake. Emily was a friend of Lorna’s and it was obvious Pete had a crush on her - what a wimp. ‘Your pal Toby killed her.’ This provoked a fiercer response. Pete’s fingers even clenched. ‘He thought she was getting too big for her boots, so he decided to kill her and make it look like an accident.’

      Jake felt oddly guilty for this misinformation. As far as he was aware, Emily was alive and well, but it was the best he and Mr Grimm could come up with to annoy Pete. Before he could spread any more malicious rumours the room door suddenly opened.

      Jake spun around, red lightning crackling across his knuckles - he couldn’t risk getting caught here in the heart of enemy territory. He was ready to fight his way out.

      Lorna entered the room - her eyes immediately widening when she saw Jake standing ready to strike with electricity dancing from his fingers. Jake suddenly shot his hand behind his back - but it was too late, Lorna had seen him.

      ‘Jake?’

      ‘Lorna! I’m so glad to see you!’ his mind was groping for a plausible excuse. He felt his cheeks flush red. ‘Shut the door.’

      Lorna closed the door and stared at Jake. ‘You’re a superhero? Like me! How long have you been... why didn’t you say something?’ She was flabbergasted. ‘I can’t believe you would keep something like this a secret from me! Don’t you trust me?’

      ‘Whoa, easy on the accusations! I’ve only just discovered about you... and what really happened to Pete.’

      Lorna fell silent. Jake knew she had been desperate to tell him her secret, and now the cat was out of the bag.

      She started to laugh and surprised Jake by giving him a quick hug.

      ‘I’m so glad you know. I hated not saying anything. Why didn’t Kirby or Grimm say anything?’

      Eric Kirby was the founder of the Hero Foundation and worked closely with Grimm, unaware of his right-hand man’s duplicitous nature.

      ‘You know how tight security is around here.’ Jake tried to sound casual, but he was coming to the realization that he couldn’t let Lorna walk away with the knowledge of his powers. Mr Grimm had been sneaking him into the hospital under the noses of the Hero establishment. It was risky but necessary. The moment Lorna opened her mouth she would be told the truth about who Jake was: public enemy number one.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

      ‘I felt sick in school and asked to go home. Last night we were on a mission in Germany... and Emily vanished.’ Jake caught sight of Pete’s monitor react to Lorna’s comment. ‘We don’t know where she is. After what happened with Pete, I’m starting to think none of this is worth the sacrifices we keep making. Why is life never easy?’

      ‘Tell me about it.’

      Lorna moved to Pete’s side and watched him. ‘How has he been?’

      ‘The same,’ said Jake with as much concern as he could muster. He had to get out. In a matter of hours the plan to spring Pete would unfold. He couldn’t let anything stop it. ‘We should really go.’

      Lorna was absently playing with the necklace Jake had given her. ‘Not yet, I’ve only just arrived.’

      ‘I’m sure Pete’ll be OK.’

      Lorna stroked Pete’s brow with one hand and twirled her long dark hair with the other. Jake knew her well enough to know that was a sign of deep thought.

      ‘Didn’t you say this necklace was lucky? Doesn’t feel like after last night.’

      Jake sighed deeply, trying unsuccessfully to keep the desperation from his voice. ‘Sure it is. We should go quickly. I’m on a mission.’

      ‘I wanted to stay. I thought maybe talking to him would help break him out of the coma.’

      ‘Why not give him the necklace? For luck? See if that works, but we have to go.’

      ‘We?’

      With a sinking feeling Jake knew he was stuck with Lorna. ‘Yes. I need your help.’

      A smile flickered across Lorna’s face. Jake felt sick. Was there anyone he wouldn’t lie to and manipulate? He had thought that person was going to be Lorna... yet here he was. Lorna placed the necklace in Pete’s limp hand.

      ‘This is all my luck, Pete. You get through this. We all miss you.’

      Jake wanted to vomit from all the sentiment. He grabbed Lorna’s hand and pulled her towards the door. But what was he going to do? He couldn’t walk through the hospital because he would be recognised and Mr Grimm had warned him that if he teleported directly into the building alarms would be triggered. He had to get outside. He only had one option - the roof. It was the way Grimm had smuggled him in and out.

      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Lorna.

      Jake looked long and hard at her. He really did want to tell the truth; maybe she would see that he was a victim of circumstance? He was forced to become a member of the Council of Evil and... of course she wouldn’t believe him.

      ‘Do you trust me?’ he had tried to sound joking.

      Lorna frowned. ‘Of course I do. Why?’

      ‘You look a little pale. Sure you’re OK? You’re not going to faint are you?’

      Lorna shook her head and Jake touched her on the shoulder. He had been trying to muster the correct power and finally managed.

      For a second Lorna looked puzzled before a knockout pulse shot through Jake’s fingers and she slumped to the floor.

      Jake sighed. He was beginning to think he was cursed with repetitive bad luck. He picked Lorna up and threw her over his shoulder. On the roof he could quantum tunnel away from the hospital before the sparks flew and Pete was freed.

      The only question left was what was he going to do with Lorna?

      

      ‘Kill her.’

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘I’m always serious,’ replied Mr Grimm. Jake couldn’t argue against that. Mr Grimm adjusted his thin letterbox glasses and realigned his perfectly cut suit as he walked away from Lorna slumped unconscious in a chair. He examined several computer screens.

      Jake had taken Lorna directly back to his castle in Transylvania, a base that Mr Grimm had given to him as a gift so they could conduct their plans in secrecy. They were in the uppermost tower that Jake had styled as his command centre. Lightning blasted outside, and the rain drove harder against the glass - it was the perfect weather for his villainous lair.

      ‘It’s a perfect day for it,’ commented Mr Grimm coolly. ‘You shouldn’t have brought her here.’

      ‘I came back here for help. I couldn’t exactly take her back to the Council. Dropping a hero right in the middle of their ultra-secret base, that wouldn’t have gone down well.’

      ‘She knows what you are.’

      ‘She thinks I’m a hero.’

      Mr Grimm shrugged his thin shoulders. ‘And you think that disguise will stand up to even the most casual scrutiny? The moment she tells her brother or anybody else about you, the game is up. Killing her is the logical option.’

      ‘I thought you were Mister Neutral? What happened to both sides having equal power?’

      ‘Once you bring down the Council of Evil the Hero Foundation will quickly follow. That is balance. One extra dead superhero is nothing.’

      ‘I thought you like her?’

      ‘I neither liked nor disliked. She was merely a tool for the job.’ Jake thought that was a callous thing to say - and he was definitely no angel himself. ‘If you don’t want to do it, I’m sure Igor will oblige.’ Igor was Jake’s mute servant who, despite his name, was a good-looking six-foot man.

      ‘Nobody is going to harm her.’

      ‘Then she is your problem.’ Grimm tapped the screen, it was showing a news feed from the hero website. ‘It appears the plan worked perfectly. Momentum used a local businessman as his mind-controlled drone. He woke Pete at the right moment. It seems he fought with both Kirby and Toby before escaping. That was an unexpected bonus. Nobody will suspect who was really behind it all.’

      ‘Excellent. Do we know where he went?’

      ‘I’m picking up his CUCI.’

      ‘What’s a “cookie”?’

      ‘It’s an acronym for Cellular Uplink Communication Interface. The Foundation has recently created a genetic tag that is inserted into the wrist of every Downloader. It allows access to their website, monitors vitals and acts as a homing beacon. I took the liberty of extracting Pete’s in the hospital and replacing it with one of our own so the Foundation won’t be able to track him.’

      ‘What about Lorna?’ asked Jake in alarm.

      ‘I took the liberty of jamming hers while she is here. Until you decide what you’re going to do with her. She must not interfere with our plans to topple the Council. We have come too far to fail now. The first priority is Pete.’

      ‘Remember, he’s a priority so I can get my family back. I don’t care about what you and Momentum want me to do. The fall of the Council comes after my parents. Got that?’

      Mr Grimm’s lips tightened. He hated being talked down to by Jake, but knew better than to argue.

      Jake looked pensive. ‘So before we start hitting the Council members, you think I should talk to Pete?’

      ‘The sooner you establish contact, the sooner you can win his trust. The moment you can convince him to create the anti-amnesiac power,’ Grimm held up a small device that looked like a fat fountain pen, ‘you use this sonic-extractor to pull it from him. The raw power fills the top of the device here, and then you reverse the switch and inject it into yourself. After that you will have no more use for him.’

      ‘And I can use that power on my family?’

      ‘Yes. It will be enough to fully undo Psyche’s work. They’ll remember everything. And you will have a sample of his antibodies to start weaning you off your website dependency.’

      Jake pocketed the sonic-extractor and looked across at Lorna who was still unconscious. ‘Make sure she stays alive.’

      ‘I’ll ensure she remains unconscious.’

      At least that means alive, thought Jake. Grimm handed him a slim locator that fixed on Pete’s CUCI tag. The small display that showed he was in a small village not too far from the hospital. It was time to go and say hello.

      

      It was starting to snow and the girl could see her warm breath come out in rapid bursts of steam. She forced herself to take longer slower breaths, it helped combat the nerves. Despite the cold she was warm, she was physically primed for the mission and had been running off adrenaline since she left the Hero Foundation. Her stuffy facemask didn’t help matters.

      Through the trees she saw Dark Hunter and Pete Kendall standing in the field, quietly talking. From this distance they looked like any other kids, although Pete looked ill, his cracked skin was off-colour. There was no indication that they were two of the most powerful villains on the planet.

      But she was ready for them. The Foundation had told her that her rapid training was completely immersive. A week ago she had no idea that superpowers were real. Now she had been given a range of downloadable powers, all neatly available over a voice-activated headset. All she had to do was say the command and the power would be hers.

      She watched as Pete walked away. Hunter glanced around - and she was certain he saw her. She backed away, twigs snapping underfoot. She froze as Hunter’s head cocked. She blinked - and he was gone.

      Dammit! A beginners mistake! After tracking Hunter all this time she couldn’t afford to lose him now. Perhaps he had ducked down?

      She suddenly sensed movement behind her and spun around.

      Hunter was leaning against a tree, smiling quizzically.

      ‘Let me guess, you’ve got some street name like Black Hawk or something?’ He was clearly referring to her stylish charcoal body armour. ‘Question is... which side are you on?’

      ‘I’m bringing you in, Hunter.’

      ‘You know my name. Fame at last! And where do you think you’re taking me?’

      ‘Diablo Island.’

      Hunter cringed at the mention of the place he had been incarcerated in. Even though he had escaped, she saw a flicker of fear in his eyes.

      ‘Look, kid, you can try and stop me and end up with a thousand bruises if you’re lucky... or dead if you’re not. But it’s your lucky day. I’m in no mood to fight.’

      The girl summoned all of her courage. This is what she had been trained for. She had seen the evil this villain had cast on the world. Even if he looked a few years older than her, she was going to do everything in her powers to complete the mission. She had been encouraged to hate Hunter.

      And she really hated him.

      She moved to attack - but Hunter was quicker. A blue ball of flames from his hand shot a chunk from the tree behind her. The girl tensed and jumped nimbly halfway up a tree. Hunter fired again, blowing dry branches apart as she sprang from tree to tree much faster than he could follow.

      The girl had super-dexterity. She had trained for days in a simulator room. There was no way she was going to allow herself to be hit by Hunter’s clumsy shots.

      He was relying on brute force. She was a surgical instrument.

      Hunter’s last fireball caused the tree boughs to erupt into flame above his head. Hot cinders rained down on him, stinging his eyes.

      It was just the distraction the girl was looking for. She jumped in front of him and launched an energy sphere that enveloped him.

      Hunter was dragged backwards, inside the sphere - crashing through trees with such force that several were split in two. Rather than protect him, the energy sphere amplified the impact.

      Seconds later the ball disappeared and he was thrown against a broad oak trunk. He slid to the ground feeling more pummelled than he had in a long time. The girl glided over to him, ready to deliver another attack - but Hunter was playing possum—

      As the girl landed in front of him he punched her stomach and discharged a lightning blast. He had never fired one while still touching his target - and now he knew why.

      Hunter’s entire body shook as though he was shooting himself. The blast lifted both the girl and the arch-villain off their feet and flung them apart. For several metres they both bounced off trees. Jake landed on his feet, but the girl was worse for wear. The front of her uniform was buckled and smoking. The carbon-fibre weave resembled melted plastic. The landing impact had knocked her facemask off.

      Hunter ran to her, intending to finish the hero off. He raised his hand for the final blow... then froze in his tracks.

      He recognised the pale, bloodied face. The girl’s wild hair was covered in twigs and brown leaves. She glared at him.

      ‘What’re you staring at?’

      ‘Beth?’

      ‘You think you know me?’

      Hunter was stunned. ‘Beth? You’re... you’re my sister!’

      Beth Hunter smiled. There was no humour in it.

      ‘They told me you’d try that one.’

      Then Beth Hunter shot her brother in the face.
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      Lorna awoke with a stabbing headache. Her vision swam, making her feel dizzy. When it finally became clear she bolted upright. She was lying in a large bed, in an elegant stonewalled room. A large window was blurred with heavy rain and all she could tell was that it was dark.

      She climbed from bed, feeling a little weak. A large oak door suddenly opened and a tall handsome man entered carrying a tray. On it was a bowl of soup.

      ‘Hi,’ said Lorna. ‘Er... where am I?’

      The man simply smiled and laid the tray on a table.

      ‘Are you not allowed to talk to me?’

      ‘Igor is mute,’ said Mr Grimm striding into the room. Lorna was surprised to see him, but at least she felt comforted by the familiar, if emotionless, face. ‘He is Hun... Jake’s servant and will get you anything you need.’

      ‘Jake’s servant?’ asked Lorna in disbelief. ‘You mean all of this is Jake’s?’

      ‘This is his secret headquarters he uses for critical missions. Igor, leave us.’

      ‘Wow!’ Lorna couldn’t help but be impressed. All she, Toby, Emily and Pete had ever received for risking their lives to be heroes was a pat on the back. Jake must be important to get all of this. ‘Is he rich?’ She couldn’t stop the question tumbling from her mouth.

      ‘Very. He is not here at the moment. He’s taking care of business. In the meantime make yourself at home, but please don’t wander around. There are areas of the castle that are... dangerous.’

      ‘Castle... this is so cool!’ Then a sobering brought reality back. ‘What happened in the hospital? The last thing I remember was speaking to Jake... then I must have fallen unconscious.’

      ‘You were attacked by Pete. Jake saved you and brought you here to keep you safe.’

      Lorna frowned. She had no recollection of this. ‘Why would Pete attack me?’

      ‘He awoke from his coma with a very different outlook on life. But do not concern yourself, that isn’t important. The Foundation are dealing with it as we speak.’

      ‘Is he OK?’

      ‘That remains to be seen.’

      ‘And Emily? Is she still missing?’

      ‘We know where she is. And she is alive. Again, do not worry. Measures are being taken to retrieve her and neutralize that particular threat.’

      ‘What does—’

      ‘I don’t have time for questions, Lorna,’ Grimm snapped. ‘Jake will be back soon with answers.’ He sucked in his breath, calming down. ‘Perhaps you should rest a bit more. That often clears the mind.’

      Mr Grimm left after a curt goodbye. Lorna was still wondering how important Jake must be to have succeeded in getting a place like this. It certainly explained his long absence from school.

      Then there was Pete. He was really a friend of her brother’s, but they had become close when they discovered the hero website and had been plunged into a world of danger.

      She had cried over Pete while he had been in a coma and now he had apparently attacked her, she was torn between never wanting to speak to him again, and a wave of sympathy. Absorbing so many raw superpowers must be affecting his judgement. She refused to believe Pete, of all people, could turn bad.

      She ate the soup and allowed herself a rare moment to relax. She didn’t hear another sound except the incessant rain battering the window.

      After thirty minutes, boredom had started to creep in. Grimm had told her it was dangerous to wander around, but she was capable of taking care of herself. She checked her mobile. The hero app was still there, but it had no signal. Luckily, the modified device stored a batch of “micro-powers” - short, sharp dosages, of the last dozen powers she had downloaded. They would last for seconds, but it was usually enough to get out of a tricky situation.

      Lorna opened the door and looked around the wide Gothic hallway.

      ‘Hello? Igor?’

      Her voice echoed and remained unanswered. She decided to explore a little. Most rooms she encountered were locked and she didn’t think it was polite to kick them open. Other rooms were completely bare.

      She reached a spiralling staircase. A steel door with an electronic access panel blocked the way up. Obviously something important lay beyond. Lorna decided to descend the stairs.

      The steps ended in a large entrance hall. Her trainers sank into a carpet so soft it was like walking on moss. Again all the doors were locked. Now she was starting to feel frustrated. Why all the secrecy?

      A set of double doors caught her attention. She peered through the keyhole. Her narrow field of vision revealed a comfortable looking lounge with a blazing log fire on one wall, and more importantly, a TV.

      She checked her phone again and was annoyed to see it still had no reception. Then she remembered a power she had used a few weeks ago, that could be useful now.

      She accessed the stored bank of micro-powers on the phone and found what she was looking for - the last one on the list. She double-tapped it. The phone screen pulsed as the powers transferred.

      With the power tingling in her hand she pushed her finger against the lock. Her fingertip extended into the keyhole and ran along the pins. It morphed shape until it perfectly matched the key-shape like a skeleton key. Then she twisted her finger and the door unlocked - seconds later she felt the power fading from her system. She checked the phone, and sure enough, the skeleton-key power had disappeared from there too. She hoped she wouldn’t need it again.

      She swung the double-doors open and entered the spacious living room. She was sure Jake wouldn’t mind. She sat of the couch and found the remote control resting on the table.

      A news channel was playing a story about an unusual storm that had battered a village in Ireland. She flicked through the channels to something more entertaining - then became aware that she wasn’t the only person in the room.

      She looked at the figure in the corner - and gasped in astonishment.

      

      Jake sprinted through the woods. Tree branches whipped at his face. He only had one good eye, the other was pulped, and it felt gooey, clinging to the burnt flesh on the side of his face. If Beth’s shot had been on target then Jake was certain he would have died.

      With just one eye his depth perception was gone. He stumbled several times to his knees, only the sound of Beth pursing kept him going.

      The trees gave way to a farm. Jake jumped a small wooden fence and ducked around a red brick outbuilding. He darted across a muddy track and hid in a barn.

      He pressed himself up against a tractor and concentrated on battling the pain that pulsed through him. His regeneration powers were gradually kicking in and the side of his face, which looked like a deflated soccer ball, was slowly reforming. He had to focus hard not to fall unconscious from the pain.

      Through the slits in the barn walls he saw Beth slowly pass. He was amazed that the Hero Foundation had recruited her. Of course she now had no memory of who he was - to her he was a stranger, a member of the Council of Evil, the ultimate enemy. How could he possible attack his own sister? The plan was diabolically brilliant. The founder of the Hero Foundation, Eric Kirby, would make a despicable villain.

      As his face healed, Jake readied himself to quantum tunnel away from the farm. Nothing happened. The shimmering portal that he willed to open in the air failed to materialize.

      Beth’s voice echoed across the farm. ‘You’re not getting away from me Hunter! I’ve got a device that nullifies your ability to teleport, tunnel or fly out of here.’

      Jake was worried. He tried to fly up to the barn rafters but found he couldn’t. He looked around for anything that would help him escape. The barn was filled with a variety of sharp spiky ploughing implements. There was nothing useful there.

      ‘You have to face the Reaper.’

      Despite the tenseness of the situation, Jake couldn’t stop himself laughing. Since he had been separated from his family, his sister had been listening to his Army of Gort downloads. She had taken her pseudonym from one of their tracks.

      The barn door suddenly exploded into matchsticks. Beth stood in the doorway, energy crackling in her hands. She must have heard him laugh.

      He ducked behind the tractor. ‘I don’t want to fight you, Beth!’

      ‘Too bad, you’re going to have to. Unless you come peacefully of course, but I don’t believe that’s your style.’

      ‘Beth listen to me. I am your brother. The Foundation wiped your mind of my existence, that’s why you can’t remember me.’

      ‘Forget the mind games, Hunter. I’ve been warned about you.’

      She extended a hand and the tractor suddenly rose into the air, hovering in the rafters and exposing Jake. Jake climbed to his feet and raised his hands to calm her.

      ‘Whatever they told you is a lie!’

      ‘You’re part of the Council of Evil, responsible for kidnapping, blackmailing world leaders, destroying the Statue of Liberty, the Sydney Opera House, Air Force One and kidnapping the President of the United States—’

      ‘OK, OK... I admit I’ve done a few things wrong. But if I’m lying to you, if I’m really that bad then why aren’t I attacking you?’

      ‘Because you’re afraid of me.’

      ‘Afraid of you?’ Jake couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice.

      Beth scowled. Jake knew she never had much patience with him when she remembered him. Her attitude was a sign that some things obviously were not completely forgotten. She slammed the tractor down on Jake. He dived to safety at the very last second - but was hit as one of the oversized rear tires sheared from the axle and knocked him to the floor.

      Jake reacted instinctively - and seized some nearby ploughing equipment with telekinetic force. Beth ducked and the heavy five-blade furrow plough tore through the wall behind her, but she wasn’t so lucky to avoid the multiple scythe-like blades of a cultivator. She dropped to the floor and screamed loudly as a blade severed her hand! There wasn’t much blood as her healing factor immediately sealed the wound - but she felt the pain.

      The scream was enough to pull Jake back to reality. He had let his anger control his actions with no thought of the consequences. He reined back the fury he felt bubbling under his skin. He couldn’t afford to unleash his full powers on his sister.

      ‘Beth! I’m sorry!’

      She was clutching her stump, tears pouring down her cheeks. She dragged her gaze from her hand on the floor and shouted at Jake.

      ‘It’s not growing back!’ she wailed.

      Jake didn’t know what to say. He’d had many wounds in the past, but never a missing limb. He was unsure if any healing factor could cure that level of injury. He was staring at Beth’s twitching hand - he didn’t see her raise her stump.

      A burst of power blasted Jake off his feet. He struck another piece of machinery - an overturned seed tiller. The plethora of wicked blades punctured through his body, sucking the breath from him.

      He gasped as his regeneration power healed the wounds, effectively sealing around the blades poking from his chest and arms. Beth approached him, still crying as she held her stump across her chest.

      ‘They wanted me to bring you in alive. But you don’t deserve that privilege!’

      Jake tried to move, but the blades were holding him tight. After all the supervillains and heroes he had fought, he found it inconceivable that he was about to die by the hands of his amnesiac sister. The very sister whose memory he was trying to restore so she could lead a normal life once more.

      ‘Beth don’t do this,’ pleaded Jake. ‘I know how to restore your memory. I can help you... mum and dad—’

      ‘Shut up about my parents! You don’t know them!’

      ‘Our parents! Do you remember when we were on holiday in Spain and you fell off that donkey? And dad—’

      ‘I remember it. I remember that you were not there. Stop trying to read my mind, Hunter.’

      ‘I’m not!’ Jake was exasperated.

      Beth examined her stump. She obviously thought Jake was no longer a threat now he was trapped. She forgot he was much more experienced at the superpower game. He didn’t need his hands to strike back.

      Jake squinted; his eyes momentarily became completely red as his power kicked in. He had no conscious idea what superpower he was going to create, only the desired result. Jake willed the air molecules in front of Beth to pack so tight that they became solid. An invisible hammer punch threw Beth across the barn.

      Jake didn’t waste any time in gloating. He blinked, his eyes changing colour from red to pure black. He couldn’t feel the heat himself, but a stream of microwaves pulsed from his eyes. As he stared at the metal spars protruding through his body, they melted like wax. He slid himself off the machinery, his healing factor rapidly mending him.

      Beth was scrambling to her feet. Jake had no intention of hanging around. He blasted a hole through the barn wall and dived through.

      Jake sprinted across an icy yard that was bordered by a large farmhouse. He was looking for any means of escape - what he wasn’t expecting to see was an angry farmer exiting the house with a pump-action shotgun.

      ‘What you doing trespassin’? You hoodie!’

      Jake skidded low as the barrels exploded in his direction. The bullets bounced from a shield that appeared in front of Jake a nano-second later. The farmer quickly re-aimed. Jake raised his hands and blindly shot a fireball at the man. He didn’t pause to watch the farmer get thrown back into his house.

      An energy blast destroyed a section of wall near his head. Jake didn’t bother turning around. Beth was coming. He ran towards a cylindrical grain silo tower that stood in the far corner of the farm. Another power-volley chewed the ground close by. He was glad that his sister was a terrible shot.

      He had to get away from her. Whatever device she used to nullify his powers must have a maximum radius. Beyond that, he could teleport out of danger.

      Another energy blast flew over his head and tore a concrete chunk from the wall of the silo halfway up. Fine grain cascaded out. Jake was forced to run through it and started coughing from the cloud of fine dust that was being kicked up.

      He reasoned that a barrage of warning shots might prevent Beth from following him so eagerly. He summoned a fireball into the palm of his hand. It was too small to do any real damage, but it would hopefully scare her.

      ‘Hunter! No!’ Beth screamed.

      Jake watched as the bright orange ball leapt from the palm of his hand. He suddenly vaguely recalled a science teacher telling the class about how fine particles can be explosive - but, as usual, he hadn’t really listened. One second later the entire grain silo exploded with devastating ferocity.

      The top quarter of the tower shot directly up like a rocket. The rest of the structure blossomed outward in a magnificent orange fireball, shattering every window on the farm, tearing slates off roofs and toppling several outbuildings.

      Jake felt his skin burn as a pressure wave tossed him three hundred metres. He felt himself bounce off a rooftop, and he wildly spun before crunching into the ground. Half his bones had broken. Jake lay there, pelted by debris that continued to fall from the sky long after his bones had healed and cracked back into place.

      When he could finally looked up he saw that the farm was devastated. Half the house had been torn down, and a Land Rover in the driveway had been thrown into an adjacent field.

      ‘Beth?’ Jake yelled, getting to his feet. Could his sister survive such an explosion? Had he killed her? Guilt made his stomach burn, and he felt his legs shake. He tried to fly to obtain a bird’s-eye view, but found his power was still being jammed. That meant Beth’s device was active, not necessarily that she was alive.

      The snowstorm was increasing as Jake dropped to his knees. He had killed his sister... that was unpardonable. The wind picked up, suddenly as strong as a tornado. Jake looked up to see an elderly helicopter landing close by.

      A figure ran from the chopper towards him. It was probably an Enforcer. If so he didn’t care anymore. He’d let them take him.

      ‘Jake Hunter!’ yelled a man over the roar of the rotors.

      Jake looked up, wiping a stray tear from his eye. The man was strangely familiar.

      ‘Hunter! Come with me, I’ll get you out of here!’ Jake was confused and hesitated before taking the man’s outstretched hand. ‘We don’t have much time. She’s down, but not out. I saw her from the air.’

      Jake felt a sudden wave of optimism. ‘She’s alive?’

      The man was nervous. ‘Very much so, and her jammer will prevent you from leaving here, unless we go by more traditional means.’ He jerked a thumb towards the helicopter.

      Jake followed. His emotions were a delicate seesaw. He was delighted she was still alive - but he had no desire to run into his sister again. As soon as they climbed aboard, the man adjusted the collective and the machine rose smoothly into the air.

      The destruction looked far worse from the air. Dozens of trees close to the silo had been flattened in a circular pattern around the explosion. The falling snow made it difficult to define details - but Jake caught sight of a black clad figure pushing masonry off her.

      His sister was alive. He hoped she could reattach the hand - if she could find it amongst the debris. That thought squashed his elation - he had been responsible for chopping her hand off.

      What a terrible brother he was.

      Jake was weary from wrestling his conscience. Instead he turned his attention to his saviour. He knew him, but couldn’t remember from where.

      ‘We’ve met before haven’t we?’ said Jake.

      The man smiled. ‘Indeed we have. I helped you out once before. I think this makes it twice. My name is Amr Munir.’

      It all came back to Jake and he nodded.

      ‘I see you remember. Good. I’ve been looking for you Hunter. I want you to restore my powers.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Through the villain website.’

      ‘But you’re a hero.’

      ‘Not any more. The Foundation sampled my powers so they could synthesize them, and then they abandoned me when my gifts faded. You can restore them. I want to be your sidekick.’
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      Lorna ran her fingers over the smooth opaque surface of the statue. The detail was so precise that there was no getting away from it - it had to be real. She had found one of the Foundation’s top operatives who was listed as missing in action: Chameleon.

      What was he doing here? She tried to move the statue but it was heavy. Her foot crunched small stones littering the base of the statue. She didn’t dare break the crystalline case - she’d had an experience in Germany when she’d seen several crystallized villains shatter. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

      ‘Chameleon? Can you hear me?’

      If he could, there was no way he could respond. Lorna pulled out her phone. She had to alert the Hero Foundation that she’d found him... then she hesitated.

      Surely the Foundation knew Jake had found Chameleon? With no phone reception she couldn’t call anybody to check. She tapped the amber casing; there was no way to break it open.

      If Jake was already on the way back with a team of technicians to free Chameleon, then he might not be happy that she broke into the room and interfered with his rescue mission.

      Lorna sat back down on the couch and stared at the statue. She was torn between duty and respect for Jake.

      There was no doubt in her mind that if Jake had found Chameleon then he was the hero of the hour.

      She didn’t doubt him in the slightest.

      

      Jake knew that he shouldn’t bring a member of the Hero Foundation to the Council of Evil. Both sides fiercely protected the secrecy of their locations and to walk straight in with the enemy was a stupid thing to do.

      However, Jake was never one to play by the rules. Munir may have once been a hero, but now, his powers were all but gone. Jake didn’t think he was any kind of threat. The only other alternative was to take Munir to his own castle lair, but Lorna had been there since last night. He didn’t think it wise to introduce the two heroes, especially since Lorna thought he was on her side. He didn’t want to think about what he was going to do with Lorna, that was a headache for another time.

      Munir had landed the chopper several miles from the farm. They abandoned it on a school playing field and Jake teleported them both to his private chambers at the Council.

      Mr Grimm’s face was a mask of rage when Jake turned up with Munir. The hero immediately recognised him.

      ‘Grimm? What are you doing here?’

      ‘Why the hell is he with you?’ screamed Mr Grimm. Jake was taken aback by the rare display of emotion Grimm was showing. ‘He knows who I am!’

      ‘He wants to defect,’ said Jake.

      Munir smiled calculatingly. ‘So you’re a traitor?’

      ‘I work for my own interests, Blizzard. And if you wish to defect, it is you who is betraying the values and morals you once held so dear.’

      Munir scowled. ‘The Foundation used me and spat me out. As well you know. You were once a part of that process.’

      ‘You were an asset. And assets only have a limited shelf life.’

      Jake looked at Mr Grimm quizzically. Did that comment apply to him too? Grimm didn’t notice. He was glaring spitefully at Munir.

      Munir shrugged. ‘Which is why I’m here. I want those glory days back, I want to download powers from the Council’s website. I have helped Hunter twice now, so in return I ask this favour.’

      ‘Hunter. A word please,’ Mr Grimm said.

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘In private.’

      Grimm strode from the room. Jake felt his cheeks flush. It was like the headmaster was telling him off. He didn’t have to put up with that! He was one of the most powerful supervillains on the planet!

      Jake angrily followed Grimm.

      In a separate, soundproof room, Grimm was trying to control his anger. ‘Are you deliberately trying to sabotage our plans? Munir can tell the Foundation everything about us! Where you live... my involvement!’

      ‘He saved me. I think I owe him this chance.’

      ‘You owe him nothing!’

      ‘Did you know the Foundation had recruited my sister? They have trained her up to come after me.’

      ‘Ah, Reaper. Yes. I was told what happened.’

      ‘Oh, so you do know? I’m really glad you told me!’ snapped Jake. ‘Don’t you dare have a go at me when you’re keeping secrets like that!’

      ‘I had no idea Reaper was your sister! The Foundation had formed a secret operation to capture you, and Reaper was the codename. The asset was to be given powers from the Foundation along with intensive training. The project was classified beyond my access level. It was only known to a select few. To use your sister... is a stroke of genius.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re so happy for them,’ growled Jake. ‘She almost killed me out there and it was Munir who saved me. She has some kind of device that prevented by from teleporting away.’

      ‘Yes, a snag-net. Since the near fall of the Foundation by your old friend Basilisk, they have been upgrading their systems. The snag-net is a prototype device that uses a raw nullifying power to prevent any forms of transport. Once you are in close proximity you won’t be getting out in a hurry. Yet you did escape and you broke protocol by bringing a hero here. What are you thinking? And you brought Lorna to the castle, are you going to invite every waif and stray?’

      ‘I couldn’t leave Lorna in the hospital because she would have told them that I had been there - and then she would know I’m no hero. I had no choice!’

      ‘You’re becoming sloppy, Hunter. You have lost your edge since joining the Council.’

      Jake backhanded Grimm across the face. He knew he shouldn’t have, Grimm had been the only one to show him nothing but understanding and sympathy since they had met. It was the bully inside Jake that forced his hand. Grimm reeled back with a bloody lip, and looked at Jake in astonishment. For a second Grimm’s face wavered and Jake caught sight of the skull face that gave Grimm his name. Jake took a deep breath - the art of bullying was to make sure your victims cowered before you.

      ‘Don’t talk to me like some kid,’ Jake retorted. ‘Remember who you’re dealing with. Remember what I’m capable of!’

      Mr Grimm held his anger in check. ‘Of course, Hunter. I am aware of this, I only worry that your emotions are clouding your decisions. Munir shouldn’t be here.’

      ‘He wants to be my sidekick.’

      ‘Sidekick? You don’t need one. Only weak heroes take on sidekicks.’

      ‘Then he’s my henchman. Whatever you want to call it, I think it will be good having him around.’

      ‘And if he betrays us?’

      ‘He won’t. He hates the Foundation and he did help me find Psyche, and saved my neck from my sister back there.’

      ‘So you want to hook him up to the website and see what happens?’

      ‘What harm can it do?’

      ‘You are a product of the harm it can do to tinker with the system. The Kendall boy is another example of what happens when these powers are misused. You saw his skin, off coloured and crumbling. It’s breaking up at a molecular level, and only his internal healing power is holding him together. Nobody has ever switched from the hero site to the villain one, especially one so old... and a Prime. All these factors could spell disaster.’

      A dull chime echoed through the chamber - the Council were being summoned.

      ‘Look on the bright side,’ said Jake. ‘If it kills him, you’ll have gotten you way.’

      Grimm shook his head. ‘It’s just another distraction from the plan. We went through a lot to get you on the Council and we can only destroy it from the inside out.’

      ‘It’s not a distraction. I’m going to deal with our first target now.’ Another dull chime reverberated. Jake headed for the door. ‘You hook up Munir to the site and get him ready. I may need some backup.’

      

      One of the many Ambassadors that ensured the Council of Evil ran smoothly, escorted Jake to his alcove in the circular Council chamber. Jake’s eyes were still adjusting to the dim red light. By the time he sat on his plush throne, he could make out the other alcoves.

      Directly opposite sat Amy, her narrow eyes never left him. She had hated him from the very moment he had been recruited. In the alcove next to her was Momentum. The big man never looked at Jake. In the chamber they deliberately avoided conversation, giving the impression that they were enemies when in fact they had organized their plan to destroy the council with Mr Grimm right down to the finest detail.

      Another pair of sinister Council members, Professor Mobius and Fallout, sat along from Momentum. The two were in quiet discussion. Mobius possessed psychic abilities and Jake often worried the fiend knew what he was scheming.

      A splashing noise to Jake’s right caused him to look over. The alcove was filled with a steaming jacuzzi that had been empty when Jake walked past. Now the water surface rippled and a humanoid form rose from it - he was Abyssal. Jake guessed there must be a pipeline that connected Abyssal’s seat at the Council to the surrounding ocean. The villain’s voice started like a kettle whistle then settled into a gargle.

      ‘I heard about your sister, Hunter.’ Abyssal gave a gentle laugh.

      ‘You find it amusing?’

      ‘The Foundation tore your family apart, turned your best friend on to you and now this. It’s enough to make you wonder who the true villains are. Us or them.’

      Jake couldn’t agree more.

      The last two members entered the chamber side-by-side, which was unusual since it was well known fact they mistrusted one another.

      The first was Armageddon, a powerfully built villain who suited his name perfectly. Black armour clung to him and seemed to absorb the shadows. He had four muscular arms and his head was distorted so that it fanned out at the crown, reminding Jake of a triceratops dinosaur. He was openly supportive of Jake’s appointment and acted like they were old friends. Mr Grimm had warned Jake of the old mafia saying: keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.

      The second figure was Necros - a lanky, thin man draped in darkness. A torn cape hung from his shoulders and a rusty crown sat on his head. He was the leader of the Council, even though the Council officially had no leader and all decisions were supposed to be made collectively. The problem was that Necros was the most powerful of them all and nobody dared challenge him. The last person who tried was Chromosome and she had paid for the treachery with her life.

      Jake knew that he couldn’t start by toppling Necros. There were too many members of the Council who would be willing to join their leader in a fight - because if Necros won they didn’t want it to look as if they had stood around and watched the fight with glee. Jake knew he couldn’t fight those odds. He would have to play a waiting game, making sure everybody else was out of the picture before he faced Necros.

      ‘Let the Council session begin,’ boomed Necros in a sonorous voice.

      Jake settled back in his chair. He would have to go through all the rubbish business before the action began. When he looked at Amy he tried to keep the smile from his face. He would enjoy watching her fall.

      

      The War Room was a brand new construction for the Hero Foundation. It was located in the heart of the New Mexico desert in America and was designed to train heroes up to face the most intensive action. In a room the size of a football field, hundreds of machine would fire a vast variety of weapons at a hero in training. Knives, arrows, poison, acid and bullets were all common assault weapons - all designed to give a hero real-world experience.

      The greatest creation was the Nebulous - a series of Artificially Intelligent robot drones that tapped into the Foundation’s website and simulated attacks using superpowers. They acted as a hive mind, sharing information and working together to complete their missions. By altering various power combinations they could simulate almost any supervillain, or supervillain team, in the world.

      Eric Kirby, the leader of the Hero Foundation, stood behind a protective screen watching as a young hero dodged the attacks below. The hero was not quick enough for the Nebulous - two drones blasted him to the floor in a pincer attack.

      With the hero down an alarm sounded and the room reset. The drones’ weapons powered down and they returned to recesses around the room where they were sealed in by thick blast doors. A team of medics ran into the room to tend to the unconscious hero.

      Kirby sighed. The latest batch of recruits was turning out to be rather clumsy and slow. They may have restored the integrity of the website, but the Foundation lacked foot soldiers.

      The door behind him opened and Beth walked in. She looked gloomy.

      ‘Beth, my dear, how are you feeling,’ Kirby asked in a happier voice than he really felt.

      ‘Awful,’ she said, staring at her left arm that was held in a sling against her chest. It was still handless.

      ‘We are continuing to search the site, but it seems increasingly obvious that your hand was destroyed in the blast,’ said Kirby. He felt a wave of guilt for the lie. They had found Beth’s hand, and could have reattached it, but Kirby had decided that the missing appendage would fuel Beth’s hatred towards Hunter. It would be a small price to pay for bringing in the Dark Hunter. And afterwards they should be able to reattach the cryogenically frozen hand.

      Beth stared at the stump. ‘I’m going to get him for this.’

      ‘Good. That’s exactly what we want you to do.’

      ‘Do you know where he is? I don’t feel like waiting for revenge.’

      Kirby was impressed with the venom in her voice. He shook his head. ‘He’s gone to ground, no doubt frightened by your attack. However, we have agents in the field monitoring him. As soon as he raises his head - he’s all yours.’

      In fact the news Kirby had received was very encouraging. It distracted him from the immense problems they were facing with the time controlling maniac, Lord Eon, who was close to throwing the world into chaos. Beth was the only resource he could spare to find Hunter - but now he had a mole inside Hunter’s organization. It hadn’t been planned and was an unexpected coup.

      ‘Why don’t you do a little more training in the meantime?’

      ‘I’ve trained enough,’ growled Beth.

      ‘Not with that injury you haven’t. Try some psychokinetic powers to help you cope. They will be more effective than a hand.’

      Beth reluctantly left the room. Kirby gazed at the door long after it had closed. On the surface Beth was the complete opposite of her brother, but as her training scratched away the veneer of manners and niceness, it seemed they were both the same at the core.

      He would have to make sure Reaper was kept in check. The Foundation didn’t need any more rogue agents like Pete Kendall.

      

      Mr Grimm watched as Munir’s body convulsed on the table. A team of Council scientists flocked around him, monitoring his vital signs. While most of the scientists came from normal everyday backgrounds, a couple sported wild hair and manic grins that had earned them the collective tag of “the Mad Scientists”. Some even wore a team t-shirt with the slogan on.

      The villain website was projected on a large holographic screen. Grimm watched as the scientists administered small doses of power into the Prime. Munir’s body reacted violently as a flight power was downloaded, straight from the digitizing server, down a wire and into his arm. He screamed out.

      Mr Grimm stood inside a control room; a thick screen protected him from any accidents inside the download chamber. He still winced though when Munir’s screams played over the speakers.

      ‘How much more of this can he bear?’ Grimm asked the computer terminal.

      The chipper voice of Ernie, the Council’s artificially intelligent computer system spoke, ‘His pain threshold is incredibly high. A normal subject would have passed out minutes ago.’

      Grimm hated Ernie’s voice and made a mental note to have it changed to a more formal one when addressing him.

      ‘They’re ready to administer Blizzard’s original powers,’ said Ernie cheerfully.

      Grimm watched as the mad scientists used the new computer system to drag the icons from one screen and place them together on another that displayed what was about to be pumped into Munir.

      The powers had been stolen from the Hero Foundation, so would presumably be clones of the ones Munir’s had originally donated. Inserting them back into the host was something that had never been attempted before.

      The scientists took a cautious step backwards from the ex-hero as the powers downloaded. Mr Grimm couldn’t help but notice two of the scientists were crouching behind machinery as though they expected Munir to explode.

      Munir shuddered on the table as the powers were forced into his body.

      Grimm turned down the volume control so he didn’t have to continue listening to Munir’s high-pitched wailing.

      

      Jake wondered if he had nodded off during Professor Mobius’s round up of the Council’s financial gains during the lasted spate of dastardly activity. His sibilant voice echoed around the chamber and he seemed to stutter on the esses.

      During the Hero Foundation’s recent troubles, the Council had issued more warrants to supervillains than ever before, and since the Council take a ten percent fee from any villainous loot plundered, they had done exceptionally well with over a two hundred million dollars in one month. Mobius was even suggesting that the villain who obtained the most cash in any given year should be awarded some sort of “employee of the month” prize.

      Jake sniggered. He could imagine an award for “the most cunning plan”, another for “most victims maimed”.

      ‘Any other business before we retire?’ Necros asked.

      Jake looked around. The other members he could see all looked as bored as he did. He needed to keep the Council assembled for a few more minutes. He suddenly remembered something that had been nagging him since Venice.

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Dark Hunter has a question for the Council,’ barked a small Ambassador, whose job it seemed was only to repeat anything anybody else said.

      ‘Who or what is “Forge”?’

      He noticed Armageddon lean forward in his chair. A couple of other Council members reacted to the name too.

      ‘How did you come by this name?’ asked Necros.

      Jake was intrigued. That wasn’t a straightforward reply, which meant they didn’t want him to know, or they didn’t like the answer themselves.

      ‘I had a run in with them.’ He didn’t want to give any details of where or when. His operation with Momentum was supposed to be secret.

      A deep voice spoke up. Jake turned to his left to see two pairs of lupine eyes staring at him - the rest of Fallout’s body was concealed in the darkness of his alcove.

      ‘Forge are a fledgling organization that are proving to be a thorn in our side. And I for one am glad Hunter has brought this issue up. For too long have the Council sat in silence. Is it because they fear this threat?’

      Jake was surprised by the murmurs that circled the chamber. He noticed Amy didn’t look pleased that he had raised the issue. Normally he hated these discussions, but now his interest was piqued.

      ‘We are the Council of Evil,’ snapped Necros. ‘We do not fear! They should be afraid of us!’

      Fallout laughed. ‘But they are not, are they? Instead they taunt us constantly.’

      ‘Is somebody going to answer the question?’ asked Jake.

      Fallout looked back at Jake. He felt strangely unnerved when all four eyes blinked in a sequence designed to keep two eyes on his prey at all times.

      ‘Forge is a mismatched bunch of rogue Downloaders who have deserted both us and the Foundation. The rumour is that there are even some Primes now joining their ragbag organization.’

      ‘If they’re both villains and heroes... who are they fighting for? And who is leading them?’

      ‘They fighting for themselves. They are against everybody and accuse each side of messing up the world. And as to who is organizing them, that remains a mystery.’

      ‘If they’re Downloaders, where are they getting their powers from?’

      ‘There have been hacking attacks on both our servers and those of the Foundation,’ Necros answered. ‘They are technologically gifted, if disorderly.’

      ‘I have heard they have kidnapped Primes and hold them prisoner to extract their powers,’ stated Mobius with as much disgust as he could muster. ‘We must do something about this menace!’

      ‘Well volunteered, Mobius,’ said Necros.

      Professor Mobius gave a long hiss. ‘I have no time. If Hunter fought them it should be his jurisdiction. He brought the matter up.’

      ‘So be it. Hunter, by Council approval, you are to locate and stop this Forge group.’

      Jake considered refusing, but that would make him look overly rebellious. Instead he’d simply accept and do nothing about it. If there was a group of idiots out there trying to play heroes and villains that was somebody else’s problem. Not his.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ he replied.

      ‘Then this meeting is adjourned,’ stated Necros.

      The end of the meeting meant the chamber doors unlocked - nine separate portals orbiting the room. Eight lead directly to the Council member’s own private islands. The other led deeper into the main island where the rest of the Council staff lived and all the main work was done.

      Jake had been waiting for this moment. The door that led to the island was located in between Momentum and Amy’s alcoves. The moment the dull thud of hydraulic locks echoed around the chamber, the doors opened—

      An ambassador who was about to walk through was decked by a lightning blast as a team of commandos stormed the Council chamber. They showed no mercy in attacking villain and staff alike.

      Heads turned in confusion as lightning burst from the weapons the ten commandos carried. They had been part of the shipment Jake and Momentum had stolen in Italy. The commandos’ eyes were covered by dark shades that allowed them to see perfectly well in the dim chamber and conveniently concealed their all-black eyes that were a telltale sign that they were being possessed by Momentum.

      More ambassadors were hit in the confusion. The Council members didn’t have a clue what was happening - the Chamber had never been attacked before.

      Jake saw Armageddon was preparing to attack. Jake intercepted and hurtled a super-bright fireball towards the commandos, deliberately aiming wide. The sudden glare from the fireball caused Armageddon to shield his eyes and forced others to look away.

      At the same time Momentum ran across the chamber, building his mass and speed with every step. He cut across Necros’ line of fire, distracting the supervillain from shooting the commandos. For effect, Momentum cannoned into one of the men, slamming him into a support post of Abyssal’s alcove. Stonework cracked under the impact and fell on top of Abyssal’s seat. The watery supervillain vanished through a hole in the bottom of his seat like water down a plug. The stones smashed into the empty bath.

      While this was happening, the commandos formed a semi-circle around Amy and opened fire. Nine sets of lightning would have torn apart the strongest of people, but somehow Amy survived. She was hurled against the back of her throne, her skin blistered and clothes blackened.

      Amy suddenly held out her hands and chanted something in a deep voice. A dark whirlwind immediately formed around her. Jake watched as shadows peeled from the walls to join the tornado. Across the chamber everybody was knocked over by the sudden change in air pressure.

      Amy was lifted up by the storm. Leathery tentacles snapped from the whirlwind, they looked squid-like but were barbed with stingers.

      The barbs impaled two commandos while another was plucked off his feet by the tentacle and pulled into the maelstrom. Jake was impressed, he’d never seen Amy use her powers before. Momentum had told him about her ability to open up rifts into parallel worlds, worlds where strange creatures lurked to do her bidding. Now he could see how powerful she really was. Jake tossed a couple of fireballs, making sure they fell wide and didn’t actually stop the commandos.

      Six commandos remained, and they were having difficulty standing. A roving tentacle wrapped around the neck of one and gruesomely decapitated him. Even Jake looked away; it was too gory to watch.

      The team was down to half-strength, and Jake suddenly felt worried their plan to take Amy out would fail.

      The other members of the Council all rushed for safety, more concerned with saving their own necks than helping a colleague. Fallout risked a shot - a radioactive pulse that microwaved one of the commandos on the spot.

      One commando fumbled for a grenade on his belt. He ducked a slashing appendage and thumbed a button on the grenade. A high-pitch buzz echoed through the chamber, forcing everybody to clamp their hands over their ears.

      Momentum’s team of scientists had secretly developed the high-pitch frequencies. They interfered with Amy’s ability to manipulate dimensions. The frequency raised an octave - and the whirlwind suddenly vanished, taking the tentacled monstrosities with it.

      Amy dropped to the ground. She looked astonished that her powers had vanished. The remaining commandos raised their guns at the girl.

      ‘No!’ she screamed.

      In three seconds, Amy was dead. So too were the commandos - ripped limb from limb by a combined assault from Mobius, Necros and Armageddon. There was barely a shred of clothing left. Conveniently all the evidence that could point towards a conspiracy by Momentum and Jake had been vaporized.

      Jake tried to act as shocked as everybody else. But inside he could only gloat.

      One Council member down, six to go. His surge to power had begun.
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      In the past, life had consisted of getting into trouble in school or hanging around outside Patel’s corner shop with his mates, causing trouble. Boredom forced them to create their own excitement - which everybody branded as “trouble”.

      Now Jake didn’t have any time for himself. There was no doubt he never wanted to return to the bad old days. Now he had money and power beyond imagination. Being a member of the Council made him eligible for his first cash card that appeared to have unlimited funds. He heard one person had bought five F-35 fighters on their card, each of which came with a cool hundred-million dollar price tag. Jake had yet to spend much. When he had no money it seemed that he wanted to buy everything he saw. Now he was wealthy, there was nothing that caught his eye.

      The only thing he really wanted was his family back. And to achieve that he had to convince Pete to form the power that would restore their memories. Jake had once assumed he could create the power himself, but Grimm told him that their memories were no longer stored in their brains, but within the genetic code of Psyche’s powers. And seeing how he donated all of his powers after blanking his family’s memories…

      Jake had to pick his moment to convince Pete to help him. He imagined that once he had Pete’s help it would be an easy step to win back his mum and dad. Restoring his sister’s memory would be the real challenge. The thought of Beth made him feel sick. He was responsible for cutting her hand off and hoped that the Foundation hospital had re-attached it. He couldn’t bear the guilt if they hadn’t.

      The assassination of a member of the Council had sent shockwaves across the organization and the place was now crawling with heavily armed security called the Duradan. They were covered head-to-toe in black-graphene armour that had numerous fins and angular vents that made it appear the soldiers were wearing Stealth Fighters. The suits were connected via Wi-Fi to the Council’s intranet where they could download whatever powers were needed to deal with a situation.

      Jake thought of them as Enforcers with attitude and brains.

      Before the forensic teams had cordoned off Amy’s seat, Jake examined the area to make sure there was nothing that could lead the authorities to uncover his coup d’état.

      He poked through a few scraps of charred clothes.

      ‘Find anything?’ Necros asked from across the chamber.

      Jake flicked a piece of cloth over and saw a small clear pendant, held by a metal cord. He had no idea what it was and quickly pocketed it before it was impounded as evidence.

      ‘Nothing. They’ve left no evidence,’ Jake replied.

      Ambassadors buzzed between the shaken Council members.

      ‘This is unprecedented,’ commented one Ambassador. ‘They must have teleported in, which means somebody told them exactly how get here!’

      ‘Increase security,’ ordered Necros. ‘Tighten access to the Chamber and monitor everybody arriving and leaving the islands.’

      Professor Mobius’ sibilant voice rose above a knot of Council members who were arguing.

      ‘This is the work of Forge, I tell you!’

      ‘Rubbish,’ snorted Momentum. ‘This was a professionally planned attack. These were no amateurs.’

      That led to further arguments. Jake was surprised Momentum was defending Forge. They were a perfect scapegoat. Then the mention of his name caused him to listen more closely.

      ‘Hunter will find them, and you will see I was right,’ said Mobius brusquely.

      All eyes turned to him. Necros nodded.

      ‘The Professor is right. Hunter will find those maggots and bring Forge to its knees.’

      Jake felt irritated. What had been a cushy assignment had now turned into an important mission. The pressure was on him to find the real group. That would take up a lot of his time, which is exactly what he didn’t want.

      He glanced around the chamber, noticing one Council member was missing. He seized the opportunity for more mischief.

      ‘What about Abyssal? He’s not here.’ Mumbling rose in the chamber as the others noticed his absence. ‘He got out the moment the first shots were fired. Never mind Forge, I think you should be looking for him.’

      That sparked yet another argument. A few of the Council vouched for Abyssal, but the consensus was against him.

      Jake didn’t join in. He was feeling tired and weak. He had to get back to his quarters to link up to the villain website so he could absorb some powers or he would fall unconscious and eventually die. It was the price he paid for being able to absorb powers and create new ones. It was a painful bump in his packed schedule - he still had to track down and meet Pete, and sort things out with Lorna... Lorna! He had forgotten about her! It must have been twelve hours or more since he last saw her. He hoped she hadn’t snooped around the castle, there were too many clues there that could reveal his real day-job.

      As usual, Jake felt his life was slowly spinning out of control. Why could he never get a grip of it?

      

      With a depressed sigh, Pete looked at his reflection in the mirror that hung on the wall of Jake’s private Council chamber. His skin was cracked and parched, and an unpleasant blue-green colour. He had lost his thick, free glasses, using his own healing power to correct his vision. Aside from looking like a leper, he was feeling good.

      He wore a black jumpsuit that had chunks of ceramic armour protecting his vital areas. The entire suit stretched when he his body grew bigger - which was a problem as one of his powers absorbed any impact and transferred the energy into temporarily increasing his size. Jake had given him the suit as a gift.

      ‘Not bad,’ said Pete.

      ‘Suits your image,’ said Jake. ‘It makes you look mean. It’s the kind of thing that makes people cower in fear.’

      Pete stared at him, checking for any signs of sarcasm. There was none. Pete still didn’t trust Jake even though he had revealed to him the dangers of working with Lord Eon, the first person to offer Pete a mission since he had escaped from the hospital.

      Only several hours ago, Jake had spent some time on Pete’s private paradise island that Eon had recently given him for his services. With such an amazing gift, it had been difficult for Jake to convince him that helping Lord Eon would spell the end of the world.

      Jake couldn’t care less if Pete worked with Eon or not, but he needed Pete alive and his affiliations with the deadly villain put him into unnecessary danger and detracted him from helping Jake.

      Jake had been forced to take Pete out and show him some of the horrific destruction Eon had caused. It was enough to convince Pete not to do any further work for the villain - he was feeling villainous, but Pete did have some ethics and destroying the world was not part of his ambitions.

      Pete had made his intentions to join the Council clear, so Jake had taken him to see Momentum. He was aware that this was technically the second superhero he had brought to the secret island in the last twenty-four hours, but it was necessary. He had to win Pete’s trust and show him what the rewards could be.

      Jake had put up with Pete’s excessive excitement when he had first seen the sprawling island complex. Pete had repeatedly commented on how much better it was than the Foundation’s offices. Jake had shown him the villain app and played security footage of the attack on Amy. He prided himself in being a smooth talker when he wanted something, and he assured Pete that the new space in the Council, opened by Amy’s death, would be his.

      Pete had been even more excited about this, and his enthusiasm was grating Jake’s nerves. However, Jake kept a smile fixed on his face as Momentum had asked Pete to prove his loyalty by offering him a job to collect some rare artefacts from around the world. Jake wasn’t really listening, he knew it was linked to Lord Eon, a villain so powerful that both sides lived in fear of him. Jake had his own problems and didn’t have time to worry about the rest of the world. Last time he checked it was still there.

      Pete accepted the mission and it was left to Jake to offer the ex-hero his new suit.

      ‘Getting the hang of your powers yet?’ asked Jake as innocently as he could.

      ‘Slowly. Sometimes they’re much too powerful. When I want a warning shot it comes out like a volcano. And I’m not used to absorbing energy. The moment I do my body grows and I lose my flying ability. Why can’t I have both?’

      ‘You should work on it. The powers in your body are under your control, even if it sometimes doesn’t feel like it. Use them to do what you want.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Think about calling up one of the powers you absorbed. Keep doing that until you can summon any specific one inside you.’

      ‘What like?’

      This was exactly the question Jake was hoping for. ‘I’ve got a friend who got hit on the head and lost his memory. How about trying to summon up something that would cure that? According to Momentum you have absorbed that power.’

      Pete looked at him sceptically. ‘That doesn’t sound very exciting.’

      ‘But it’s a real test. Rather than something as simple as a fireball or lightning bolt, it’s a complex power. Once you master that then less complicated ones should come easy.’

      ‘OK. Let’s try.’

      Pete had grunted and strained but nothing manifested.

      ‘Concentrate harder,’ instructed Jake, repeating what Mr Grimm had told him. ‘Try to visualize the power.’

      A charge of static electricity erupted from Pete’s body, shattering the lights, plunging the room into darkness.

      ‘I think that’s enough for today,’ said Pete dryly.

      Jake tried to think of an excuse to encourage him again. Once Pete created the power then Jake had no more use for him. He needed Pete to try harder, but deep down he knew it was pointless. Pete simply wasn’t in full control of his powers yet. At least he had volunteered to try and generate the power. That was progress.

      They left the room and walked down the brightly lit corridor. Jake’s phone buzzed with a message from Momentum. He would see Pete.

      Momentum had ended the secure message by stating the trouble with Lord Eon was eating up too much of his time. Jake would have to continue their plan to destroy the Council of Evil alone for now.

      Jake deleted the message. He suspected that Momentum was getting cold feet and was using the crisis as an excuse not to go after the other Council members.

      Jake dropped Pete off, acting like his new best friend. He could see that Pete still didn’t trust him. That was a barrier he’d have to work harder at.

      Jake glanced at the time on his phone - he had to get back to Lorna. Before that, he would make a quick detour to the Research and Development labs to pick up his custom built ride.

      Maybe that would impress Lorna enough so she wouldn’t complain that he’d dumped her alone for so long? He hoped so. He also hoped she hadn’t wandered around the castle. He didn’t need her asking awkward questions, otherwise Mr Grimm really would insist on “disposing” her.

      

      Lorna woke up with a start. A subtle beep had got her attention. She looked around the bedroom and saw a screen had popped out of the top of the bedside cabinet. A flashing message read: DINNER IS SERVED.

      Lorna’s stomach rumbled as she crossed the room. Her phone revealed that she had been in the castle for eighteen hours. It was starting to feel creepy, but at least she had slept through most of it.

      She had waited with Chameleon for a while, checking every five minutes to see if her mobile had found a signal. With nothing to do, she soon felt tired and decided to head back to the warm, comfortable bed.

      She yelped when she opened the door and saw that Igor was patiently waiting for her across the corridor. She followed him through a different route than she had explored, down a massive elegant stairway that lead to a short corridor and into a large dining room.

      Jake sat across the table looking fresh and happy.

      ‘Hungry?’

      Lorna took a seat opposite. She felt a glum after being dumped for so long. She had wanted to call home to assure her parents she was fine, although she knew the Foundation would have already provided a cover story.

      ‘Where have you been?’ She tried not to sound reproachful but failed.

      ‘On a mission. Sorry, things got out of... hand.’ Jake winced as he was suddenly reminded of his sister.

      ‘Is there a phone around here I can use? I can’t get a signal on my mobile.’

      ‘No, sorry. We’re in the middle of nowhere.’

      ‘I’m worried about things back home. Is there any word about Emily or Pete?’

      Jake drummed his fingers before replying, it was difficult to remember which lies she had been fed. ‘The Foundation are still searching for Emily... but I don’t know any details so don’t ask. And Pete... he’s still missing.’

      Lorna opened her mouth to ask about Chameleon but the doors clattered open and Igor rolled in a trolley and set a pair of covered silver platters in front of them. The thought of eating immediately lifted Lorna’s spirits and distracted her from her questions. Igor pulled the covers off with all the flair of a waiter in a five-star restaurant. Underneath was super-sized meal from a posh burger chain.

      ‘I was expecting... something else.’ The mouth-watering scent hit Lorna and she could no longer resist the burger. She took a huge bite. Jake smiled and started to eat.

      ‘I was going for pizza but... something put me off.’ Jake felt sick as he recalled watching Pete eat a pizza, while chunks of his skin dropped onto the food.

      ‘I take it back. This is perfect!’ she purred between mouthfuls. ‘It almost makes up for you leaving me here. Wherever here is.’

      Jake sidestepped the probing question. ‘My bad, I know. I really need your help. I’ve got something I can’t do alone... and I’ve heard you’re fantastic out on missions.’

      ‘Help you out? Do you want me to be your sidekick?’

      ‘Funny. No. I already have one of them.’

      ‘Really? Who?’

      Jake hesitated. ‘Have you ever heard of a superhero called Blizzard?’

      Lorna thought hard. Toby and Pete had sent a considerable amount of time reading the history of the Foundation and all the members who had been and gone. It was a long list, but she was certain she’d heard the name.

      ‘Isn’t he dead or retired or something?’

      ‘He’s been away from the action for a while.’

      ‘So what’s the mission?’

      Jake had his cover story worked out. ‘I’ve had a report that a notorious supervillain is hiding out in London. We need to bring him in.’

      Mr Grimm had been hard at work locating Mobius. The villain had fled to London after stating that he no longer felt safe in the Council headquarters.

      That had been part of the plan, to instil such fear into the individual Council members that they would leave the safety of the Council hideout and go to their own private sanctuaries where they thought they’d be safe from attack. What they didn’t know is that Jake had a list of these super-secret locations and a plan to get into each of them. And the mind-reading Mobius was next on his list.

      Jake had decided that bringing Lorna and Munir with him on this attack was a perfect distraction. If anything went wrong the finger would be pointed at the Foundation.

      Jake had felt strangely at ease using Lorna as a scapegoat. They got on great and he really liked her... even if she was a superhero.

      ‘So this is the ultra-secret mission you got selected for?’

      ‘Yeah. Are you in or out?’

      ‘Count me in.’

      She smiled and they “clinked” their recycled soda cups to seal the deal.

      

      They could approach London a variety of ways, although Mr Grimm warned that if they teleported or tunnelled in then their arrival would be detected by the Hero Foundation’s sensors and Enforcers would be dispatched. London was a National seat of Government and security was ultra-tight. It was a wonder that Professor Mobius had managed to sneak under the radar and establish his secret lair in the heart of the city. Jake thought about that strategy - it was very good if you could get away with it. Hide in the one place the enemy wouldn’t think of looking.

      Jake had decided that they should fly to the suburbs then take the tube the rest of the way. Jake took her to his castle’s hangar to reveal their method of transport.

      The hangar was situated in the bowels of the castle and a large portion of it was taken up with a wrecked airplane. Lorna peered closely at the aircraft.

      ‘It’s a long story,’ said Jake fending off her questions. At least he had remembered to use his laser vision to burn off the Airforce One insignia. Now it looked like any other plane.

      Jake escorted her to a car-sized vehicle covered by a tarpaulin.

      ‘Check out my new ride!’

      He yanked the sheet off - revealing a sleek motorbike. It was the size of a family car with two seats, one behind the other, which positioned the riders so they were leaning forwards. The wheels were huge orbs that pivoted in any direction giving the bike maximum manoeuvrability. It was packed with weaponry and it could fly at speeds approaching Mach two. Inspired by Basilisk’s SkyKar, Jake had spent a small fortune so the Council boffins could create his SkyByke.

      Lorna was impressed. ‘Wow! That’s seriously sick! How come you get all these cool gadgets? We never got anything this good.’

      Jake tried to act modest, but he wasn’t good at it. ‘Climb on.’

      Lorna sat on the self-enclosed pillion. It was spacious and comfortable. Jake sat behind the handlebars and gunned the engine. It purred like a lion. He revved the throttle so the engine bellowed across the hangar. He loved this thing!

      ‘Ready? Here we go!’

      He had only ridden the SkyByke once when he took ownership and was unsure what all the controls were for. He finally pressed the thumb toggle and a curved transparent energy screen formed overhead to keep the occupants safe. Jake loved the idea of a bike, but he didn’t want to get cold and wet riding it.

      The hangar doors rolled open, revealing an overgrown runway. Jake accelerated. The bike shot forwards then lifted into the air. Jake roared with delight as they soared upwards like a rocket.

      The weather had been terrible the entire flight, but Jake had to admire the machine’s instinctive controls. They didn’t feel any turbulence at all. The ride was over all too soon as Jake landed the SkyByke in the suburbs, making a smooth vertical landing in a narrow street. Jake and Lorna dismounted and he activated the “baffler”. The Council had started to follow the Foundation’s lead by implanting superpowers into the electronics. That’s what enabled the SkyByke to fly. It also formed an invisible “baffler” screen around the machine that made people simply ignore the vehicle. Lorna had seen Mr Grimm use a similar power the first time they had met.

      He watched Lorna download powers from her mobile phone now that it had a signal. It was the first time Jake had seen the hero app and he couldn’t stop peering over her shoulder. Once she was ready, they continued into the city by tube.

      Exiting the warm underground station, they were immediately pummelled by heavy rain. Despite the foul weather the streets were busy. Jake and Lorna pushed their way through a sea of umbrellas, down Charing Cross towards Nelson’s Column.

      Munir was waiting at the base of the column, sheltering under a broad umbrella. It was the first time Jake had seen him since his powers had been restored. Mr Grimm was unsure just how successful the process had been, but Munir looked fit and well. Jake hoped that he would remember they were masquerading as heroes for Lorna’s sake.

      ‘Hello Jake,’ said Munir with a smile. Then he turned to Lorna and gave a slight bow. ‘And Lorna. I have heard a lot about you from the Foundation. They speak highly of you.’

      Lorna was flattered. A scowl flickered across Jake’s face. Lorna had been much more fun when he didn’t know she was a superhero.

      ‘Are you both ready for this?’ Jake asked impatiently. ‘We can’t afford to mess things up.’

      That was an understatement. Overthrowing Amy had been easy enough because she hadn’t been expecting it and security was surprisingly lax on the island. Now, every member of the Council was on edge. If Mobius got away then there was the possibility that he’d recognise Jake and the coup would be over.

      ‘I’m ready,’ stated Munir. ‘More than I have ever been.’ He smiled and with the faintest of gestures the rain around them suddenly started to fall as snow. His powers had truly been restored.

      They made their way back to Charing Cross station and headed for the underground. It was busy as usual, but nobody paid them any heed. Jake followed the tunnels, looking for a specific door. It looked like any other private door in the tube network. Security cameras monitored the tunnel, but Mr Grimm had already ensured that a loop of the previous hour’s commuters was playing. Anybody watching the security monitors wouldn’t see the trio enter.

      Jake used a telekinetic power to open the lock, exactly how he had done during his escape from Diablo Island. They closed the door behind them, and as usual, nobody gave them a second glance.

      Jake looked around the new tunnel. It was circular like the others in the passage angled sharply down, lit by well-spaced lights held behind cages.

      The London underground was the oldest in the world, dating back to the 1850s. Amongst the 250 miles of track there are numerous deserted tunnels, and entire train stations, that have been closed for both practical and secret reasons. It was to one such area Jake’s hunting party was heading.

      Lorna pointed to a security camera hidden amongst the bunched cables running around the roof. Jake assured her that Mr Grimm had deactivated them. If he hadn’t done so there was no chance they could have gotten this far without being attacked.

      They reached a crossroads; the tunnel gently sloped in every direction.

      ‘Which way?’ Lorna asked.

      Jake stared down each passageway. The silence was deep. He activated an enhanced hearing power and detected the faint sounds of construction. He disabled the power before anybody spoke and deafened him. He pointed to the right-hand tunnel.

      ‘This way.’

      ‘We are heading towards the river. And at this depth... under it,’ said Munir.

      ‘That’s right,’ Jake replied. There is a storage area under the Thames. That’s where we’re heading.’

      They took the tunnel, and again descended without encountering another soul.

      ‘I’m getting worried,’ said Munir. ‘Even with the cameras out of operation, we should have triggered some alarms. They may not be expecting us but I would have thought they would be on guard after what happened—’

      Jake silenced him with a look. He’d almost blurted about the Council.

      ‘What happened?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘We attacked a Forge group in Venice. They know we’re after them,’ said Jake. He knew he should lace every lie with the truth. It was more believable and harder for him to forget.

      ‘So Munir is right. Why aren’t they trying to stop us.’

      ‘Because this is the emergency exit route which they had only opened up several weeks ago.’ Jake smiled. Mr Grimm had obtained the information from Mobius’s own database by hacking in through Ernie. Mr Grimm was good, even Ernie had no idea he was being hacked. ‘They would be expecting an attack at their front door. There is a monitor along this corridor that detects the use of superpowers. If we use any then the alarm will sound. So we keep walking.’

      The entire plan was risky, and Jake was glad he had Munir handy as cannon fodder if things went wrong. He was still struggling to decide if he would help Lorna if she got into trouble, or would he just save his own skin?

      Minutes later they saw a metal blast-door blocking the path ahead. Jake studied it for a moment. There was no apparent opening mechanism on this side.

      ‘How are we going to get through that?’ asked Lorna.

      Jake had hoped to find an access panel or a crack so they could slip quietly through. So far he’d been as stealthy as possible, but now it was time to do what he did best.

      ‘With a little brute force!’

      He touched the centre of the door and his hand glowed bright green. Radioactive streamers danced from his fingers and the metal melted under his touch. No sooner had he triggered the power then a klaxon began to sound.

      ‘I thought you said no powers?’ said Lorna urgently.

      ‘We had to use them at some point. You guys ready? This is going to get wild!’

      The entire door glowed then suddenly splashed to the floor as liquid metal - revealing the cavernous chamber beyond.

      And sixty guns immediately opened fire on them.
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      Jake and Munir swiftly darted aside but Lorna was slower to react. The tennis ball-sized glob of super-hot chemical gunk that shot from the guns took a chunk from her thigh. The heat immediately cauterized the wound as she fell with a scream.

      Forty chrome robot troopers were waiting for them, twenty more fired as they ran across the huge cavern to join them. They looked approximately human in shape but were completely featureless. Their bodies were a patchwork of vents and rivets. They reminded Jake of store mannequins. Stubby cannons were bolted onto their wrists and rapidly fired at the moving targets. Behind them, technicians downed tools and fled for the emergency exits.

      Jake spiralled overhead, making him a difficult target. Munir bounced athletically from wall-to-ceiling then dropped down amongst the robots . A blast of super-cold radiated out from his hands, freezing six of the machines as though they had been dipped into dry ice. Vapour rose from their bodies and Munir finished off the job by punching through the ice sculptures. They shattered easily and he bellowed with laughter with each strike.

      ‘Oh yeah!! Blizzard is back!’

      Lorna couldn’t stand and was forced to scramble away. Her leg wound was healing - but not fast enough. Four of the robots separated from the herd and took aim at her.

      Lorna screamed. It was a sonic wave that made her teeth jangle. The air shimmered and the machines exploded in a mass of limbs.

      Jake unleashed radioactive hellfire beneath him. Dozens of robot splintered apart. One ran in circles with no arms, attempting to butt Munir - who froze its head before punching it off. Two others were nothing more than legs running without bodies. It had been a while since Jake had fought with such enthusiasm. It helped that his victims were no match for him. Jake landed on a girder that supported the ceiling. He took stock of the battleground.

      Munir turned a section of floor into black ice, causing several robots to slip over. Their flailing cannons helping to destroy more of their colleagues.

      Lorna leapt into the air as a dozen robots shot simultaneously. The stone floor bubbled as the chemicals ate through the concrete. She hovered over them and her sonic scream dispatched another wave of attackers.

      Jake thought the operation was going better than he’d expected. Momentum had warned him about overwhelming odds, but they had clearly overestimated Professor Mobius. Beyond the dwindling lines of Robots, technicians were scrambling for the exits. Like any other evil operation, they were all hired help who saw their boss’s maniacal plans as just another job. They all had friends and family to get home to and Jake felt bad if he had to hurt any of them.

      He was about to swoop down on the last of the robots when he did a double take. There was someone walking against the tide of fleeing technicians. It looked similar to the robots, except twice as big and made of a shiny green alloy. Instead of a head, it had a tinted black dome. Behind the dome was what looked like a satellite dish mounted on a gimbal.

      Jake no sooner had noticed it before the dish swung in his direction then he heard Mobius’s sibilant voice echo across the chamber.

      ‘Traitor! Hunter you traitor!’

      Jake realised that Mobius must be inside the battle armour. The air shimmered like heat haze between the dome and the dish. The dish amplified the signal and a heat ray discharged, knocking Jake off his perch high in the rafters.

      Jake hadn’t been expecting the ferocity of the attack. His jacket caught fire and he thumped straight into the ground. He had tried to fly, but for some reason his mind felt foggy.

      Icicles shot from Munir’s fingers - impaling the last of the robots through the head, destroying their processors. Munir laid an ice track in front of him and speed skated across the cavern to Jake’s side.

      ‘Hunter! You’re on fire!’

      Jake looked at him in confusion, and then he stared at his blazing jacket. Realization was slow to dawn. Munir touched the jacket and frost extinguished the flames.

      ‘Jake, what’s the matter?’

      ‘I feel...’ he couldn’t get the words out. All he wanted to do was sleep.

      Munir understood. ‘Jake snap out of it! Mobius is a telepath. He’s trying to confuse you.’

      Lorna landed next to them.

      ‘What’s going ooooonnn—’ the last was said as she slipped on black ice and landed hard on her back. Munir was torn between helping her and Jake.

      ‘You will die Hunter!’ screamed Mobius’s electronically enhanced voice. ‘Your head will be put on a spike for all to see how we deal with your kind.’

      ‘Put a sock in it!’ yelled Munir.

      Mobius fired again, the shot blasting a support stanchion next to Munir. The older man leapt aside. He couldn’t fly, but he had the edge with his agility.

      ‘What is your tag?’ scoffed Mobius. ‘The Snowman?’

      Munir skated in a broad circle, drawing Mobius’s attention away from Jake and Lorna.

      ‘I am Blizzard!’ he yelled. The thought that attacking a member of the Council of Evil was dangerous did not even cross his mind. In the past it would have taken a legion of heroes to attempt such a feat, but Munir found his fresh powers intoxicating. He felt more powerful and alive than he had ever done at the apex of his career. Munir raised his ice path off the ground and formed tight ascending spiral so he could rise above the Villain. He fired a volley of razor sharp icicles—

      The attack bounced off Mobius power armour, doing little damage.

      ‘Is that all you can do?’ scoffed Mobius. ‘You’re little more than a fridge on legs.’

      The dish tracked Munir’s movements. Once again there was a shimmer between the dome and the dish before the heat ray shot out and shattered Munir’s ice track. Thirty feet in the air, Munir found himself suddenly falling. He cursed his impetuous attack. Mobius was obviously transmitting his psychic commands from inside the dome and the dish was concentrating and amplifying the power to a far greater degree than Mobius was normally capable of achieving. That knowledge didn’t help him as he struck into the ground.

      Lorna was confused why Mobius was calling Jake a traitor. Her thoughts were suddenly derailed as water dripped onto her face. It was coming from a crack in the ceiling where the Villain’s heat ray had struck Jake. She tried to stand, but Munir’s black ice was proving too efficient. She had to concentrate to launch herself into the air.

      Jake had wandered away, staggering like a drunk. Lorna noticed Munir was down and looking groggy. The power suit was keeping its distance. Long-range attacks appeared to be Mobius’s forte.

      She flew over to Jake and grabbed his shoulders. He looked like he was sleepwalking. She shook him roughly.

      ‘Jake! Pull yourself together!’

      Jake peered at her, trying to organize his thoughts. He felt hyper-tired. He feebly shoved Lorna aside.

      ‘Let me sleep.’

      Lorna had to admit it was a great weapon to make your enemy roll over and sleep. Then you could do anything to them.

      ‘If you sleep you will die! Do you understand?’

      It looked like Jake was grappling with the idea. Lorna noticed the power suit was turning towards them. The amplification dish swung in their direction. She pushed Jake aside and launched herself towards the villain, screaming all the way.

      Her sonic waves chewed up the concrete floor, forming a trench that cut straight towards the villain. He didn’t flinch - even when the blast struck him with its full force. Machinery behind the power suit exploded but the sound waves had no effect on the green armour.

      Mobius chuckled. ‘You’ll have to do better than scream at me girl! This suit is made from Tyrillium compound! It’s the toughest metal in the known universe!’

      Lorna had been anticipating some form of victory from a direct attack - instead she now found herself too close to the villain and in his line of fire. An amplified beam shot out - this one formed concentric circles. It was like being pounded by smoke rings.

      Unharmed, Lorna banked aside.

      ‘Now kill him. Kill Hunter!’

      Lorna suddenly U-turned and dove straight at Jake. She couldn’t stop herself from accelerating to her top speed. A second later she smashed into Jake so hard that she broke both her arms and Jake was catapulted across the vast cavern, crunching through the glass wall of a set of design rooms that ran along the periphery of the cavern.

      Lorna dropped to her feet and stared at her arms, which hung unnaturally limp. She could hear her bones healing, with a sound like popcorn cooking. Tears stung her eyes - had she killed Jake?

      Jake stood up. He was covered in lacerations from breaking the window, but they rapidly healed. The impact was exactly what he needed to clear the fuzziness inside his head. He stepped from the ruined remains of the office and saw Lorna was crying.

      ‘Jake! I don’t want to do this!’

      ‘Kill him!’ bellowed Mobius with impatience.

      Lorna unleashed her sonic scream at Jake. He took to the air and circled around the Mobius - outracing Lorna’s scream.

      ‘He’s using mind control! Fight him, Lorna! Don’t let him inside your head!’

      Lorna was trying, but her body was refusing to cooperate. She hoped Mobius didn’t know what third power she had downloaded was.

      I see inside your mind, hissed Mobius’s voice inside her head. Lorna knew she had just unwittingly given away the nature of the power.

      Before Mobius could act on the knowledge, Lorna clapped her hands together. The effect was impressive. A super-bright flash lit up the cavern and a concussive blast wave rippled out with such force that Mobius was toppled over and more rock and water trickled through the crack in the ceiling.

      The flash forced Jake to close his eyes, but he could still see the imprint on his retina. The shockwave swatted him out of the air and he landed in a scaffolding tower that was erected around a large machine at the cavern entrance, which was obscured by white sheets. The aluminium pipes clattered down on top of him.

      ‘Finish the traitor off!’ commanded Mobius.

      ‘No!’ cried Lorna as she flew, against her will, across to Jake.

      He was pushing the scaffolding away, which was pinning him down due to sheer mass. Lorna’s mouth opened. She tried to fight the action but it was no use.

      Jake looked up at his girlfriend , his thoughts conflicted. He would have blasted any other opponent away, but hesitated because it was Lorna.

      A barrage of ice suddenly hit Lorna. The artificial avalanche dragged Lorna aside before she could deliver sonic death.

      The Power Armour twisted to locate Munir. Mobius had been having too much fun being the puppet master and had forgotten Blizzard was still alive.

      Munir was standing right behind the suit. He touched the Tyrillium armour and ice tendrils shot across it freezing the machine’s joints. Munir could hear Mobius’s muffled cursing from inside, the cold had also frozen his external speaker.

      Munir speed-skated across to Jake and helped pull off the scaffold pipes.

      ‘Are you OK?’ he asked with concern.

      ‘Yeah. Just my ego thumped a bit.’ He glanced at Lorna who was freeing herself from the mound of ice. She didn’t look like she was under Mobius’ spell any more. Mobius’ Power Suit was immobile. ‘Let’s blow him to bits right now.’ His hands glowed bright green.

      ‘You won’t break it open.’

      Jake smiled. ‘Who said anything about breaking it open? He’s going to want to come out of there.’

      Jake bounded to the Power Suit, taking care to stand behind it. He grabbed the shoulders and his radioactive power blossomed in a fierce green lightshow.

      Almost immediately, Munir’s ice vaporized and Mobius could move again. He turned around, but Jake piggybacked the armour, keeping tight hold. His radioactive hands didn’t melt the durable metal, and his own body was immune to the heat. But inside the suit, Mobius was starting to feel the rapidly increasing temperature.

      ‘Argh! Get off me!’ Mobius twisted and bucked, trying to dislodge Jake. It was like being on a rodeo.

      Lorna stood up and watched as she rubbed her jaw.

      ‘What’s he doing?’ she asked Munir.

      Munir was impressed with Jake’s simple plan. ‘He’s smoking him out, so to speak.’

      The Power Armour was now glowing from the radioactive bombardment it was receiving. The armour was maintaining its integrity, but Mobius hadn’t designed the cooling system to cope with such extremes.

      With a loud snap, the suit slid apart like an extravagant origami puzzle. As plates and flaps moved under him, Jake was finally thrown clear.

      Mobius leaped from the mega-hot suit and scampered across the cavern as fast as he could.

      Lorna and Munir got their first clear look at the archfiend. His skin was pale green and scaly. His head was enormous - his brain had swollen three times larger because of an accident - bald and covered in veins. His eyes were wide like plates and lacked any eyelids; instead yellow mucus seeped from them to keep them moist. His body looked too frail to carry that enormous head and he was hunched over as he ran. A forked tongue poked from the corner of his mouth, betraying the reptile genes that ran through him.

      Munir sprang into action - skating towards the fleeing villain. Mobius glanced over his shoulder and gave a startled yelp as Munir gained on him. A series of worm-like veins throbbed across his head as he triggered his psionic powers.

      Munir suddenly slid into an invisible wall with such force that his nose cracked, a tooth dislodged and he fell hard on his back. The invisible wall had only lasted for a fleeting second, but because Munir had not downloaded any healing powers, it was enough to put Munir out of action for a while.

      Lorna launched her sonic blast - but Mobius waved his hand and her jaw clamped shut, almost biting her tongue off!

      Mobius was heading towards the huge machine that had been surrounded by the scaffolding. Jake took to the air and swooped after the villain.

      ‘Not so brave without your Power Armour are you?’ he mocked.

      Mobius climbed a steep ladder as fast as he could. Jake summoned a fireball and hurled it. His aim was perfect—

      Mobius swatted his hand as if swiping a fly. The fireball suddenly altered course - straight for Lorna. She barely had time to scream as it hit her in the chest. She was flung backwards, unconscious before she hit the floor.

      ‘Lorna!’ Jake was distracted enough for Mobius to reach out his hand and mime grabbing Jake in the air.

      An invisible power grabbed Jake mid-flight and Jake was hammered against the floor, over and over. Even with regeneration powers, it was painful.

      ‘You will die here, traitor! And I’ll be going after your family next!’

      Then Mobius flicked his hand - and Jake was tossed to the far side of the cavern.

      Rage flooded his mind, numbing the pain. His vision became red and his powers churned inside him. How dare Mobius mention his parents! He tried to stand but his body was not having any of it. Jake was forced to lie there as his healing powers pulled him back together, his temper rising - new powers popping in his bloodstream.

      Lorna’s eyes flicked open and she stood with a groan, her head was aching. She was definitely having a bad day today. She had complained to her brother, Toby, that she didn’t want to go on any more missions without a suitable reward - yet here she was, doing it all again for free.

      She saw Mobius at the top of the ladder. He dropped down into the machine beyond. She looked around for Munir and Jake. They were both sitting upright and groaning in pain.

      ‘Will you guys get up?’ she yelled. ‘The little freak is getting away!’

      Jake stood up as the last of his bones repositioned. A deep bellow suddenly permeated the cavern. It sounded like a jet engine powering up. Then there was a massive hiss of compressed air and the high-pitched screech of servomotors.

      ‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ said Munir through his bloodied lip.

      More scaffolding and hanging tarpaulin sheets fell away as something big moved at the end of the cavern.

      Jake sighed deeply. ‘Aw, no way!’

      It was another Power Suit. This one wasn’t chrome green, so he took some satisfaction that it wasn’t made from indestructible Tyrillium. However, this mechanoid was forty metres tall, following the same design scheme of the smaller robots that had attacked them. The “brain pan” of the head was a transparent dome and they could see Mobius inside, strapped into a control seat, surrounded by banks of equipment.

      ‘Great. That’s just what we needed.’

      They’d all been beaten black-and-blue by the smaller suit. This was in a completely different league.

      The colossal robot moved with a grace and speed that seemed impossible for something so big. It raised a mighty arm to the ceiling and the laser cannon on its wrist - which was the size of a bus - erupted.

      Jake had completely ignored the dripping water from the ceiling. Professor Mobius had not. The laser blast ripped the ceiling apart - and the River Thames flooded straight in.

      

      Pete Kendall sat back in the luxurious chair and watched the video for the third time. There wasn’t much to see, but he still found it captivating.

      ‘Do you understand?’ Momentum inquired from across the table.

      Since Jake had set off to overthrow Professor Mobius, Momentum had been patiently waiting for Pete to return from his latest mission so they could talk in private.

      Pete merely acknowledged the question with a nod. He was watching video footage of Jake placing the Draizor, with its subliminal message, in the hospital room. Then Jake leaned over and whispered to the comatose version of Pete. The footage was silent, but Pete could hear the words ring in his head:

      ‘Emily... she’s dead you know? Your pal Toby killed her.’

      Pete had woken from his coma with those words buzzing in his head. He had thought he recognised the voice but hadn’t been able to place it. He had blamed his ex-best friend, Toby, and the two of them had fought bitterly. Pete still deeply resented Toby, but now he knew Toby had no part in Emily’s mysterious disappearance, he only had one question.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He wanted you to wake in a terrible rage. If you were furious with your friends then you would be more susceptible to any offer of friendship and a helping hand.’

      ‘And you were part of this?’ Pete’s fists clenched.

      Momentum didn’t reveal the slightest concern with Pete’s aggressive stance.

      ‘To some degree. I engineered your escape. The binary code that woke you from the coma was mine. I wanted you to wake with full mastery of your powers so you could escape with ease. But I had no part in Hunter’s psychological trickery. That is something I don’t approve of.’

      ‘You got your way. I’m here. Is this about me getting those stupid artefacts for you?’

      On behalf of the Council of Evil, Momentum had been employing Pete’s skills to retrieve a series of artefacts to defeat Lord Eon - a mission that had brought him head-to-head against his ex-best friend Toby. He had been told retrieving the artefacts could save the world, but Pete didn’t care about that. The world was always in danger.

      Now it seemed Momentum had ulterior motives. Pete wasn’t surprised.

      ‘It’s not only about the artefacts. I won’t kid you, that mission is very important to me and I thank Jake for suggesting that you do it. I have other contingencies in place to get those back, but your help should be properly rewarded. So I am rewarding you with the truth.’

      Pete never thought he could trust Jake after all the bullying abuse he had administered. He was evidentially correct.

      ‘Let me guess. You’re hoping that I get so mad that I kill Jake, and that will be one less member of the Council for you to overthrow?’

      Momentum laughed. It was a deep baritone noise that made Pete’s ribs shake.

      ‘Overthrowing the Council was Jake’s idea and it suits me fine. He hates everybody, good or bad. This is his surge to power. But if he gets caught then I need to distance myself from him. Worse, if he succeeds in getting rid of everybody else then he’ll try to kill me. And I’m not dumb enough to be a part of my own downfall. This is all about survival of the smartest and the fittest.’ Momentum chose his next words carefully. ‘What do you know of your powers?’

      ‘Only what Jake told me. I absorbed a ton of powers when I kicked Basilisk’s backside.’

      ‘Which is why you are of so much interest to Jake. In your system, somewhere, are the powers donated by a Hero called Psych. They are the only powers that can restore the memories of his family.’ Momentum quickly filled Pete in on Jake’s past run of ill-fortune concerning his family. He concluded, ‘You are the only one who can help him. The moment you manifest that power, Hunter has no more use for you.’

      Pete was furious. ‘He can go to hell! I’m not being used by him!’

      ‘Did he tell you anything else? Such as the duration of these powers?’

      ‘He said they might wear off.’

      ‘Oh they will. Jake is addicted to the powers on our servers. His DNA is entwined in the website because he shares the same genes as Basilisk who helped create the site.’

      Pete couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘Jake is related to Basilisk?’

      Momentum smiled at the hatred burning in Pete’s eyes. ‘They’re genetic twins, so in a twisted way, I guess he is. There’s a bit of the boy in Basilisk... a lot of Basilisk in the boy. If Jake doesn’t get his regular fix of powers then he will die.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘You have a similar dilemma.’

      Pete felt a shiver down his spine. ‘I don’t get what you mean.’

      The powers you absorbed will slowly deteriorate and as they do, so will you. Look at you skin. You’re disgusting.’

      Pete self-consciously scratched his dry cyan cheek. A coin-sized piece of flesh fell off. The wound immediately blistered over. He felt like a zombie.

      ‘You are slowly crumbling. Dying. You absorbed the Foundation’s powers, but you also absorbed an infection that was created by Viral just before he died.’

      Pete gasped. Viral was one of the quartet of villains he had been fighting to prevent the Hero Foundation from being destroyed. Viral could create any disease simply by thinking about it.

      ‘Viral’s swan song is gnawing away inside you. When your powers go so will you. You have a shelf life, Pete. Then it’s game over.’

      Pete felt sick talking about his own death in such a casual way.

      ‘Does Jake know?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Mr Grimm certainly does.’

      Pete sat in silence, pondering his own mortality.

      Momentum let him stew just long enough. ‘Fear not. I have a cure.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Something to purge the infection from your body. Then you will be able to download from our website system without side effects.’

      ‘Give it to me now!’

      ‘I will, Pete, calm down. You’re not quite at the end of your shelf life and we both need you to keep this current array of powers for as long as possible. I want you to agree to make the cure for Jake.’

      Pete frowned. ‘You want to help him?’

      ‘No. I want you to agree to fix Jake’s parents. I want you to convince him that you are helping. Then I want you to manufacture this.’ Momentum hit a key on his computer and turned the screen so Pete could see it. It was a chemical formula that was beyond Pete’s understanding... yet something inside of him seemed to understand. ‘Jake will think it’s the memory restorer and will give it to his family.’

      ‘Then what?’ asked Pete.

      Momentum smiled, and Pete suddenly knew what he was being asked.

      ‘It will kill them?’

      Momentum shrugged. ‘Without them, Hunter will not be the threat he currently is. He will be a sad, confused, orphan. Once you have synthesized that for me I will administer the cure to Viral’s handiwork.’

      It was a diabolical plan - utterly evil.

      ‘And of course you will be well compensated,’ Momentum continued. ‘How would you like an army of your own?’

      Pete’s eyes gleamed. He had to choose whose life to save: Jake’s parents... or his own.
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      A huge whirlpool opened in the Thames as the water was sucked into Professor Mobius’s cavern below. A tourist ferry was dragged sideways into the vortex - only by redlining the engines did the captain avoid being pulled in.

      Mobius’s huge mechanoid rose from the water, propelled by rockets on its feet. It was an awe inspiring sight to see the massive robot reach out from the water and grab the span of the iconic Tower Bridge overhead to pull itself from the river. Cars on the bridge swerved aside as huge fingers clawed for purchase.

      Beneath the Thames a tidal wave of water filled the cavern. Jake just had time to grab Lorna before the frothy white water swept them both off their feet. With all the spray he couldn’t see Munir, so was forced to leave Blizzard and teleport himself and Lorna to safety.

      Prior to the assault, Jake had studied the area around Mobius’s base in case he had to teleport out. He had envisioned the riverbank as their destination, and they appeared in a clap of thunder. Nobody paid them any attention; all eyes were on the robot that was hanging from the Bridge.

      The left foot rocket booster wasn’t firing properly and Mobius was having a tough time getting free of the river

      Jake and Lorna took flight and orbited the robot. Jake fired radioactive streamers that looked puny against the giant. They scorched the armour but did little else. It might not be made of Tyrillium, but its size made it a fearsome opponent.

      ‘How are we going to stop that thing?’ shouted Lorna. She was becoming aware of the crowds forming on both banks of the river. So much for keeping their powers secret - this was a very public display. She doubted the Foundation could wipe the memories of so many people.

      A red double-decker bus was trying to speed across the bridge as the robot’s other hand clamped around the opposite side of the span. The bus hit a huge finger, and ramped over the hand. Sparks sprayed as it smashed through the road barrier and then it halted, precariously balanced over the edge. The bus was full of terrified passengers who didn’t dare move.

      ‘Jake! The bus!’

      ‘I don’t care about that! It’s Mobius I’m after.’

      Lorna shot him a horrified look. ‘What kind of hero are you?’ Then she shot forward to help the red double decker.

      Jake lunged for the robot, and adhered himself to the smooth dome head. Mobius didn’t even glance at him. The arch-villain was too busy wrestling with the controls in front of him. Jake shook his hands, replacing the power that charged through them. Now acid dripped from his palms and he pressed against the canopy. The toughened glass began to sizzle as he applied pressure.

      Lorna hovered next to the bus. The screaming passengers looked at her in astonishment. She didn’t know what to do. The hero app only allowed her to download three powers, and what she had was useless to prevent the bus from falling.

      The robot was shifting its weight beneath the bridge, causing the entire structure to wobble. The bus jolted forwards by centimetres. Lorna tried to push it, but it was too heavy. Then a crunching noise got her attention. The road surface was slowly breaking apart. Girders were buckling from the weight of the robot.

      Cars had gridlocked the bridge, and now their occupants were fleeing on foot. Some of the bus passenger had got the same idea and broke the rear windows, jumping to safety. Those on the top deck were less enthusiastic about leaping out.

      A section of glass under Jake suddenly gave way and he fell into the robot’s hub, right on top of Mobius. Jake blasted the villain with a blue fireball. Mobius howled, his harness melting under the attack and his right arm taking the full brunt.

      The robot lurched and Jake clumsily fell onto the controls and accidentally hit a series of switches - the entire robot shook as both rocket boosters in the feet ignited.

      ‘What have you done?’ screamed Mobius.

      Then a lot of bad things happened all at once.

      The robot rocketed upwards. The head smashed into the underside of the bridge. The hole Jake had carved in the glass surface had weakened the dome head and it shattered. Both Jake and Mobius had been flattened by the sudden G-force caused by the acceleration. That had saved their lives. The steel girders supporting the bridge slammed down centimetres above their heads.

      Lorna could only watch in horror as the centre of the bridge began to rise. Tower Bridge was a bascule bridge, which meant it pivoted open in the centre to allow tall ships to pass through. It was designed to take great weight from above - not a sharp knock from below. The robot blasted upwards, forcing the two halves of the bridge open.

      Cars on both sections slid away like toys as the incline became vertical. People still on the bridge suddenly found themselves on a deadly slide as cars plummeted past them.

      The initial jolt was enough to nudge the bus over the edge. Lorna was now flying, pushing against the top deck - but there was no way she could support twelve tons of bus. In fact the weight of the falling bus pinned her down - and they both hit the water at the same time.

      As Lorna splashed down, the robot rose out of the water at an angle. Becoming fully airborne, it clipped one of the towers, tearing bricks away. The top section of the tower crumpled from the impact.

      The robot cleared the bridge, flames roaring from its feet. Then one of the boosters faltered and the robot spiralled out of control along the river.

      The machine rotated onto its back and skipped off the water like a stone. It soared over another road bridge before arcing down two hundred metres later onto a railway bridge. A commuter train was rolling across and took the full brunt of the machine’s impact - but the robot’s misfiring boosters spurred it on like a rapidly deflating balloon.

      It zigged over to one side of the river - shouldered a building, which crumpled from the impact, before barrel-rolling and zagging to the opposite side of the river where it scraped a deep rut across the front of the Tate Modern Gallery.

      Jake didn’t have time to think about how things had spiralled out of control. His only thought was on staying alive.

      He used his super-strength to peel himself from the control panel - as the machine wildly pinballed over Blackfriars’ Bridge and bounced off more buildings, then skimmed the water as it followed a sharp curve in the river, kicking up a huge screen of water.

      The g-force kept Mobius pinned down. He was physically too frail to move. Jake fired a lightning bolt at his enemy - the electricity glanced past Mobius’s over-sized temple and sparked the control panels, short-circuiting the faulty systems.

      Mobius might have been physically weaker, but he was mentally superior. As the world spun madly around them, he willed Jake to place his fingers against his own head.

      Jake was surprised to see the fingers of one of his hands form a pretend gun and press against his temple. He fired a lightning bolt!

      Mobius watched as Jake almost blew his own head off. The boy lost his balance and was hurled out of the spinning robot’s command centre - plummeting towards the river below.

      Jake stopped his fall centimetres over the brown Thames water. He watched as the mechanoid spiralled out of control towards a one hundred and thirty-five foot tall Ferris wheel - more popularly known as the London Eye.

      Collision was imminent.

      

      Lorna fought her way to the surface, taking care not to ingest any of the brown polluted water. The bus was partially afloat but listing dangerously with passengers still leaping from the windows. She looked up - and instantly regretted it.

      The two bascules of the bridge fell back down with such crushing force they ripped free of the towers. The electro-hydraulic rams that held the bridge up snapped and sixty-one metre section of road fell towards her—

      Lorna tried to fly from the water - but suddenly found that her foot was trapped and she fell back into the water... or rather onto hard ice.

      The entire Thames had frozen, and her foot was held fast. People who had been treading water were now held in the ice, screaming from the biting cold. At least the bus was no longer sinking and the remaining passengers could jump onto the ice.

      Thick columns of ice shot from the water to stop the falling bascules. The temporary support columns groaned from the impossible weight, but they held. There was only one person who could have saved her.

      ‘Blizzard!’ she said, careful to use the man’s pseudonym in public.

      Munir was looking around the winter wonderland in amazement. Then he came to his senses and pulled Lorna from the ice. At his command the ice released her.

      ‘That was amazing!’ she said.

      Munir was shocked. ‘I was never this powerful.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      Munir hesitated - then the sound of twisting metal grabbed their attention. It was coming from the London Eye,

      Lorna flew the short distance. Munir speed-skated along the river. They both watched the mechanoid become entangled with the London Eye. The Ferris wheel’s supporting A-frame snapped under the pressure - and they both toppled sideways onto the corner of an impressive old building behind: the County Hall.

      People fled in panic as the building’s wing was demolished. The robot lay in the wreckage, fizzling and sparking.

      ‘Where’s Jake?’ asked Lorna searching around.

      There were too many people running from the scene. Then Munir pointed. Jake dropped from the air, landing on the machine’s scorched chest.

      The side of Jake’s face was blooded, with torn flesh hanging from his jaw. Lorna and Munir joined him. Lorna grimaced in disgust when she saw his face. Even though the flesh was now forming over the wound, the grotesque sight had turned her stomach. She felt a wave of sympathy for Jake.

      Heavy wheezing came from the cloud of dust that had rolled over the impact site. Professor Mobius limped from the broken machine’s cockpit. He staggered across the robot’s chest before he saw his three nemeses.

      ‘You think you have won, Hunter?’ The villain’s reptilian tongue stoked across his bloodied cheek.

      ‘I know I have, Mobius. You’re the second to go,’ replied Jake.

      ‘So you arranged Amy’s assassination? And you think you can bring them all down.’

      ‘I’m doing a pretty good job.’ Jake’s face had now completely reformed and he could finally smile. It was cold and ruthless.

      ‘But why? We offered you a place with us. I was one who actively campaigned for you when we discovered Chromosome’s treachery. What have I done to you?’

      Jake shrugged. ‘I had to start somewhere.’ It was a callous answer, but he hated each and every one of the Council members equally. ‘If it wasn’t for you and your kind, the villain website would not have existed. I would not have gone through hell and back with my family, and I wouldn’t be addicted to your stupid powers.’

      Jake was focused on his enemy. He didn’t see Lorna looking at him with increasing concern.

      ‘It is not us who have twisted your sister as a weapon against you!’

      ‘The other side are just as bad. They’re next. There’s only going to be one superpower left on this planet - and you’re looking at him!’

      Lorna glanced at Munir. The swarthy hero was staring straight at Mobius, his face unreadable. She jabbed him in the ribs.

      ‘What’s Jake talking about? What aren’t you telling me?’

      Munir looked at her, then it dawned on him that Lorna was not in on Jake’s alter ego as the Dark Hunter.

      ‘All is not what it seems,’ he said in a sharp whisper.

      Lorna was confused. There were so many conflicting things happening around her that it was difficult to see whose side anybody was really on. She had the distinct impression she was being toyed with.

      Jake stepped menacingly towards Mobius.

      ‘Time to die.’

      Mobius hissed defiantly. It wasn’t quite the reaction Jake had been expecting. At that moment the dust began to clear, borne by a gentle breeze. Jake caught Mobius’s subtle jerk of the head. He followed his gaze.

      Several hundred people stood motionless around the impact site. Some had debris in their hands, using them as clubs. Jake even saw several armed police. They all looked at Jake with blank expressions typical of mind control.

      Mobius chuckled. ‘You clearly underestimate the Council Leaders. We could not rise to the position we’re in if we were so easy to kill.’

      Jake noticed Mobius was absently stroking a pendant around his neck. It looked similar to the one he had snagged from the Chamber floor when Amy had died. Did all he Council Members have one? What were they? He forced his attention back to the problem at hand.

      ‘Blizzard, Lorn. Get ready to fight.’

      They didn’t answer. Jake had a sinking feeling as he turned around.

      Munir and Lorna were staring at him with the same blank expressions.

      Professor Mobius’s incredible mind control powers meant that he had Jake surrounded by a thousand strong mob - and they were all innocent victims.

      

      Leaving the Council of Evil’s island was unusually difficult for Mr Grimm. Since the assassins had teleported onto the islands, the Council’s unofficial leader, Necros, had declared martial law and nobody could arrive or leave the island using superpowers. Ernie, the artificially intelligent computer, had activated power dampers that negated all known forms of super-travel and the Council’s own Duradan warriors enforced this rule with brutish enthusiasm. The rule didn’t apply to the Council members, obviously. There was only one section of the island people could travel from, and that is where Mr Grimm had been forced to queue for twenty minutes before he was allowed to depart.

      He arrived at one of the Hero Foundation command centres. Since the destruction of the Foundation’s main headquarters, security had been tightened there too, but it still felt liberal compared to the iron fist that was crushing the Council of Evil.

      Mr Grimm never gave any of his thoughts or plans away. He was too smart for that. While he had been discussing with Jake, about the downfall of the Council of Evil, he had made sure his fingers were in many other pies, including the chief business that was consuming the Foundation. All their heroes were combing the world looking for ways to stop the threat of Lord Eon. Grimm was used to the world’s threat levels being high, but this really was the edge of a cataclysm. However, there was no role for him in that particular mission so he tried to shunt it from his mind. He was here to keep his appointment with Eric Kirby on another project that he had been involved with.

      Mr Grimm adjusted his tie before entering the room, perfectly on time as usual. Eric Kirby looked through a window at the obstacle course below. He didn’t even bother turning around. Mr Grimm joined him.

      ‘How goes the search for the Time Dilator?’ Grimm enquired. He hated small talk. To him it felt unnatural and clunky.

      ‘It could be better. Could be worse. We’ve got our best people on the job. Well, after that incident with Pete...’ Kirby trailed off. He had been deeply hurt by the traitorous behaviour of what he could only now refer to as “the Pete incident”.

      ‘It is a shame,’ said Grimm without a modicum of emotion. He knew the truth about “the Pete incident”. In fact he knew more about that multi-layered problem than anybody else.

      ‘I wonder if we did the right thing setting up our website,’ said Kirby sadly. ‘Sometimes I think it does more harm than good.’

      ‘Without it, the Council would have the upper hand and prevail.’

      ‘It’s because of it that the villain website exists!’

      ‘And without either perhaps all Primes would have disappeared in a cloud of mutually assured destruction.’

      When Kirby next spoke it was almost a whisper. ‘Maybe we should have. We were dying out for a reason.’ In the past there had been many primes, many heroes and villains, some who had passed down into legend. Their numbers dwindled as fewer and fewer Primes were born into society. These days new Primes are very rare indeed. ‘Maybe we should be extinct, like the dinosaurs.’

      ‘Dinosaurs were dumb animals who could not fight back the ravages of catastrophe and evolution. We can.’ Grimm was eager for a change in the morbid conversation. ‘How is our agent?’

      ‘Getting better with each simulation. Burning with the thought of revenge, as it happens.’

      They both watched Beth Hunter navigate the automated obstacle course below, firing energy pulses at automatic guns and moving targets. She was fast and lethal.

      ‘Thoughts of revenge will have to burn bright if she stands any chance of beating Dark Hunter,’ said Mr Grimm as he watched.

      He had helped Kirby develop Jake’s sister into the perfect nemesis. Grimm likened Jake as a savage guard dog - great to use to keep people in check, but you always had to have something to beat the dog should it ever decide to bite your hand.

      ‘Have you had any luck in locating Hunter?’

      As usual, Grimm had plans for Beth and Jake, and he wasn’t prepared to betray his best soldier to Kirby. He knew where Hunter was at any given time.

      ‘No. He has vanished off the radar. But as soon as he surfaces you will know.’

      Kirby seemed preoccupied. He was wrestling with telling Grimm a secret. Eventually he caved in.

      ‘I have a mole in Jake’s operation,’ said Kirby.

      Mr Grimm experienced something he very really did: a knot in his stomach. If he had somebody spying on Jake then it was only a matter of time before they reported seeing Grimm with him... unless it was a hint that Kirby suspected Grimm as a double agent. Grimm kept his poker face and waited for Kirby to elaborate.

      ‘An agent deep undercover. But I haven’t heard anything back from them yet.’

      Grimm felt the knot relax. Good - his secret was safe. But it was only a matter of time.

      ‘And who is this agent?’

      ‘I don’t want to say too much. It was difficult getting them in position. All I will say is that we have to make sure our undercover agent is not harmed in any attacks we plan from here on out. They’re too vital an asset.’

      ‘Of course. I completely understand. But with knowing who to look out for...’

      ‘You’ll know. It will be the one standing with him who isn’t a villain.’

      Grimm thought of the potential suspects - Lorna, Munir... or could it even be Pete? They were, or had been, heroes. Mr Grimm didn’t see himself as a traitor even as he played both sides. To him, traitors were weaselly cowards who should be exterminated.

      He had to find out which one of them was the mole before his cover was blown.

      Unless he could get rid of them all.

      

      Fight or flight. That was Jake’s only option.

      If he left now, then Professor Mobius would escape and the Council of Evil would know about his plan. If he tried to attack Mobius then he would have to fight a thousand innocent people - including Munir and Lorna - and it was obvious that would lead to some fatalities.

      ‘What’s the matter, Hunter? Scared of hurting your little friends? Or does defeat terrify you?’

      Jake had to make a hard decision. He had to think about himself.

      A shimmering surge of energy suddenly hit Mobius, forcing him to his knees. It radiated out across the crowd without mercy. Like dominos falling, several hundred people were thrown a dozen metres. Some landed on the frozen river, others were dragged painfully over the ruins of the City Hall wing and remains of the London Eye. Jake didn’t see what happened to Lorna and Munir, as it all happened so fast. The fleeting thoughts about Lorna’s welfare were brushed aside when he realized that energy surge hadn’t come from him!

      A figure landed next to Jake with such force that the impact made the robot’s hollow chest bong. It was Pete. Despite the dry cyan skin that made him look permanently ill, he was the best sight Jake had seen all day.

      ‘Heard you were in town,’ grinned Pete. ‘Thought you might need a hand.’

      Jake was flabbergasted. The victim of his thoughtless bullying had now saved him.

      ‘How did you do that?’ was all Jake could manage.

      ‘I’m learning to control my powers. I’m finding out a lot of things,’ said Pete.

      Jake turned back to Mobius, who was on his back and groaning. He had lost control of his mob. Jake could hear the wail of a hundred injured people. Jake would have attacked them if he had to, but Pete had done it as a favour. What kind of person would do that?

      Jake marched over to Mobius and ripped the pendant from his neck.

      ‘What is this thing? Have you all got one?’

      Mobius didn’t answer. He rolled over and tried to crawl away. Jake planted his boot in the small of the villain’s back.

      ‘End of the line, pal,’ snarled Jake - then unleashed the final blow.

      Two down.
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      Pete circled the SkyByke, eying it enviously.

      ‘Where can I get one of these?’

      Jake looked at him impatiently. ‘Help me with my problem and I’ll give it to you.’

      Pete tried to avoid his gaze, keeping his attention on the bike. He tried to avoid his gaze. ‘Sure.’

      If it weren’t for Pete’s unexpected arrival in London, Jake would have been forced to use his powers on the entire crowd of innocent onlookers, or risk being beaten by Mobius. They had teleported back to the SkyByke, and then Jake had taken them back to his castle. Before he left, he’d spotted that Lorna and Munir were still alive. He assured himself that Munir would look after her; he may be a turned hero but that didn’t mean he was all bad. Munir had a tracking beacon that would enable him to return directly back to the castle with Lorna. Jake felt a wave of guilt at leaving his girlfriend behind. He would have to make up some excuse for abandoning them.

      Jake studied Pete again. He was thankful for Pete’s arrival, but suspicious.

      ‘How did you know where to find me?’

      Pete shrugged, poking the SkyByke to test its sturdiness. ‘Mr Grimm mentioned it.’

      That sounded perfectly reasonable to Jake. He pulled out the sonic-extractor from his pocket. Fortunately it was still in one piece, even after all the punishment Jake had been through.

      ‘Are you ready to do that favour for me and create that power for my friend that lost their memory?’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘I can take a sample with this little gizmo and use it on my friend.’

      Pete hesitated, then nodded. ‘OK. Let’s do it.’

      Pete’s skin was bluer than usual. Jake thought he looked nervous.

      ‘Are you feeling all right?’

      ‘I’m a bit preoccupied. I have to go to Japan soon. A mission for the Council. So let’s get on with it. A power to restore your friend’s memory?’

      ‘You absorbed Psych’s power. It’s in you somewhere. You just have to concentrate hard to manifest it.’

      Pete was starting to sweat. He nodded and closed his eyes. He thought hard... hard about the complex symbols Momentum had shown him. Pete wasn’t taking any joy from his actions, but he kept telling himself that Jake had never done him any favours. Jake was as equally responsible as his ex-best friend, Toby, for making his life unbearable.

      He convinced himself that Jake deserved everything bad that happened to him.

      Yellow sparks flickered in Pete’s hand. He held it up and focused. A gentle amber aura caressed his fingers.

      Jake was mesmerized. There was the power to fully restore his parent’s memories. He could finally get his family back! Administering it to Beth might be tricky, but once he did she would stop attacking him. Things were finally turning his way.

      ‘Hurry and capture it!’ snapped Pete.

      Jake hurried forward and placed the nozzle of the sonic-extractor against Pete’s finger. He squeezed the device’s trigger and the tip glowed red. Pete felt a warm tingle flow through his hand and saw the amber glow get sucked into the device. In seconds the extractor stopped and a green light blinked on the hilt.

      ‘Is that it?’ Pete asked as he vanquished the power.

      Jake gazed reverently at the device. ‘I think so.’ Then he pulled his gaze away and looked at Pete. For a second Pete thought Jake was going to cry, instead Jake held out his hand.

      ‘Pete... I’m sorry for all the stuff I’ve done to you in the past. I was a real idiot. You’re a mate. Anything you want, I’ll help you get.’

      Pete didn’t know what to say. He limply shook Jake’s hand and felt the sudden desire to be someplace else before his treachery was uncovered. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the feeling of dread he got from hanging around Jake. Pete mumbled something then teleported out of the hangar.

      Jake looked at the new power in his hand. He didn’t have a moment to lose. The SkyByke would only slow him down so he excitedly opened a quantum tunnel and stepped through into his parent’s house.

      

      Jake looked around the kitchen. It looked familiar and comforting. He couldn’t stop grinning despite the fact he knew Enforcers watched the house, waiting for his arrival.

      Jake crept towards the lounge. He could see the back of his mum and dad as they snuggled together watching the news on TV.

      He recalled Mr Grimm’s instructions. All he had to do was squeeze the trigger and the sonic-extractor would deliver the correct dose into his parents.

      Easy.

      His mum was the nearest, but he didn’t want to startle her. In the past, their minds had been altered so they were unable to see him. He had had some success in reversing the process with the power Psych had given to him before his unfortunate death. Now they were able to see him, but couldn’t remember him.

      Jake closed his eyes and summoned one of the superpowers buried in his genetic makeup.

      He turned invisible.

      Confidentially he stepped out and in front of his mother. She looked right through him, with a quizzical frown. For a second Jake had thought she could sense him, but then he realized that she was only reacting to something she saw on the news, something about a town in Africa vanishing.

      Jake carefully leaned forward, getting in position with the nozzle of the extractor hovering over her temple.

      She suddenly turned away to look at her husband, ruining Jake’s shot.

      ‘Do you want a drink?’ she asked.

      ‘Dammit!’ swore Jake.

      His parents’ heads suddenly looked around, their eyes wide with fear. His dad was first of the couch.

      ‘Who the hell said that?’

      Jake’s blood ran cold - he was invisible, not silent! He backpedalled straight into the TV. The screen toppled backwards off its stand, and cracked from the impact.

      ‘It’s a ghost!’ screamed his mother. ‘Is anyone there?’

      Jake rolled his eyes. His window of opportunity was shrinking.

      He darted forward and shoved the extractor against his mum’s head. He squeezed the trigger.

      A yellow haze suddenly enveloped her head. She screamed, her hands swatting it like it was a swarm of flies.

      ‘Argh! Get it off me!’

      Jake watched as his dad reacted - shoving his wife onto the sofa.

      ‘Susan! You’re possessed!’ he cried and began hitting her head with a pillow.

      Jake saw his chance and injected the power into his dad’s head. His dad screamed and fell to his knees - but not before lashing out and punching Jake in the face.

      Jake toppled into a glass cabinet that mostly displayed Beth’s trophies. His invisibility immediately wore off. He clambered to his feet, wiping the glass shards from him.

      ‘Mum! Dad! It’s me! It’s Jake!’

      But they were ignoring him. The energy bloom sank beneath their skin, causing them to scream louder. Jake’s optimistic smile wavered as they began clawing their own faces, drawing blood.

      ‘Stop that!’ he said, trying to wrest his father’s hand away. His dad didn’t even look at Jake as he shook him off.

      The skin on their faces undulated like something was trying to escape. They both fell still, their skin looked heavily bruised.

      ‘Mum? Dad?’ Jake couldn’t bring himself to touch them. ‘Say something?’ Tears now streamed down his eyes. Something had gone terribly wrong. He willed his arms and legs to function, and knelt down feeling for a pulse. He’d had a first aid lesson in school once, and, as usual, had messed around with his mates rather than listen.

      He may have accidentally killed his parents.

      The bay window suddenly imploded and a vengeful figure dropped from the sky.

      ‘You’ve killed them!’ screamed Beth Hunter.

      

      Munir ran his hand along the SkyByke.

      ‘Looks like he beat us back here.’

      Lorna scowled. She had been worrying about Jake. The final events in London had occurred so quickly that all she remembered was a massive shockwave knocking her, Munir and hundreds of others onto the frozen river. When they had finally got back to the action, Jake had gone and Professor Mobius was dead.

      They had tried to calm the situation, and, with thousands of confused civilians, it wasn’t an easy task. When the first chopper-load of Enforcers approached, they took the opportunity to leave. Munir didn’t think it was wise to hang around and try to explain what had happened.

      Now they were back at Jake’s base, Lorna had a number of questions buzzing through her head, all of which she was reluctant to share with the older man. She hated that face Munir appeared to know more about Jake than she did, and after the confusing experience with Professor Mobius she didn’t know who to trust. She wanted to trust Jake, but his action had been questionable, and with Mobius had called him a traitor... there was definitely something Jake was keeping from her, but she couldn’t work out what it was.

      ‘I think we should make ourselves at home and await the return of our host,’ said Munir. They headed up from the hangar, into the body of the castle. There was no sign of either Jake or Igor and all the lower floor doors were locked.

      Munir excused himself and left in search of a shower. Lorna had no intention of sitting down and waiting. She wanted answers to some very pressing questions. She decided to start with Chameleon, but found the door was still locked. She didn’t possess the skeleton-key power and convinced herself that Jake had probably already returned Chameleon back to the Foundation. She continued exploring and found herself at the sealed metal door at the base of the spiral staircase.

      She thumped on the door. Something of obvious importance was behind it. All the secrets were making Lorna feel angry. She futilely kicked the door.

      ‘Open up!’ she shouted, booting the door again and hurting her foot. She screamed in pain and frustration—

      Her sonic blast ripped the reinforced door off its hinges. She shut up in surprise as the door clanged against the steps beyond. Using that power hadn’t occurred to her. Lorna held her breath, waiting for the sound of approaching footsteps that would have surely been alerted by the noise.

      No one appeared. She propped the door to one side so it wasn’t immediately obvious to a passer-by, then ran up the steps.

      Lorna found herself at the top of a tower in Jake’s Command Centre. It was daylight outside, and she was rewarded with a stunning view of sunlight streaming over the jagged snow-capped Carpathian Mountains. Brooding clouds clung to the peaks, slowly advancing onto her position.

      In the centre of the room was a curved table with several computers and monitors all on standby. Several large plasma screens played world news channels; one was focusing on the events in London.

      She sat in one of two luxury leather chairs and took it all in. She nudged one of several computer mice on the table. A screen flicked to life with a digital map of the world, the perfect tool for helping visualise any place in the world if you wanted to teleport there.

      She nudged another mouse. The screen flicked to life. It was the hero website, but with a weird red colour scheme. She quickly browsed through the icons, noticing many unfamiliar ones. Lorna was about to move away when the paged scrolled to the top. The familiar Foundation logo wasn’t there. Instead it was a stylized V. She knew exactly what this was...

      

      Here we go again, thought Jake as his head cracked through the plasterboard of the living room wall. His momentum carried him straight into the brick load-bearing wall. His teeth jangled from the impact and he dropped onto a sideboard that splintered under his weight.

      He lay there, not sure what to do. Had he just killed his parents? And now his amnesiac sister was on a murderous rampage.

      Jake felt a telekinetic force grip his collar and accelerate him upwards. He smashed through the ceiling and found himself being slung like a rag doll into Beth’s room.

      Why had they reacted so badly to the power he had administered? He had given them Psych’s power before and they hadn’t reacted. Why now?

      He heard Beth’s footsteps on the staircase. That was typical of his sister - she has trashed half the house, but still felt it was improper to run up the stairs.

      Perhaps he had used the power incorrectly? No, he knew that wasn’t right. There was no reason for it not to work.

      Unless... unless Pete had produced the wrong power.

      Mr Grimm had been confident that couldn’t happen. The power was within Pete already. All he had to do was call it up. Like Lorna and the rest of her friends, Pete had been downloading powers for the same length of time as Jake, so he was now experience enough to call up the correct power.

      The revelation hit Jake hard: Pete had conjured up the wrong power. He had planned for this to happen!

      A seething rage consumed Jake. He recalled the look on Pete’s face, and the eagerness with which Pete had changed his mind. He had been set up! Pete was too naïve to act on his own, somebody must be using him.

      Anger coursed through Jake, and he felt his powers flare. Beth chose that moment to enter. The door opened two centimetres before green plasma leapt from his fingers and blew it off its hinges. Beth was hurled backwards.

      Jake didn’t want to fight. He charged through her bedroom window to fly away—

      Anger had clouded his mind. He forgot Beth was negating his transport powers with her snag-net gizmo. He plummeted into the garden, breaking his arm. Jake jumped to his feet, clutched his injured arm to his side and ran.

      The street was filling up with inquisitive neighbours who had heard the explosion when Beth struck the house. Several people blocked Jake’s path.

      ‘Are you alright, lad?’ asked one concerned neighbour who failed to recognise Jake.

      Jake snarled and blasted the man in the chest. The crowd collectively screamed as the man crunched into the windscreen of a car. Jake heard somebody shout: ‘He’s got a gun! Call the police!’

      A muscular man, who Jake vaguely recalled owned his own gym, tried to tackle Jake to the ground. Luckily, his broken arm had now healed so he could hold the man at arm’s length.

      ‘You don’t know who you’re messing with!’ snarled the man.

      Jake shoved the man hard - so hard he flew thirty foot in the air before crash-landing in somebody’s garden.

      ‘Keep away from me!’ growled Jake as his eyes burned red. He was fighting to control his temper. The crowd edged away from Jake as his hands glowed green. He saw no sign of Beth - with any luck she was helping their parents.

      The thunderous sound of helicopter rotors heralded the arrival of two Chinooks, packed with Enforcers. Jake sprinted away as fast as he could. He needed to get out of the snag-net’s zone of influence so he could teleport to safety. He had a plan.

      He thumbed a small homing beacon in his pocket. With a loud bang, Jake’s SkyByke teleported next to him. Most of the onboard tricks, such as flight, were powered by harnessed raw superpowers so would be redundant around the snag-net. However, the bike still had a powerful 300 horsepower engine.

      Jake jumped aboard and flicked the ignition. The bike roared off, echoing down the street like the bellows of hell.

      Jake skilfully threaded the motorcycle around parked cars and was soon on a major road. He forced the engine to give everything it had. The rational part of his brain told him to get away from his sister because, if they fought, Jake was in such a foul temper that he would probably kill her.

      He checked the rear-view monitor, which was linked to a high-definition camera in the SkyByke’s tail. Beth wasn’t following him, but one of the Enforcer helicopters was.

      The twin-rotor craft was metres over the road, the wide blades spanning the entire street, and on occasion, clipping trees. Gunfire erupted from the chain gun mounted under the fuselage. The SkyByke was incredibly nimble, even at full speed. The spherical wheels enabled Jake to jink aside, almost at right angles, from the bullets.

      A strange calm gripped Jake. His normal tendency would be to blow the Enforcers from the sky, but after taking out two members of the Council of Evil the good guys seemed like a trivial problem.

      He had assumed he’d killed his parents - but the absence of Beth, hot on his heels, indicated she was still with them. Which meant they must be alive. Jake knew he was grasping for any positive angle, but it was all he had left.

      Even his desire to kill Pete had dampened, replaced by icy calm reasoning. He still needed Psych’s power that resided inside Pete. And now he needed to know who had used Pete as a pawn, and why? What possible advantage could be gained from making Jake kill his own parents? His money was on Momentum - out of everybody around him, he was the one Jake trusted the least - although he had no proof. He would have to find that.

      Bullets chewed up parked cars to Jake’s left. He skidded the bike around a sharp corner. The Chinook went wide, the undercarriage taking down a telegraph pole.

      Jake needed to lose his pursuers. He redlined the engine, taking corners as sharply as possible. The Chinook stuck to him like glue. But Jake had the advantage, this was his home turf.

      Jake took a blind corner at full speed - the aircraft followed - straight for a tunnel mouth!

      The SkyByke shot through the tunnel at 180 miles per hour. He glanced in the mirror and was disappointed to see the Chinook hadn’t slammed into the tunnel as he’d planed. The pilot brought the machine to a sharp stop before the collision.

      On the other side of the tunnel, Jake’s instrument panel lit up. His flight controls were active. He was out of Beth’s snag-net radius. He engaged the flight control and the bike soared up.

      As the earth spiralled away from him, Jake cleared his mind of the hundred little schemes for power he had been engaged in. He was called Dark Hunter.

      It was time to stop messing around and start hunting.
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      Lorna raced down the tower steps, her legs were such a blur she feared she would trip. She ran out into the corridor and stopped to catch her breath.

      Why had Jake been looking at the villain website? There had to be some mistake. They had just defeated a major supervillain in London - it didn’t make any sense.

      The confusion Lorna had been experiencing was beginning to form into cold fear in the pit of her stomach. She trusted Jake. She had helped him when nobody else would. What was he up to?

      While they were waiting for the Enforcers to arrive in London, Munir had confided to Lorna that Professor Mobius was one of the Council of Evil.

      If Jake had been targeting the Council then perhaps he was using the villain site as a conduit to get to them? That made sense, and would explain why Mobius had called him a traitor. She liked the idea of Jake as an undercover agent for the Foundation. After all Jake had saved Chameleon...

      Hadn’t he? Her previous assumptions that Jake was doing the right thing were starting to crumble.

      Why did he not mention Chameleon to her? Surely saving one of the Hero Foundation’s star heroes was something to brag about? Had he handed Chameleon over yet?

      Lorna could kick herself for not bringing it up in conversation. She was starting to feel she’d trusted Jake a little too much.

      Anger gripped her. She was nobody’s fool. She moved to the staircase, intending to check if the Chameleon statue had been moved. She stopped in her tracks when she heard the sound of glass shattering. It sounded muffled, as if somebody was trying to do it stealthily. It came from the opposite end of the long corridor.

      She tiptoed across, although there was no need with the thick carpet. It was coming from the end room. She risked a peek in - and swallowed her scream.

      Igor was slumped against the wall. A pair of icicles embedded in his chest, pinning him to the stone beyond. The projectiles’ intense cold had frozen the wounds, so thankfully there was little blood. His face was pale, still in the rictus of pain. Lorna shuddered; Igor was dead. Murdered.

      The ice was a dead giveaway as to who his attacker was. Munir stood across the room with his back to her. He was chipping away at the wall. Lorna tried to get a clearer view.

      Munir had frozen the stone blocks on the wall and was shattering them. Now he was pulling chunks of super-frozen stone away to get at something beyond. Lorna caught a glint of silver.

      With a few more strikes, Munir had cleared away a substantial hole. There was another wall beyond the stone made of silver panels. Lorna frowned. From this distance they looked like giant circuit boards.

      The she noticed part of the ceiling had been torn away and the circuit board theme continued up there, although these ones ran diagonally across the ceiling. Lorna quickly deduced that they must run to the centre of the castle.

      She ducked away before Munir caught her. She’d seen enough to know he was a murderer. But what had he uncovered behind the wall? She brushed that thought away. He was obviously a villain who had wormed his way into Jake’s company. She would have to tell Jake as soon as possible.

      However, something still gnawed at her. She quietly crept down the staircase to the room where she had found Chameleon.

      Lorna hesitated at the locked door. She could still feel her fading superpowers - the download time was expiring, and with no phone signal, she was unable to download any more. She put her lips to the lock and gave a sonic scream. It was little more than a sonic-croak - but it was enough to crack the internal locking mechanism without leaving any evidence on the outside.

      She entered and was surprised to find Chameleon was still there. Lorna ran a hand across the smooth crystal surface. Why was he still here? She looked at her phone and wished she could call the Hero Foundation.

      Lorna knew the dangers of shattering the person held inside, but the one around Chameleon looked different. She was fairly sure it was a casing and that the hero inside was still flesh and blood. She would try and break a little off.

      She focused her sonic-croak, which was now little more than a wheeze. The weak shockwave was substantial enough to crack an area around Chameleon’s hand.

      She tried again, careful to focus the blast on the hand. The crystal splintered away - fortunately Chameleon’s hand didn’t. Instead the reptilian claw flexed - then frantically indicated to the rest of him. Lorna got the message.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get you out.’

      She stepped back and increased the level of her scream. She didn’t want to alert Munir or harm Chameleon so it took three attempts before Chameleon’s prison shattered.

      The hero slumped to the floor, weak and dehydrated. His body twitched then snapped from the hunched reptilian form to his regular shape of a handsome young man with jet-black hair styled into a widow’s peak.

      Lorna cradled his head. ‘Don’t worry, you’re safe now. I’ll get you back to the Foundation.’

      

      Mr Grimm watched Jake restlessly pacing his private chamber in the Council of Evil.

      ‘What do you mean a traitor?’

      Mr Grimm took a deep breath. ‘You know as much as I. Kirby has somebody on the inside.’

      ‘Munir?’

      ‘How about Lorna? Or Pete?’

      ‘I brought Lorna to the castle. She still thinks I’m a hero. It’s not her.’

      ‘And you brought Blizzard and Pete to this island! If the Council learn that you have brought any of them here, they will punish you. Like they punished Chromosome.’

      Jake shivered at that thought. He had watched Chromosome get disintegrated before his very eyes by the Council members. That was when he had been offered the position.

      ‘If I really had a traitor in my ranks, then why haven’t they done anything yet? I have brought two of them here, why wait?’

      Mr Grimm became pensive.

      ‘You have also taken them to the castle. They’re there now.’

      ‘So?’

      A rare flash of anger crossed Grimm’s face. He thumped his fist on the table next to him. ‘That was your place of solitude! Somewhere nobody could find you!’ He took a deep breath and calmed. ‘It’s... a special place.’

      Jake remained silent. How could he be so stupid? He had allowed his enemies access to all his secrets. He refused to believe it was Lorna. Pete was an obvious choice - but he was also an enemy of the Foundation so Jake doubted it was him.

      Which left Blizzard. The hero had helped him twice and had pleaded for his powers to be reinstated. He had claimed to hate the Hero Foundation. How could it be him?

      A thought struck Jake. Mr Grimm; could it be him? He shook the notion away. Grimm had been there for him when nobody else had. Grimm had openly told him that he worked for both sides. Why would Grimm even put the idea into his head if it were him?

      This matter only complicated issues.

      ‘My parents are my priority. Are they alive?’ His voice trembled.

      ‘The Enforcers took them to a Foundation hospital. They are alive. Barely. It seems Pete manifested a poison. Perhaps something Viral left in the raw powers he absorbed.’ Viral had died the same time Pete had obtained his extraordinary powers. It wasn’t beyond reason to suspect that his powers may have corrupted Pete’s.

      ‘Maybe, but he knew what he was doing. It was a deliberate act.’

      ‘And you want to kill him in revenge?’

      ‘No. You said he can manipulate the powers already inside him. I want him to reverse what he’s done – give me an antidote for my parents. But I don’t trust him to do it freely. There must be a way to get it out of him.’

      Mr Grimm’s wasn’t impressed. ‘The old Jake Hunter would be trying to tear him limb from limb.’

      ‘My parents are dying, my sister is trying to kill me, I’m still addicted to superpowers, somebody close to me is a traitor and I’m almost halfway through exterminating the Council of Evil - so you could say I have things on my mind.’

      ‘There is a way to get Pete to help you without his consent.’ Mr Grimm sat down and studied Jake carefully. ‘What do you know about life before the Council of Evil or the Hero Foundation were formed?’ Jake shook his head, wondering where this was leading. ‘Various heroes had grouped together in an effort to control world events. When Eric Kirby had the idea to build the hero website he created a team to search for the Origins.’

      ‘The Origins? The origins of what?’

      ‘Of all powers. You see, every power that exists is a spin off from another power. For example, the power to levitate, glide and fly all come from the same mutated power. Hurling energy spheres, fireballs, plasma or lightning... they are all cousins of one another. The ultimate powers are called Core Powers. These are the purest form of superpowers. The villain on the loose now, Eon, is altering time. He possesses a Core Power. Only one person alive at any one time can wield a specific Core Power.’

      ‘How does any of this help me?’

      ‘The original team that Kirby led to find the Origins had one important member. He was called Leech.’

      ‘And he could suck other people’s powers up?’

      ‘Absorb them, temporarily. Not remove them. He was used to stock up powers for the hero website, but his true purpose was to find and absorb a Core Power so the team could possess it. If you find Leech then he can help you snatch the poison antidote from inside Pete as well as the power to cure your parents and give them back their memories... permanently.’

      Jake his nerves jangle with excitement - Leech’s one power could solve all his immediate problems. ‘He must be ancient by now. Do you know where he is?’

      ‘He is old and he shunned the heroic path and found his own inner peace. As to where he is I cannot say. But there is somebody who does. One of the most feared Council members and Necros’ lieutenant: Armageddon. Leech was his father. He rejected his son when he turned to evil.’

      ‘Armageddon has a dad? Weird. That’s like you having one.’ Jake noticed Grimm’s face flicker. Of course he must have had parents. Maybe that’s why he sympathized with Jake’s plight? ‘So you want me to go up and ask Armageddon for help?’

      ‘I believe the warmonger will be against that idea. You must coerce the information from him.’

      ‘Coerce? You mean torture him?’

      Grimm shrugged. There are subfolder on the villain website where you will find the resources you need.’

      ‘Subfolders? What do you mean?’

      ‘Oh, you don’t know? I assumed Basilisk had explained everything to you the day he introduced you to the website. For advanced users, such as yourself, there are certain icons on the screen that you can right-click on, or press on the app, and enter a sub-folder. In there you will find variant powers more suited to specific tasks.’

      ‘There appears to be a lot of things I don’t know.’

      Mr Grimm smiled in response to that. Jake felt it was a rather smug smile.

      ‘Armageddon was on your hit list, so there is no change of plan, we can still bring down the council of evil.’

      Jake’s mind was racing. He couldn’t take out Armageddon alone. He needed Munir and Lorna. His hand dug into his pocket as he thought. His fingers touched the two crystal pendants he had taken from the Council leaders. He held them up to the light. They were clear and unremarkable.

      ‘What are these?’ He held the to the light for Grimm to see.

      ‘They look like cheap trinkets of no importance. Where did you get them?’

      Jake didn’t bother answering. He suspected they might be of use at a later date. For now, the clock was ticking and his parents were dying.

      

      Pete returned Momentum’s unwavering gaze. He couldn’t believe how his fortunes had changed since he woke from the coma. He thought long and hard about Momentum’s offer and came to the conclusion that the offer was legitimate.

      He was being handed his own army, a group of superpowered malcontents who wanted to use their powers for selfish reasons. A group with no affiliations to either the Council of Evil or the Hero Foundation. Momentum was offering him the leadership of Forge.

      Pete could enjoy all the benefits the Council of Evil had to offer - the website, the workshops, scientific research centres and the excellent gym - and he could lead his own gang. Even better, he would no longer have to work on those stupid missions for Necros.

      Momentum told Pete that he had co-created Forge with the express aim of having a fallback should the Council fall. Now that looked likely to happen, Momentum needed somebody to look after the ragtag army.

      If Pete had a plan to rob a vault, terrorize a country or steal anything - then he didn’t have to go through the Council’s bureaucracy to get a permit. He could rally Forge and just do it.

      ‘And there’s no strings attached?’ Pete asked for the third time.

      ‘Only that ultimate control rests with me if I need to leave this place.’ Momentum indicated to his own chamber. ‘I have no wish to be here when the empire falls. You will lead Forge to great things.’

      During his coma, Pete had dreamt of great wealth and commanding supervillains as his own servants, and now he had the chance. Greedy thoughts fuelled his imagination - and why not? He had had very little at home; his parents had struggled to make ends meet.

      He paused. That was the first time he had thought about his parents in a long time. When Jake had released him from the hospital, Pete had visited the remains of his home. There was nothing left and his parents had gone. They were separating anyway, but he had no idea where they were now.

      Thinking of his parents and Jake brought back the reality of what he had done to Hunter. His mouth went dry at the thought of poisoning Jake’s family.

      ‘What about Jake?’

      ‘What about him?’

      ‘How are his parents? Did I... did he...?’

      ‘You have done exactly as I asked.’

      ‘But why? I don’t understand what it serves by harming them.’ Pete had longed to be a villain, and had enjoyed unleashing his darker side. But there was still enough of the innocent boy inside to express concern.

      ‘If I were to threaten to kill your family, how would you feel?’

      Pete shrugged. If he was completely honest he didn’t care right now.

      ‘It angers Hunter. And I need his anger to boil to the surface, to manifest into something ugly. He may finally be of some use to us.’

      ‘But he’s already a Council member. What more use can he be?’

      ‘You misunderstand. I don’t mean of use to the Council, I mean to us, to Forge. Jake Hunter is about to become the greatest weapon we could hope to have. And he doesn’t even know it.’

      

      The reunion with Munir and Lorna had not been what Jake was expecting. Munir had leapt to his feet and embraced Jake when he returned to the castle. He had then rapidly summarized what had happened when Jake had left London.

      Jake mumbled an explanation as to how he had defeated Mobius and why he hastily departed. He didn’t mention Pete, especially with Lorna in earshot, he didn’t want her to discover his true nature.

      Munir had then excitedly told Jake about how his powers were now more potent than ever. He actually had tears in his eyes when he thanked Jake for restoring them. He didn’t act like a sneaky two-faced traitor.

      Lorna’s behaviour was completely opposite. She had coolly acknowledged Jake’s return. He had at least been expecting a hug, instead he got a terse smile. She remained unusually quiet when Jake skimmed over how he defeated Mobius.

      She wasn’t acting like a traitor either. Jake had bullied enough people to recognise somebody who had retreated into their own shell. She was being a typical girl, making him guess what she was thinking.

      Then it struck him - he knew what the problem was. She was annoyed at him for abandoning her in London! That must be it. Jake had more important things to worry about than Lorna’s feelings. She’d snap out of it.

      Jake outlined his plan to bring Armageddon to justice and that they would find him in Baghdad. Munir was enthusiastic; Lorna was unreadable. She only spoke once:

      ‘Is he one of the Council of Evil too? Like Professor Mobius?’

      A quick glance at Munir told him who had informed her of the truth. He nodded, uncertain exactly how much Munir had told her. However, they both agreed to accompany him.

      ‘We need to wipe these villains off the map,’ said Lorna coolly. ‘All of them.’

      There was vitriol in her voice, but Jake didn’t hear it. He was just relieved to have her support in facing one of the strongest Council members. Even Necros feared the mighty Armageddon.

      Jake was eager to leave straight away, but a wave of fatigue overwhelmed him. He was overtired and had to recharge his powers. He found himself topping them up more frequently lately, but he would worry about that at a later date.

      He headed off for a shower and a sleep. He shouted for Igor, but his servant was nowhere to be found. Jake had a shower then headed for his Command Centre to recharge while he slept. He was alarmed to discover the security door was missing. Somebody had been up the tower.

      A quick inspection revealed nothing was missing. It was as he left it.

      Suspicion fought tiredness. Igor: he hadn’t thought of the mute when he was making a list of potential traitors - but Igor knew almost everything about Jake and now he was missing.

      Jake found he was running back down the stairs before he registered something was wrong. He charged to the lounge, unlocking the door with the key only he and Igor possessed.

      Chameleon was gone. There was nothing but a pile of broken crystals. Jake’s stomach lurched. His arch-nemesis had broken out. Had Igor helped him? That didn’t make sense. When Chameleon had broken into the Castle, it was Igor who had attacked him.

      ‘I thought you were going to rest?’

      Jake spun around to see Lorna was watching him from the doorway. Jake felt as though he had been caught red-handed, although there was no evidence to make Lorna suspicious.

      ‘I am. I just wanted to check something.’

      Lorna walked into the room and looked at the crystal fragments.

      ‘What have you broken?’

      ‘Something of... sentimental value.’

      ‘I didn’t think you had sentiments,’ she snapped before she could stop herself.

      Jake was surprised by Lorna’s tone. He forced a thin smile. ‘Not any more, obviously.’

      Lorna managed a smile. ‘Sorry, that came out a bit harsh.’

      Jake was too tired to think. Chameleon knew the whereabouts of his base, which meant he was no longer safe here, but he was too tired to leave immediately.

      ‘You should grab a couple of hours sleep like you said.’

      Jake nodded. Lorna was still acting icy towards him, but he was happy that she wasn’t a traitor - or Munir either. Perhaps Igor was, for whatever reason, the traitor. After all, he had vanished without a trace.

      ‘We better make it an hour,’ said Jake, eager not to spend any longer than necessary in the compromised headquarters - but equally he couldn’t afford to face Armageddon exhausted.

      He crossed to the staircase. Lorna called after him.

      ‘What was the sentimental item?’

      Jake hesitated. This time he didn’t have to lie.

      ‘It was a victory statue.’

      

      Beth’s vision blurred as the tears came. She wiped them and blew her snotty nose before looking back through the observation window at her parents lying still on parallel beds. Nurses walked around them, dressed in cumbersome biohazard suits. The Foundation doctors were uncertain if the virus that gripped them was contagious or not. They couldn’t afford to take any chances.

      Beth recalled the day Eric Kirby had visited her in the private school she had attended. The headmaster had taken her into his office and told her Kirby was a very important person.

      Of course she hadn’t believed Kirby’s wild stories of heroes, villains and superpowers - until he had shown her the website. She was shocked to learn that the villain they called Dark Hunter was out to kill her family. Even with the incredible things she had finally taken as a reality, the fact her family was in any danger seemed implausible.

      She had watched footage, taken from an Enforcer helicopter, of a bunch of villains fighting some poor kid in his back garden and trashing his home. The boy was apparently in the local school and didn’t live too far away. Then Kirby showed her footage of another house in the neighbourhood that had been flattened by a tornado conjured by a supervillain.

      She had been told Dark Hunter was behind them both heinous attacks. He was picking off kids and their families in her town. It seemed bizarre, but she couldn’t refute the proof.

      Now she had seen the results for herself. She had witnessed Dark Hunter trying to kill her parents.

      Kirby had told her about the history of heroes, and she understood why they needed new blood.

      As she watched her frail parents she wiped away the tears and vowed revenge. Several weeks ago she was an active, intelligent girl who liked hockey and horse riding. It had taken rigorous training, superpowers and a death threat against her family to turn her into a warrior.

      Eric Kirby appeared behind Beth and laid a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      ‘I have some news that may interest you. I know where Dark Hunter will be heading next.’

      Beth went rigid at the mere mention of his name.

      ‘Tell me.’

      Eric Kirby smiled. He was happy that Jake Hunter, the super-weapon the Council of Evil had lured to their side, would soon be caught and safely stored in a vault. Then the Foundation could continue their experiments where they left off the day Jake had broken from Diablo Island.

      Kirby had every faith that Beth wouldn’t fail.

      ‘Baghdad,’ he said. ‘You’ll find the Dark Hunter there.’
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      It was unseasonably warm, when Jake, Lorna and Munir teleported in Baghdad. Jake had been expecting a war zone when they arrived, but instead they stepped from a quiet side street into a long wide avenue, covered in a fine layer of sand and alive with a constant stream of traffic. The vehicles looked old, some of them in such poor shape Jake wondered how they kept going.

      The buildings were flat roofed and earth coloured, and Jake was surprised to see plush green trees dotting the road. It didn’t look too bad. The people who walked the street mostly wore the traditional ankle length dishasha, a few wore a kaffiyeh to protect their heads. The women wore black abayahs with asha scarves that covered their heads, but not their faces. Everybody seemed happy enough, a far cry from the sorrow usually shown on TV.

      Munir had cautioned Lorna cover her hair - they may be superpowered, but they should be respectful of other cultures. She opted for a hooded top that concealed her face in shadows. With her shapeless clothing, a casual observer could pass her for a boy. Jake wore his hood up to hide his blond hair, which was very distinctive in a country where dark hair was the norm.

      ‘Where are we going to find this sneak?’ asked Jake, referring to the informant Mr Grimm had set up. The informant wanted a large sum of cash for revealing Armageddon’s lair.

      ‘The café should be somewhere around here,’ said Munir. ‘When we get there, neither of you say anything. Leave the talking to me.’

      Jake was glad to have Munir with them, he fitted into the city. Not for the first time, Jake was happy to have a sidekick.

      They slowly walked down the street, the heat sapping their strength with every step. Munir scanned the Arabic signs until he found what he was looking for. A group of men were sitting outside, drinking and smoking. They eyed the three strangers suspiciously.

      After a brief exchange in Arabic, they were allowed to enter.

      The café was dark inside, and cloying smoke hugged the rafters. Ceiling fans pushed the smoke around and did little to cool the humid atmosphere. The room was packed with more people smoking and playing chess. Despite the civilized gaming, there was an air of menace to the room. The players all looked fierce and battle-hardened, and they were all armed. Most had pistols visible; others had AK-47s propped against the table. Even with his superpowers, Jake suddenly felt unsafe.

      Munir talked quietly to the barman and was pointed to a far table where a young man was sitting, focused on the game in front of him. An old bearded man sat opposite and quickly moved away when Munir introduced himself, but the young man only looked up when Munir switched to English.

      ‘Take a seat,’ said the man and gestured for Jake and Lorna to join them. ‘English is my preferred tongue.’ He looked around the room with weaselly eyes. ‘And some of the louts here are not to be trusted but fortunately don’t speak English very well. My name is Adil. Please, have some tea.’

      Jake’s illusions of the tough uncivilized country were derailed when Adil poured them all tea from a pot at the side of his table.

      ‘Do you play?’ Adil asked Jake, pointing to the table.

      ‘My dad tried to teach me chess when I was younger. Didn’t get the hang of it.’

      ‘This is not chess it is shatranj. Think of it as the grandfather to chess as you know it now. It’s a game of skill, intellect and cunning.’ His eyes bored into Jake. ‘It teaches strategy by encouraging imagination. For somebody in your position, I would think they were crucial skills. It is always important to be one step ahead of your rival, and to plan your moves in advance.’

      ‘You don’t know me,’ Jake snapped back. He was feeling on edge, and had no time to listen to preaching fools.

      ‘I know what you want, and why. Our mutual friend was very clear about the urgency of the matter. The villain you seek has been causing us trouble for many years with his violence and extortion. He won’t be missed.’

      ‘Then stop stalling and take us to him,’ growled Jake. The thick smoke was starting to dry his throat so he downed the lukewarm tea and thumped the cup back on the table.

      ‘How I miss the impetuousness of youth,’ retorted Adil. It was clear he wasn’t going to be rushed. ‘I risk a lot for displeasing Armageddon. He controls the underground world here. Everybody fears him. You have my compensation?’

      ‘Three hundred thousand dollars has been wired to your account the moment we sat down,’ said Munir coolly.

      Adil checked his mobile phone. A few moments later and he was satisfied.

      ‘So I see. Then it is my turn to keep my end of the bargain. But first I need to make sure you know what you are doing. Why do you seek him out, Hunter?’

      ‘He has something I want.’

      ‘It must be something very precious.’

      There was a greedy glimmer in Adil’s eye. Jake didn’t reply. When Adil realized that no answer was forthcoming, he simply nodded and stood up.

      ‘Come.’ He strode out of the café.

      Jake swapped glances with Munir and Lorna who both looked tense. As they followed Adil, Jake was aware the man carried no visible weapon. Was he a Downloader... or even a Prime?

      Outside, they were led to a battered Toyota pickup truck in a side street. They climbed inside. Adil had only just shut the doors when the vehicle shook and five heavily armed figures clambered on the back. Jake peered through the narrow rear window and caught glimpses of AK47s and rocket launchers.

      ‘Who are they?’ he asked with concern.

      ‘My entourage,’ was Adil’s cool reply. They pulled into the main avenue at a surprising turn of speed. Under the battered pickup’s bonnet, the engine sounded remarkably well maintained.

      Their guide remained silent as they headed through the heart of Baghdad. As the buildings grew in size, so did the signs of war. In places, bomb craters were still filled with dirty water, some buildings were black and charred after fires had gutted them.

      Occasional Iraqi security vehicles passed by, but paid them no heed. Jake glanced behind to check the men in the back were not wavering their weapons in the air. They looked like a bunch of labourers on their way to work.

      They crossed the River Tigris, passing a statue of a military figure. For the first time Adil spoke up.

      ‘We are now in Karkh, the west side of the river. That statue is of Adnan Khairallah, the brother-in-law of our notorious ex-dictator. Khairallah is still something of a local hero to the people here.’

      No further snippets of tourism information were forthcoming. Jake noticed an increase in Government security. Adil wisely kept away from those areas.

      ‘That’s the most secure part of the city,’ said Munir. ‘We won’t find our friend there.’

      They passed an airport to the south, and continued through the suburbs for over an hour in silence. The beige streets continued with the monotonous regularity, power lines zigzagging from building to building. The occasional blue and yellow mosque broke the colour scheme. Towards the suburbs there was a distinct air of poverty. Lorna was sad to see many children, some her own age, sitting forlornly on the pavement.

      The surrounding desert sands were becoming more apparent along the side of the road and Jake was surprised again when the monotone buildings were replaced by verdant fields that were irrigated by another broad river: the Euphrates.

      ‘How much further?’ asked Jake. He was feeling irritable, cooped up inside the hot vehicle. They could have flown here in minutes instead of roughing it.

      Adil pointed ahead. The world’s most battered car ferry was waiting for them. The pickup rolled onto a rusting metal deck. Black diesel fumes poured from the ferry’s engine as they crossed the river. Jake thought it was painfully slow and was starting to get impatient. Sparks flickered between his fingers. Munir gave a quick shake of the head - the meaning was clear: don’t start any trouble.

      On the other side of the river, they drove for another thirty minutes until the landscape opened up into a spectacular desert vista. The sands looked like a golden ocean. Adil stopped the car.

      ‘Out,’ he barked.

      Munir frowned. ‘What? Here?’

      Jake was eager to exit the car. Munir looked suspiciously around. Lorna grabbed Jake’s arm and he felt her nails dig in.

      ‘I don’t like the look of this.’

      Jake followed her gaze to the five thugs who had dismounted the pickup and now had an assortment of rifles and rocket launchers aimed at them.

      ‘You traitor!’ snarled Munir.

      Adil shrugged. ‘To be a traitor I must have something to believe in order to betray it. I know what you’re all capable of, but rest assured my men have dealt with Supers before. If you attack they will kill at least one of you before they fall.’

      ‘We paid you!’ said Jake through clenched teeth.

      ‘A welcome donation I assure you. Please understand, Armageddon is a most powerful adversary and I do not think you have what it takes to defeat him. If you did, then I would be more than happy to let the tyrant be killed. If you fail your assassination then I will be held to account by him. So answer me this, why should I be placing my life on the line for you?’

      The temperature wasn’t helping Jake’s temper.

      ‘Grimm said you could be trusted!’ snarled Jake. His fists were beginning to glow with radioactive rage. The gunmen licked their lips and gripped their weapons tighter. ‘I don’t have time for games! Take us to where we asked, or pay the consequences.’

      Adil sneered. ‘What consequences, boy?’

      Jake’s movement was a blur. He fired a fizzling radioactive cord at Adil, hurling him against the pickup. Jake’s other hand extended toward the nearest rifle-toting thug. Concentric energy circles radiated out, encapsulating the man in a glowing veil of energy. He dropped to his knees screaming.

      The four other gunmen pulled their triggers to fire. Jake’s eyes were red. He roared with fury - the gunmen’s weapons melted in their hands before the bullets could leave the chamber . They screamed as they dropped the liquefied weapons, then turned and fled in the pickup.

      Adil looked at the smoking hole in his robes. The raw flesh beneath quickly healed, and he met Jake’s gaze with a smile.

      ‘Not bad.’

      Jake gulped deep breaths to calm down. He heard Lorna gasp, she had never seen Jake lose his temper before.

      Adil’s eyes widened. ‘You truly are as powerful as I have heard!’ Adil extended his hand. ‘You have proved yourself to me. Now I believe Armageddon can be toppled.’

      Munir spat on the ground. ‘That was a test?’

      ‘Yes. If I am to risk my life, then I need to know those I fight with are as capable as they claim. It was a necessary deception.’ He held Jake’s gaze, his hand still extended. ‘It will be an honour to fight with you.’

      Jake reluctantly shook his hand. When Adil tried to pull away, Jake increased his grip.

      ‘Time is running out. Stall one more time and I won’t hesitate in killing you.’

      Adil flinched as Jake increased the pressure and bones cracked in his hand. Adil pulled his hand free. The bones were crushed and limp. He shook it and the hand appeared to pop back into shape.

      ‘I understand. Armageddon’s fortress is not far. It’s over those dunes. We can fly now if you prefer.’

      ‘What about him?’ asked Lorna, pointing to the man who was still jerking in his own world of pain.

      Without hesitation, intense blue flames erupted from Adil’s mouth. In seconds the injured thug was nothing but a pile of ashes. Adil met Lorna’s stunned gaze, she had seen a lot of terrible things since she became a superhero, but she’d never seen anybody act with such callousness - even the supervillains she had encountered.

      ‘An unfortunate casualty of war. Let us go.’

      Adil led Jake’s team in a short flight across to a high ridge of dunes. A mile beyond laid the sprawling ruins dating back to the Ottoman Empire. The desert winds had ripped off rooftops, but many of the stone pillars and walls still stood.

      Jake was deeply unimpressed. Even his lair was better.

      ‘Do not be deceived. All is not what it seems. The lair is cloaked to keep away the unwary.’

      ‘Or this could be another ambush you’re setting up,’ growled Munir.

      Adil ignored the provocation. He closed his eyes and extended his hand. Electricity leapt from his fingers, except the snaking charges moved sluggishly across the ground. It was like watching lightning in extreme slow motion.

      The electricity skirted around rocks and fallen stone blocks before it and suddenly struck an invisible shield. A translucent dome flickered around the ruins and new buildings suddenly became visible. At first they rippled like a mirage, then became solid. Black metal spires, covered in satellite dishes, and jagged towers absorbed the sunlight. They spiralled from the ground like twisted roots. Jake instantly recognised the design ethos as the same Armageddon used for his armour.

      Munir studied the complex with a practised eye. ‘I can’t see any guards.’

      ‘Rest assured, there are,’ said Adil.

      ‘What’s the best way in?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘The only way in is through the main door. Fear not, Armageddon isn’t known for shying away from fights. We shall find him easily enough.’

      They boldly approached an open plaza. A large pair of blast doors, big enough to swallow an aircraft, blocked their way. As they approached the doors opened with a rumble.

      ‘It appears that we’re expected,’ whispered Lorna. ‘I wonder who tipped him off?’

      Although she hadn’t mentioned the word “traitor”, the thought rattled Jake. He tried to put it out of his mind.

      They entered a large spacious room, more like a hangar. It was lit by red lights so defining detail was impossible. Their echoing footsteps had a metallic tinge.

      Jake suddenly caught movement either side of them. At first he thought giant spiders were attacking them, until his eyes adjusted and he realized they were three metre tall mechanized insects. The front of the machines looked like ugly robotic insect heads. A pair of glowing red bug-eyes studied the intruders. A single cannon, the size of Jake, was mounted on their backs.

      The insectoids came to a halt, but didn’t attack – they just watched him. Jake’s hackles raised. His enemy was close.

      ‘I know you’re here, Armageddon,’ taunted Jake. ‘Are you too scared to show yourself?’

      A crimson spotlight suddenly shone down at the far end of the room, revealing Armageddon seated on an elaborate throne.

      His large crown head swept upwards. Although his eyes were hidden behind a mask, they all had a sense he was staring at them. His four muscular arms tensed as his fists bunched.

      Armageddon’s voice boomed around the chamber like thunder. ‘The Dark Hunter, I should have known it was you who would betray the Council of Evil.’

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lorna go ridged. Jake’s stomach churned - he had been thoughtless to engage in a conversation that would reveal everything he wanted to conceal from Lorna. It was too late to change things now, he would have to sort it out that later.

      Armageddon continued: ‘I told Necros that it was an inside job, run by a traitorous wretch like you, but he would rather believe otherwise.’

      So Necros still believed he was one of the team? That was useful to know. Jake’s mind raced. So far he had not displayed any aggression. He thought of Adil’s comment about strategy. Perhaps now was not the time to fight Armageddon? Perhaps he would willingly volunteer the information he needed.

      ‘I came here for your help.’

      Armageddon leaned forward, and Jake could now see the baneful red eyes staring at him.

      The fiend gave a wheezy laugh. ‘My help?’

      ‘My parents are dying. I need to find Leech and since he left the Foundation, it appears that you’re the only one who knows where he is.’

      At the mention of his father’s name, Armageddon strode forward. Each footfall was like an elephant step. He circled around Jake’s crew. The sound of the villain’s armour plates sliding across his joints sounded like scissors.

      ‘And if I refuse?’

      ‘My parents will die.’

      ‘That is not a convincing argument, Hunter. You know who Leech really is.’

      ‘Your father.’

      ‘Then you should know I would not expose him to somebody like you.’

      Jake was having a hard time believing somebody as vile and hated as Armageddon was getting defensive about his own father. Jake felt the familiar rush of anger. He had been a fool to think he could talk his way through the problem. His old bullying instinct took over his mouth.

      ‘I don’t have time to play around. Tell me how to find Leech or I will force it from you.’

      Armageddon’s laugh sounded like a violent lightning strike.

      ‘You and your super-team? Better people have faced me. All have failed. Your treats are—’

      Jake’s temper had been steadily rising. He felt his face flush red and he instinctively extended both hands forward. Beams of light shot from both hands hitting Armageddon with Herculean force. The villain was flung across the chamber - tearing his throne in half as he bounced off it.

      Munir had sensed Jake was coiled to strike. He fired an ice blast into the nearest mechanical beast. The insectoid froze solid; vapour rising from it. He followed the attack with a spin-kick - shattering the now brittle machine into dust.

      The second mech fired a blue orb of energy that sent Lorna and Adil both sprawling across the floor.

      Jake watched as Lorna slid past him - breaking his focused concentration on the Council member. Jake flew across to where Lorna had hit the wall. He helped her up—

      Lorna punched him hard across the face. Jake was stunned, and it wasn’t even a super-punch. She had tears in her eyes.

      ‘Why did you lie to me?’ Lorna was breaking apart, unable to hide what she knew about Jake. ‘I know about you, Jake. I know what you have done!’

      ‘Lorna I didn’t... I mean, I—’

      An ice wall suddenly arced over their heads as two more mechs scuttled across the ceiling, firing down on them. Chunks of the wall shattered from the impact. Munir skated across to them - firing icicles into one of the machines.

      ‘This is no time for a marital barney!’ he screamed. ‘Get it together!’

      Lorna wiped the tears from her eyes - then suddenly kicked Jake in the chest. It was powerful enough to topple him onto his back.

      Before Jake could shout at her - Armageddon’s blast passed through the air where he had been standing and struck Lorna.

      Jake was distraught as he watched the flesh rip from half of her face - it was like looking at an X-ray. Lorna’s limp body spun into the shadows.

      ‘NO! Lorn!’ he screamed, his voice breaking with emotion.

      ‘Jake!’ screamed Munir, ‘He’s getting up!’

      Jake turned to see Armageddon advancing. His armour was dented from where Jake had attacked him. Jake’s vision blurred and he felt a wave of dizziness overcome him. He was now more than angry. His vision turned red, his eyes glowing like hot coals. He didn’t dare see if Lorna was still alive - that was a question he didn’t want answering right now.

      Four swords appeared in Armageddon’s hand, placed there by an intricate mechanism springing them from his arm. He spun the four blades like a samurai warrior.

      Jake charged forward like a raging bull. Four insectoids dropped from the ceiling to block his path. Adil spat fire at them all, turning them into scrap before they hit the floor.

      Armageddon whirled his blades so quickly they looked like a solid shields. Jake hit the spinning blades. One of the swords shattered from the impact, he felt another bite deep into shoulder. Jake staggered back but kept his balance. He shot a fireball at the villain. Armageddon slugged the ball of flames aside - inadvertently frying another mech that had been ready to join in the fight.

      The whirling blades advanced again. Two swords gouged the floor - the third stabbed through Jake’s stomach - clanging on the wall behind him. Jake gasped, and found his mouth was suddenly filled with blood. Already his healing power was knitting the skin around the sword.

      Armageddon leaned close to gloat.

      ‘It hurts, doesn’t it?’

      Without thinking, Jake tensed and invoked his lightning power - except he focused it internally. Three million volts surged through the sword and flung Armageddon against the wall, leaving the sword stuck in Jake.

      Jake winced as he gripped the blade and slowly slid it out, reopening the wound. It was agony, but eventually the weapon fell to the floor. He spat out a mouthful of blood and raised his fists, ready to strike again.

      Armageddon’s armour was still smouldering, and his breath came in asthmatic wheezes. With a dexterous flip, the three remaining swords tucked back into his arms. The villain charged towards Jake.

      Jake bellowed and ran towards Armageddon as fast as he could. He had no plan. He was working off pure instinct.

      As the two titans were about to impact, Armageddon suddenly rolled into an armoured ball. He hurtled into Jake, and, rather than bounce off, Jake found himself snagged on the serrated edges of the villain’s armour and crushed as Armageddon rolled over him multiple times.

      Both Council members crashed through the wall with unbelievable force, tearing a ragged hole in the steel and rolling into the desert sands outside. The impact forced Armageddon out of his ball and Jake landed on top of the fiend who was twice his size.

      Jake needed the information from Armageddon in a hurry, so he didn’t have time to talk. He concentrated on accessing the sub-folder powers Mr Grimm had told him to download. The hidden folder he found on the app had taken Jake to a whole new screen where the icons used to describe the powers were gorily graphic.

      Jake concentrated on thinking about those powers he had absorbed. Like searching through fog, they materialized in his thoughts. Like all powers, they came with a telepathic set of instructions: just by accessing the power he instantly knew how to control it.

      Jake pressed his fingers against Armageddon’s armour - the metal sizzled from the pressure until his fingers fell through to the flesh beneath. Jake couldn’t see what was happening, but he could feel his own fingertips wriggle like worms as they pierced the villain’s skin. There they would drive down to his nerves, allowing Jake to administer mind-numbing pain. Armageddon’s entire body jerked.

      With a lion-like roar, Armageddon freed a hand and punched Jake off him.

      Jake soared through the air - his back cracking as he toppled an ancient pillar.

      ‘You fool!’ Armageddon roared. ‘I am unbeatable! I am too powerful! I am your end of days!’

      Jake didn’t care about the threats. He was far too mad. His healing factor was working too slowly for his liking. Jake staggered to his feet.

      Armageddon was ready for him. He lunged forward - stamping one foot hard against the ground. Jake felt a seismic tremble and a crack opened in the ground, heading straight for him. He leapt aside - but Armageddon stomped again. More cracks radiated out at incredible speed.

      Jake hovered in the air and laughed. ‘Is that all you’ve got?’

      Armageddon snarled and raised all four-arms to the heavens. A strong wind picked up and the sky darkened. Jake looked around to see what the new threat was.

      Walls of dust rose on every horizon. Adil leapt through the hole in the wall and instantly took in the situation.

      ‘He’s summoning a haboob - a sandstorm!’

      Jake fired his radioactive blast at Armageddon - it didn’t even faze the villain. His armour absorbed the crackling radiation and glowed. Adil spat a fireball at Armageddon - it did nothing.

      Before they could do any more, the sandstorm was upon them. Jake closed his eyes tight. The storm roared in his ear and his skin felt like it was being attacked with sandpaper. He thought he heard Adil scream, but it was swallowed by the rumbling.

      The pain was intense, and Jake’s healing power was having trouble constantly coping with replacing his skin. Jake staggered blindly into a wall, getting more furious with every step.

      ‘No!’ he screamed - instantly getting a mouthful of sand.

      His anger manifested a new power. A wave of air suddenly shot from his body - instantly repelling the mighty sandstorm. Armageddon looked around in astonishment as the dust scattered.

      ‘How did you do that?’

      ‘You’ll find I’m full of surprises.’ Jake’s voice was lost in a dry hacking cough as he spat out sand, thankful that his unusually fast healing ability had prevented him from being torn apart. He noticed a skeleton lying half submerged in the sand. The scraps of clothing that clung to the bleached bones indicated it was Adil - he’d been literally sandblasted apart, his powers had been too slow to mend the damage.

      Jake’s glowing eyes bore into his enemy. Multiple powers sloshed inside his system, mixing and mutating in ways scientists had been trying to master for decades.

      His thinking was suddenly crystal clear. He had been a fool. He didn’t have to take the Council out one at a time. They were afraid of him, they knew he could take them all out if he tried. By containing his anger he had weakened himself, smothered his real potential.

      Rage was what propelled him through life. He felt a sudden surge of power. His wrath was his saviour.

      Armageddon hurled a ball of cobalt energy at him. It glanced Jake on the side, but he barely noticed. He looked like a zombie as his regeneration powers battled to heal him up. He could feel chunks of flesh hanging from his arms and body. His ear felt funny, and a quick check revealed it wasn’t in fact there anymore. His regeneration powers would heal him whole, but it was his rage that made him stand. He swiped his hand as if swatting a fly.

      The sands next to Armageddon suddenly ripped up into a huge octopus-like tentacle that wrapped around the villain - the sand-tentacle’s movements mirrored Jake’s hand.

      The villain screamed as the sand-limb crushed around his midriff, pinning all four arms to his side. It plucked him off his feet and suspended him in front of Jake.

      ‘I’m not going to ask you where your father is. I’m going to force you to tell me.’

      He tugged at Armageddon’s helmet. It didn’t budge. He grasped it firmly and accelerated straight up - metal tore and the helmet gave way with an asthmatic hiss. He flung it aside. The face that greeted him was a thin, white-haired man in his early fifties. He looked frail, kept alive by a dozen pipes plumbed into his throat. He noticed a pendant around the villain’s neck. It was the same as the other he had stolen from the Council leaders. He ripped it off.

      ‘What is this?’

      Armageddon gasped for breath. There were no answers there. Jake pushed his hand into Armageddon’s head. His fingers melted through the skin - and the villain howled. Jake called up another of his sub-folder interrogation powers - and stabbed his fingers into Armageddon’s brain. It felt like he was shoving his fingers into thick, warm porridge.

      Jake’s mind was suddenly full of flickering images, as Armageddon’s memories became his. It felt like watching a thousand films in seconds, the whole experience was overwhelming and Jake thought his head might explode. He concentrated, narrowing down the torrent of information to just what he needed.

      Then it came to him - flickering images of his father rejecting his villainous son. The anguish drove Armageddon on to become a member of the Council. The pictures and meaning were vague and scrambled. Jake got some of the meaning - the Foundation had stashed Leech beyond the reach of his son. Armageddon didn’t know where he was.

      Jake was confused - why had Grimm told him he would know?

      Jake slid his fingers away and reeled backwards. He felt crushed because he had failed to find Leech. He also had a nagging a sense of suspicion. Had he been deliberately set up to eradicate the super-fiend, or was Grimm’s information simply wrong?

      The sand-tentacle was still crushing Armageddon, but the villain was forcing his last laugh. A dial on his chest was flashing; an ominous tone was increasing in pitch. Jake knew Armageddon wasn’t going to go down without fighting. The villain had triggered a nuclear bomb built into his suit. He was going to take the entire area out!

      The sand tentacle kept Armageddon pinned down. There was nothing Jake could do to diffuse the bomb, he had to get away.

      ‘Lorn!’ The thought of Lorna and Munir galvanized Jake back inside the fortress. He couldn’t leave them there.

      The sudden change from bright desert to dim room didn’t help his vision.

      ‘Lorna? Munir? Where are you guys?’

      He ran across to where he had last seen Lorna. She wasn’t there, only a patch of blood remained. He hoped Munir had teleported them both out so he could get Lorna some medical attention. If she was still alive.

      Jake concentrated on teleporting away, when a familiar voice spoke up.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere, Hunter!’

      He turned to see Beth was hanging upside-down from the ceiling. She acrobatically dropped to the floor.

      ‘You tried to kill my parents, so I have no qualms about hurting you,’ she snarled.

      ‘Beth, you’ve got to listen to me, there’s a nuclear bomb about to go off any moment now. We have to go!’

      Beth laughed. ‘Yeah, right. You’re not going anywhere.’

      With a sinking feeling he knew she was right. His sister was neutralizing his teleport power. If he didn’t think of something fast, the atomic explosion would vaporize them both.
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      The tone of the bomb continued rising. Jake was painfully aware the next beep might be the last thing he ever heard. He had to get away - and he had to get Beth to follow him. She had been assisting their parents the last time he escaped her clutches, so she hadn’t seen the SkyByke and he saw no reason why his same trick wouldn’t work.

      The thumbed his remote key fob.

      The SkyByke appeared with a loud bang, momentarily distracting Beth. He leapt aboard and twisted the throttle. He shot through the hole in the wall - ramping over Armageddon - who was held immobile by the sand tentacle. The orb wheels had no problem gaining traction on the soft sand.

      He crested a dune - the motorcycle leaping like a salmon as the sand beneath him exploded from an assault from Beth. More fiery missiles streaked past. Fortunately, all were wide. Jake caught a glimpse of Beth in his rear-view monitor. She was flying in pursuit, shooting from her stumped arm. Jake felt his stomach lurch, she still had her hand missing and it was his fault.

      The mighty engine in the SkyByke kept him in the lead as he jumped sand dunes like a motocross rider. Beth was still trailing, but he had the edge with his speed.

      Several more dunes were jumped at speed. Ahead, Jake could see the Euphrates and the fertile fields beyond. In his imagination he could hear the deadly tone of the nuclear warning escalating. It was time to engage his secret weapon. He thumbed the turbo boost.

      While still airborne, small rocket thrusters snapped out of the SkyByke’s rear chassis and ignited with fierce blue flames. Jake felt the sudden tug of G-force as the bike accelerated like a missile. The sand below cut a V-shaped wake. In seconds he was over the river and roaring across the fields. Ahead he could see Baghdad - and it suddenly occurred to him that a missile shaped object flying over the city might be misconstrued.

      He glanced in the rear-view monitor and saw that Beth had stopped shooting at him, instead she was placing all her energy in trying to keep up. Thirty seconds later they were over the city. Jake glanced in his monitor in time to see the image whiteout. When the camera recovered he could see a mushroom cloud puncturing the sky.

      The nuke was a low yield device, and the city was too far to be directly affected by the wall of fire that vaporized Armageddon’s base. Half the fields on the edge of the river were turned to cinders. A wall of air smashed every window in the suburbs. Beth was hit by the sudden turbulence and ricocheted from several buildings.

      Jake’s SkyByke violently shook. Inside, he couldn’t tear his eyes from the mushroom cloud on the monitor.

      ‘Whoooaaaa!!’ he said as the invisible EMP - Electromagnetic Pulse generated by the explosion fried the electrical systems on his SkyByke. The rockets extinguished and the vehicle bellyflopped into the street below.

      The SkyByke tore through power cables that snaked across the street. There would have been sparks if the EMP hadn’t put the local power station out of action as well. The cables tangled around the bike as it landed.

      The mighty wheels of his ride absorbed the impact, but the bodywork dented and cracked around Jake like an egg. Jake was moving at such speed that the SkyByke wobbled precariously as he fought control. It bounced off several other vehicles that had suddenly rolled to a standstill as their engines died. Jake managed to pull the bike in a side-skid - but because the spherical wheels had been designed to take him around corners at impossible speeds, the skid did little to slow him down.

      However, the building in front of him did. Jake slewed into a wall with such force the concrete cracked across the façade. The SkyByke toppled over, spilling a cut and bruised Jake to the floor.

      The crowd of spectators didn’t pay him any heed. They were all staring at the mushroom cloud on the horizon, wondering what new horror it foretold. They didn’t realize that the boy who fell from the sky had just eradicated a supervillain who had been keeping the city under his yoke of terror.

      Jake glanced at the cuts on his hand. Normally the wound would heal as though it had never been there, but now his skin was violently bubbling and hissing as it healed. Something wasn’t right.

      Further thoughts were curtailed by gasps from the crowd as Beth landed amongst them. She must have sustained damage from the explosion because the edges of her costume were charred.

      Jake sagged, so much for getting away from his sister. He would have to fight her.

      Beth moved so quickly that Jake didn’t even see her move. He was hoisted over her head and hurled at yet another wall. He crumpled into it, leaving a Jake-sized imprint.

      ‘What did you do to my parents?’

      Jake tasted blood in his mouth again. It was really turning out to be a bad day.

      ‘Beth, it wasn’t me.’

      ‘Don’t you dare use my name!’ she snarled. “I am the Reaper!’

      ‘You’re my sister!’ Jake blinked and in seconds she had crossed the street and was at his side.

      A sizable crowd had gathered, keeping a wary distance, as Beth flung Jake across the wide street. He collided into the third story of a building, before dropping flat on his face.

      Jake’s anger was at boiling point, but he dared not blindly unleash it at his sister.

      ‘It wasn’t me. It was Pete...’ He tried to stand, but felt unusually weak.

      Beth was suddenly over him again. Jake had had enough. He unleashed a fireball. He wanted a tennis ball sized globule of fire, just enough to knock his rampaging sister down.

      Instead a huge ball of black flames shot from his palm.

      The fireball enveloped Beth and carried her through one building - including two interior walls, before dropping her into the street beyond. She lay motionless.

      Jake slowly stood up and stared at his hand. Black flames danced from his fingertips.

      ‘What’s happening?’ he muttered, horrified.

      The crowd around him moved steadily backward. Nobody wanted to get involved.

      Beth stirred. She must have been unconscious for a moment. Jake turned on his heels and ran - he stumbled - and when he caught his balance he was surprised to discover that he was flying.

      Jake hovered, trying to rationalize why Beth was no longer blocking his flight powers. The EMP - of course! Jake hadn’t paid any attention in school but he had played enough computer games to figure out what was happening. Beth’s snag-net would have been electronic; the EMP would have destroyed it, which meant Jake could easily escape.

      He hesitated. Now he had no reason to run away from Beth, perhaps he could talk things out with her?

      Jake swooped over Beth. A crowd of curious spectators were closing in on her. They fled in terror as Jake dropped from the sky, black flames dripping from his hands for added effect. He shook his hands, extinguishing the fire, then knelt next to his sister.

      ‘Beth?’ he said softly. ‘Can you hear me?’

      Her eyes were unfocused. She was clutching her stomach with her one good hand. His blast had melted her costume to her skin. Once again, Jake felt a terrible wave of guilt.

      ‘Beth... I’m sorry. I know you don’t remember me, but I am your brother. I didn’t try to kill your... our parents. I was trying to restore their memories but I was tricked. I know how to do it properly now. I can make us a family again.’

      Beth stared at him with blurry eyes. She mumbled something incoherent.

      ‘The Hero Foundation are using you. You’re nothing but a weapon to them. An instrument to use against me.’

      Beth feebly tried to bat Jake away. She was in a bad condition and showed no signs of healing. Maybe her downloaded powers had worn off. Jake didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t take her back to the Council of Evil. With increased transit restrictions in place after Amy’s assassination he couldn’t sneak her in. And if the Council members found her they would certainly kill her. And his Castle had no real medical facilities. If he hooked her up to the villain website and pumped a healing power into her, there was no telling what would happen mixing the two rival website powers together. But he couldn’t leave her on the dusty road. He scooped her up in his arms.

      ‘I need to get you out of here.’

      A voice suddenly boomed through a bullhorn.

      ‘You on the ground - don’t move!’

      Jake had been so immersed in talking to his sister that he hadn’t heard the Army soldiers approach. There were two dozen of them, all wearing bright red and blue radiation suits emblazoned with Coalition insignia and they were all armed with M16s pointed directly at him.

      One of the soldiers carried a small Geiger-counter, which he pointed at Jake. The distinctive clicking noise increased.

      Jake realised that he and Beth were radioactive. But to what level, he couldn’t deduce. That explained why his fireball was not only powerful, but an unusual colour and why his healing powers weren’t working properly.

      ‘Put the girl down!’ boomed the voice.

      The speaker must be hidden in one of the four desert camouflaged Humvees. A pair of Blackhawk helicopters suddenly roared overhead, the downdraft from the rotors turned the street into a miniature sandstorm.

      Jake sneered at the surrounding forces. If he weren’t cradling his injured sister he would have taken them all out, out of spite. However, Beth wasn’t healing so he couldn’t risk a stray bullet striking her.

      Jake teleported out of the danger zone.

      The soldiers watched in amazement as Jake faded away... then reappeared, looking thoroughly bewildered.

      Why hadn’t they escaped? Beth’s snag-net was out of action and he had momentarily appeared at his destination - only to be dragged back here. Had the radiation mucked up all his powers?

      The soldiers were becoming restless with Jake’s hesitation.

      ‘One more warning! Put the girl down!’

      They must know Beth was on their side otherwise they would have opened fire already. That meant there was still a chance for escape.

      Jake took it.

      He ran through the hole Beth had made in the house, running back into the street beyond. He ran past his now useless SkyByke. That simple manoeuvre lost the foot soldiers and the Humvees - but not the choppers.

      The two Blackhawks effortlessly banked after him. Jake ran and leapt into the air - his planned flight turned into nothing more than a super-leap over another block of buildings. He reached the zenith of his flight and landed on the flat roofed apartment block. He ran to the other side and glided into the street beyond. He cursed his luck, Beth was too much of a weight to fly with.

      The helicopters gave chase. The ground next to Jake was ripped apart by gunfire - so much for protecting the girl! They must have decided killing Jake was more important.

      Jake sprinted for a narrow alleyway. The choppers followed overhead, but kicked up too much dust for them to be able to track his movements. He double-backed and took cover under an elaborate awning held up by stone pillars.

      He couldn’t fly, he couldn’t teleport - his powers were not behaving properly. He was going to have to play smart.

      Jake ran away from the sound of the choppers. He turned a corner as the Humvees powered into the street. They must have spotted him because they accelerated towards him.

      He turned another corner. Ahead was a busy market. Crowds of people moved amongst stalls selling a variety of local produce. He pushed through the crowd, using just enough of his enhanced strength to push people aside, but not to cause too much of a scene.

      The Humvees screeched to a halt at the market entrance. The throng of people prevented them from passing. The helicopters appeared. From above, it was easy to track Jake’s progress through the crowd.

      Jake dived under a table, ignoring the irate stallholder. He dragged Beth by her jacket collar as he nipped between stalls. Now it was impossible to track him from above.

      A pile of crates stank of fish, but offered more than enough cover to hide. Jake hauled Beth behind them. He cast his eye over Beth. Her condition had deteriorated. Her eyes were closed and her forehead was damp with fevered perspiration.

      ‘Hold on, Bee,’ he said, using a pet name he hadn’t uttered since he had been very young, ‘Hold in there. I’ll get you help.’

      He looked through the slits in the crates. Soldiers were pushing their way through the crowds towards him. Some locals were pointing fingers in his general direction and he became aware that the helicopters were hovering. He berated himself; they would have some form of heat seeking cameras. What was he thinking by trying to hide?

      He tried to weigh up his options. He couldn’t teleport, but that didn’t mean he had exhausted all of his transport options. Once again he had let his anger cloud the most obvious solution.

      The soldiers fanned around the crates, weapons ready. Two of them edged forward and booted the crates over - in time to see the back of Jake disappear through a shimmering quantum tunnel.

      Jake appeared on a snow covered lawn, a stark contrast from the desert clime he had just stepped from. He dropped Beth in the snow and turned to close the portal.

      Bullets whizzed through, striking the snow laden tree branches behind him. Jake motioned to close the portal - but not before a gun-toting solider charged forward. Jake felt two bullets strike his leg and left arm.

      The portal spiralled closed - slicing the barrel of the automatic weapon in two. Jake clutched his leg as blood stains spattered the snow. His skin fizzled as it closed over the bullet. Jake noticed the bullets were not being forced out like his old healing power had done, they were still inside him - and still hurting. Jake ignored the pain and scooped up his sister.

      He staggered across the grounds, towards the redbrick hospital building in front of him. It was the only place he knew Beth could be treated properly.

      He limped through the double doors and the matronly duty nurse stared at him for moment - before the automatic biometric security recognised him and sounded the alarms.

      Jake didn’t react as blast doors clanged shut behind him and armed Enforcers surrounded him.

      ‘My sister needs urgent help,’ he said to the old man walking slowly towards him, wearing a look of utter surprise. Jake held the man’s gaze. ‘You did this to her. You better fix her,’ he snapped.

      Eric Kirby nodded and indicated to a gurney.

      As soon as Jake laid Beth down she was whisked away by nurses and orderlies.

      Jake looked around the Foundation hospital, measuring the level of security. He’d had no choice but to bring Beth here.

      And now he was trapped in enemy territory.
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      A platoon of Enforcers marshalled Jake from the hospital. Eric Kirby led them across the grounds towards a strange tank-like vehicle that was pulling up on the lawn. Jake had been forced to control his temper and not put up a fight, the last thing he wanted to do was destroy the hospital his sister was being treated in. His hands were bound behind his back and a belt was strapped to his waist. The buckle was a circular red light that pulsed rhythmically. Kirby had told him it was a snag-net. Jake would be unable to use any of his powers as the device snagged and stored them the second he tried to use them.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’

      ‘A secure facility,’ answered Kirby with a note of satisfaction. ‘One where we can continue where we left off at Diablo Island.’

      Jake’s blood boiled. Chameleon had run tests on him during his time at Diablo Island. The Foundation was eager to examine how Jake’s powers worked since he had essentially become part of the villain site.

      ‘You won’t discover anything.’

      ‘I disagree. During your time with the Council of Evil they have been studying you most carefully. We were lucky enough to obtain some of their data.’

      ‘The Council didn’t study me. They treated me like an equal!’

      Kirby whirled around and faced Jake. There was anger in his eyes.

      ‘You’re not an equal. You’re not a Prime like I am... like they are! You’re a Downloader, using their powers to keep you alive. Every time you do that the Council has a team watching and analysing you.’

      As much as he hated Kirby, there was a note of truth in his voice.

      ‘That’s impossible!’

      ‘Is it? Each time you were injecting nanobots into your system. Microscopic machines designed by them to examine your body and unravel your DNA to discover how you are able to manufacture your powers - which is why your body is reacting oddly after Iraq. It wasn’t the radiation, it was the electromagnetic pulse reacting to the nanobots inside you.’

      ‘Why me? I’m not the only one. What about Pete? Why don’t you tear him apart and leave me alone?’

      Kirby winced at the name. ‘Pete is different. He can only use the powers his body absorbed. True, he has unique and strange ways he can call them up, but they’re not new ones. Only you have that ability - you’re still the super-weapon we all seek. And in time we will have your secret.’

      They reached the tank. It was twice the size of any tank Jake had seen before. It rolled on tracks but had no barrel and large cylinders were strapped to its side. Amongst the usual “danger” and “biohazard” signs, Jake could see one he’d first noticed on the Council’s island that denoted “superpowers”. A ramp extended from the back of the vehicle. More Enforcers were inside.

      ‘What are you doing about my parents?’ asked Jake as he was pushed up the ramp.

      They are very ill, Hunter. It is unforgivable what you did to them.’

      ‘I didn’t do anything! I was trying to fully restore their memories. The ones you took!’

      ‘Our doctors are doing the best they can.’ A shadow passed over Kirby’s face. ‘However, it doesn’t seem to be something we can reverse. If they die Hunter. It’s your fault.’

      Jake struggled, but without powers he could do nothing against his bonds. An Enforcer rifle-butted him in the back of the head to calm him down. Jake felt the world spin, and could feel the blood trickle down the back of his neck.

      ‘And what about my sister? What are you going to do now you have me?’

      ‘Provided she lives, she is a valuable asset. And if your parents die: an orphan. Then the Foundation will look after her.’

      The Enforcers dragged Jake into the tank. His legs buckled from a weakness that suddenly gripped him. He was suffering from the loss of blood and not hooking up to the website.

      The access ramp lifted up with a noisy whirl of servos. Jake saw Kirby was watching him like a hawk.

      ‘I’m going to kill you when all of this is over,’ stated Jake flatly.

      He didn’t see Kirby’s reaction as the door shut. The Enforcers shoved him into a chair, locking a harness around him. Then they took their own seats as a green light started to flash in the dingy interior.

      An electronic voice spoke aloud. ‘Prepare for jump in three, two, one.’

      Jake felt a familiar dizzy feeling that accompanied teleportation.

      ‘Jump complete.’

      The rear door suddenly hissed open and a cold wind blasted Jake. The Enforcers unfastened his harness and pushed him outside.

      Thick snow fell and the biting cold took Jake’s breath away. The tank had teleported onto a hard metal deck. He looked around trying to get his bearings. A large steel command tower rose to one side, and to the other - an icy sea.

      Jake blinked as his brain processed where he was. He was on the deck of a huge aircraft carrier. A couple of jet fighters were parked at the end of the runway, amongst other teleport tanks and helicopters.

      ‘What is this place?’

      ‘A mobile containment facility,’ said an Enforcer pushing him forward. ‘Keep walking’

      ‘They’ve turned a boat into a prison?’

      ‘No. That.’

      The Enforcer pointed starboard. A massive iceberg dwarfed the aircraft carrier. However, this iceberg was far from normal, it had been hollowed out. Towers poked from the crown, manmade windows covered the surface. A large cavernous mouth, on the same level as the aircraft carrier’s deck, led inside.

      A bridge had been strung between the iceberg and the ship. A figure stood on it, his arms crossed and wearing a smug smile.

      ‘I can’t begin to tell you how much I’m looking forward to our reunion.’

      Jake felt sick - from both the weakness he was feeling and the fact that the speaker was none other than Chameleon, freed from Jake’s castle.

      Chameleon slapped Jake hard across the face and took great satisfaction to see Jake collapse. He groaned and didn’t rise.

      ‘Miss me?’ gloated Chameleon.

      A pair of Enforcers each hooked an arm beneath Jake and dragged him across the bridge, into the icy prison.

      Jake hoped he had the willpower to stop himself smiling. That would ruin everything.

      

      Lorna once again crept along the corridors of Jake’s castle - this time against her own better judgement. Her head was filled with questions that demanded answers. Jake was a villain - she had finally accepted that.

      But she needed to know more, needed to know the truth. She couldn’t accept Jake was a real villain, especially a member of the Council of Evil. A part of her was convinced it was some gigantic mix up.

      When she had released Chameleon they had used his power to teleport back to the Hero Foundation. Chameleon was so dehydrated and in such a physically weak condition that he had been unable to talk. Eric Kirby was delighted to see Chameleon return and had hugged Lorna with a tear in his eye.

      Kirby had briefed Lorna on the peril she was in by hanging around with Jake, but he saw the advantage in keeping her close to him. Lorna had been puzzled about how much Kirby seemed to know about Jake’s operations, but the old man had refused to tell her how he knew so much.

      Under Kirby’s orders she had returned to the castle to keep an eye on Jake. She had then gone to Baghdad to see for herself how Jake acted. The simple fact that he was facing a third member of the Council of Evil had proved to her that Kirby was confused. There had to be more to Jake than being a supervillain. She had known Jake in school. She knew how he often got into trouble that he didn’t cause.

      The moment Lorna started seeing the potentially good side of Jake, darker thoughts intruded. How much did Mr Grimm and Munir know about Jake’s identity? Did they know he was a villain, or had they been tricked into thinking he was a hero? Or worse still, were they the ones leading him down the wrong path? After all, Munir had killed Igor. Kirby had been surprised to learn Grimm was helping Jake, but had said very little else on the matter to Lorna.

      Her thoughts were diverted once again by approaching footsteps. Lorna hid in the shadows of the loft rafters, high above the banqueting hall. Munir had vanished the moment they arrived back at the castle and Lorna had made the most of the time to explore around.

      She had found the long-disused banqueting hall on the upper levels of the castle. Something had caught her eye in the angled roof above. Lorna had flown up into the rafters to get a clearer look. It was a bundle of glowing fibre-optic cables that ran from the wall, into the ceiling. They looked freshly laid. She was denied further inspection because Munir entered the hall below.

      Munir looked at a satellite videophone in his hand, and then gazed up at the dark ceiling. Lorna shrank back into the shadows, certain that he could see her, but Munir looked back at his phone and spoke low. The device was obviously more powerful than her mobile phone, able to pick up a signal anywhere in the world.

      ‘I’m right below it. It’s on the roof...’

      Munir dashed back out of the room. Lorna frown. Below what? Her fingers traced the fibre optic cable back through a narrow hole in the rooftop. She’d had had enough smoke and mirrors, now was the time to get to the bottom of what was going on.

      Kirby had made sure she was fully charged with a battery of superpowers for her undercover mission  She mentally selected the power she needed. Lorna touched the rooftop and pushed. Her hand went smoothly through the solid material - and the rest of her body followed.

      She was halfway through the roof, and already the driving rain had soaked her to the skin. Lightning illuminated the heavens as she pulled her legs through the solid roof. She was now outside and fully exposed to the elements.

      Lorna shielded her eyes from the rain, but it wasn’t hard to notice the large parabolic dish about ten metres in diameter mounted on a pneumatic gimbal. Massive coils stretched away from the dish and anchored to the four corners of the castle. Lorna could see wires and tubing running down into the stonework. More cables ran from the back, including the fibre optics she had traced from below.

      Lightning flashed again, revealing the newness of the construction. Tubes, cables and wires had been stacked behind a low parapet, shielding them from the wind. The roof prevented the dish from being seen from Jake’s Command Centre standing in the far corner of the castle.

      Lorna had seen enough diabolical plans to deduce that this was some sort of super-weapon. What was Jake up to?

      An access hatch opened across the rooftop. The wind took the thick wooden door and made it slam loudly. Munir climbed from the trapdoor and braced himself against the blustery rain. He carefully walked around the giant device, his eyes wide.

      Lorna hid in the shadows. Munir crawled under the machine and began unscrew a small service panel. He began attaching the wires inside. It was easy for Lorna to put the pieces together. Munir had been exposing the electrical panels in the room and was now fixing the dish. He was obviously in on the operation. She had to find a way to stop him.

      Lightning flashed again. Luckily, Munir was too busy with his task to notice Lorna disappearing through the solid rooftop.

      

      Mr Grimm quick-walked down the Council of Evil’s corridors. Sirens were ringing and the corridors were full of guards and supers running to wherever the action was. An automated male voice kept repeating the words:

      ‘Alert! Prisoner escape!’

      Grimm didn’t have any idea what that was about, but he didn’t care. The Council was a nest of vipers, filled with evil plans and double-crossing backstabbers. This would be the last time he walked through these corridors of power. He had been part of many insidious plans over the decades. The last being Chromosome’s unsuccessful takeover of the Council. He had known that Jake’s venture would yield pretty much the same results, but he had managed to get rid of several of the fools and he had to encourage the boy to try - just in case he was successful. The downfall of Amy, Professor Mobius and Armageddon in quick succession had caused ripples of fear through the Council.

      Change was on its way.

      Mr Grimm intended to be at the spearhead of that wave of change. He was tired of working or balance on both sides, so had embarked on an extremely ambitious plan. A plan that hinged around Jake Hunter.

      And now the boy had gone missing.

      Grimm crossed the covered bridge that connected the central island to Momentum’s chambers. The doors opened, revealing a bare chamber beyond. Momentum was stuffing his possessions into packing boxes.

      ‘What is going on?’ demanded Grimm.

      ‘A high-level prisoner breakout on the island! Necros had some plan that’s gone terribly wrong.’

      ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

      ‘I don’t think you understand, Grimm. The whole world is at crisis point! Lord Eon is almost in power, and he’s a villain far worse than any of us!’

      ‘You cannot run from a villain who manipulates time, so why try? If it’s the end, so be it. In the meantime we must press ahead as scheduled.’

      ‘That is something I plan to do very far from here!’

      Mr Grimm studied the heavily built Momentum. He wondered how long it would be before the villain double-crossed him? It was inevitable, so inevitable that Grimm had already factored into his plan exactly how he would abandon Momentum, using him as a scapegoat. The trick to survival was to be proactive rather than reactive.

      ‘Have you heard from Hunter?’ asked Grimm quietly. He was suddenly aware that the intruder alarm had been silenced.

      ‘No. Not since he killed Armageddon.’

      Grimm detected a note of fear in Momentum’s voice. The implication was obvious - if Hunter could take down somebody as menacing as Armageddon, then Momentum had little hope of survival if Jake turned on him.

      ‘Then Hunter is missing. The last report I received was that he walked into a Foundation Hospital carrying his injured sister.’

      ‘He gave himself up?’

      ‘I doubt that. However, he is now in the hands of the enemy which means all our good work could be for nothing.’

      Momentum was thinking fast. There was a glint of panic in his eyes. ‘Perhaps we should cut our losses?’

      Grimm sneered. ‘You are truly a coward. I’m not going to let the Foundation pull Hunter apart, not now we are so close to victory. We must conclude our plan and use Hunter for what he is - the ultimate weapon to destroy both the Foundation and the Council! We will return to the castle and prepare the weapon.’

      

      The low temperature helped Jake to keep calm. He had been led through a network of corridors honeycombing the iceberg. Despite the ice-covered walls, the temperature was quite comfortable. Jake thought it must be similar to being inside an igloo, albeit one created on a gigantic scale.

      He had been shoved into a circular interrogation chamber, handcuffed to a chair, a steel desk in front of him. He’d endured many an interrogation from Chameleon when he was held at Diablo Island so knew what to expect.

      This one would be different.

      Minutes passed before Chameleon entered the chamber. He placed a laptop on the table and stared at Jake. He was looking smug, if a little paler than usual. He leaned so close to Jake that he could smell the cheese Chameleon had eaten for lunch.

      ‘Let me make once thing clear, Hunter. Diablo Island was a holiday camp compared to what you’re about to go through.’

      ‘How did you get out?’

      Chameleon struck Jake across the face, breaking his nose. Blood trickled onto his lips. Chameleon was crimson with anger.

      ‘You mean from that crystal prison you sealed me in?’

      ‘I saved you from Chromosome,’ said Jake flatly. It was true, even if it was an accident.

      ‘I was conscious throughout my captivity. My eyes open to see your ugly face every single day! I could think but not move! You have no idea what it is like to have an itch that you cannot scratch for months. Your thoughts turn dark and you start wishing for it to all end.’ Chameleon slapped Jake again. His incarceration had definitely darkened his temperament.

      ‘I thought heroes didn’t beat up prisoners?’ said Jake, spitting blood from his split lip.

      ‘You’re thinking of saints, not heroes. We do whatever we have to, to get the job done. And to answer your question, I was freed by one of your friends. Somebody you trusted who was all too happy to betray you.’

      ‘Igor was only hired help,’ said Jake dismissively.

      ‘Your butler? No, it wasn’t him.’

      Jake felt his stomach churn. He was sure Igor was the mole. If it wasn’t him... then the list of traitors was short and the answer would not be pleasant. His suspicions fell on Lorna, but he quickly dampened those. His emotions for her were mixed at best.

      ‘And I’m not going to tell you who. It’s better to let you suffer.’

      ‘I will get out, Chameleon. I need to help my parents. Then I’ll give myself up willingly.’

      Chameleon gave a wide grin. ‘How noble of you. I bet that’s the first heroic act of your life?’

      ‘I need to help them. I don’t have much time.’

      ‘You’re right. You don’t have time. In fact, for you, time has run out completely. You won’t be seeing them again.’

      Jake glared at Chameleon. The hero smiled back.

      ‘You’d like to kill me right now wouldn’t you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But you can’t.’ Chameleon tapped the light on Jake’s snag-net. ‘Because of that. Now you’re just a boy. A regular, feeble boy.’

      Chameleon sat down and opened the laptop. He hooked sensors into a USB port, then jabbed the sharp end into Jake’s wrist.

      ‘Ow!’

      ‘The pain will get worse, trust me.’

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Taking samples of your powers and uploading them to the Foundation server to see if there is any difference between your powers now and from the last time.’ Chameleon smiled pleasantly. ‘With any luck we’ll find out your powers are eating you from the inside and you’ll die an agonizing death soon. Like your parents.’

      Jake closed his eyes and remained silent. Chameleon was surprised. That kind of taunting had always provoked a violent reaction from Jake in the past. Jake looked as if he had suddenly fallen asleep.

      Chameleon turned his attention back to the screen. Progress bars showed the status of the sample extraction. It was already on 60% and rising.

      Then the bar stopped.

      Chameleon blinked and rolled the cursor across the screen to check the computer hadn’t crashed. Then the progress bar began to reverse. In a second it was already back down to 40%.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Chameleon mumbled to himself. The computer screen glitched.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      Chameleon’s head snapped up. Jake was looking at him with a smile.

      ‘Nothing for you to get smug about. It’s a computer problem.’

      ‘Like a virus.’

      Chameleon opened his mouth to respond - and then realized it wasn’t a question. He looked back at Jake with sudden suspicion.

      ‘What have you done?’ Chameleon shook his head and composed himself. ‘You couldn’t have done anything because of the snag-net.’

      Then he noticed Jake’s broken nose and split lip had healed. Chameleon’s expression sagged as Jake grinned like a shark.

      The handcuffs on Jake’s wrist started to glow cherry-red. The metal melted, oozing from his wrist and landing on the ice in a cloud of steam.

      ‘That’s impossible,’ gasped Chameleon.

      Jake was feeling smug. Adil had told him to plan one step ahead of the enemy, and Jake had. Beth’s injury had provided just the opportunity he needed.

      ‘When Kirby was gloating over my capture, he told me that the EMP pulse in Baghdad did something to the nanobots inside me that affected my powers. I can’t teleport any more, and maybe I’ve lost a few others to, but my powers... they feel different. Slightly scrambled... slightly enhanced.’ Jake took off the snag-net belt and dropped it on the table. ‘It turns out that one of the advantages is that the old snag-belt trick doesn’t work on me any more.’

      Jake stood up. Chameleon was too flabbergasted to move. When you hooked me up to your mainframe I was able to digitally download myself into the system, or part of me anyway. Zooming around your Foundation network, I had access to a lot of interesting stuff. I got everything I needed.’ Although Jake could have accessed any of the Foundation’s files if he had time, he’d been too focused on his mission to bother. Although he had found time to leave a “package” in the Foundation’s security network - something that would help him access the hospital his parents were being treated at. But he wasn’t about to reveal that to Chameleon.

      ‘You wanted to be plugged into our network?’

      ‘Why do you think I let you capture me? Armageddon’s father was one of Kirby’s founding members. You lot hid him away from his son and I needed to know where. I took Armageddon out, and read his mind. He didn’t know where you put him either. But he suspected the location would be indicated somewhere on your computer system. I just had to think of a way to get to them. What easier way than handing myself over to you lot? You’re all predictable. I knew you couldn’t resist hacking into my powers.’

      ‘Jake... I...’

      Jake moved incredibly fast. He smacked Chameleon’s head against the metal table so hard that his face dented to metal. Chameleon groaned from the pain and sagged onto the floor, a fireball formed in the hero’s palm.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ snarled Jake.

      He looped the snag-belt around Chameleon’s neck, pulling it so hard it choked the hero. The fireball immediately extinguished as his powers were neutralized.

      Chameleon tried to crawl away. Jake grabbed his foot and yanked him back.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere, mate. I think I should flex these new powers a little to see exactly what I’m capable of.’

      

      The Enforcers who had transported Jake were stowing the tele-tank at the end of the aircraft carrier. Once it was secured, their shift was over and they could finally go and eat.

      A loud cracking sound got their attention. As one, they all turned to the iceberg. Huge fissures appeared along the top, making thunder-like sounds.

      Then the entire peak of the iceberg exploded. Its surface area was twenty times bigger than the aircraft carrier. Huge chunks of ice, some the size of stately homes, flew in every direction. A massive block of ice spun towards the defenceless Enforcers—

      It raked across the deck centimetres from them. One Enforcer still had his hand on the tele-tank as the ice swept the vehicle - and a dozen jets fighters - over the edge and into the icy water. Another piece of ice hurtled through the sky like a meteor - smashing the bridge apart.

      Chunks of ice rained down, forcing everybody on deck to cover their faces. Some of the Enforcers noticed a figure shoot skyward from the iceberg like a rocket. They had no time to identify the Super before the larger chunks of ice fell into the ocean - kicking up enormous tidal waves that reached as high as the carrier’s deck.

      They fled for cover, praying they would not be washed overboard.

      Jake didn’t even bother looking down as he punctured through the heavy clouds so fast that he created a sonic boom. He was whooping with delight - his plan to find Leech had worked, and his powers flowed through his body like fire. He wondered if Chameleon had been crushed under all the ice, but even that didn’t bother him too much.

      He’d soon have Leech’s power to be able to steal both the poison cure and Psych’s powers from Pete.

      Right now, he felt indestructible.
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      The landscape was bleak, comprised of browns, greys and snow-capped mountains of the Himalayas. Jake looked around hoping for a sign he was in the right place. At these great altitudes the air was so thin that Jake was feeling light-headed. Then he heard a faint clacking noise above the ever-present wind.

      Jake glided through the air, following the noise. He landed near a circular cylinder that spun in the wind. It was a Buddhist prayer wheel covered with carvings. Further along the plateau, lines of brightly coloured flags fluttered in the breeze. They all lead towards a magnificent Buddhist temple built on the peak of the mountain. A long winding staircase was the only approach - if you didn’t possess superpowers.

      Jake flew to the entrance. The gates were huge, inlaid with gold and probably worth a small fortune. Jake raised his hand to knock but the gate opened up before he could.

      A young bald monk greeted him. ‘He is expecting you.’

      ‘He is?’ asked Jake in surprise. Up until ten minutes ago he hadn’t known he was coming himself. Jake had discovered computer files that revealed Kirby had hidden Leech in a Buddhist Temple in the Himalayas.

      Inside the temple it was overly warm and dark, lit only by streamers of light falling through high windows. Lanterns hung around a great hall that was decorated with long colourful swatches of cotton. The air smelt sweet and heavy. It was the most relaxing place he had ever been to and Jake had to battle to keep his eyelids open.

      The monk led Jake to an old man, about Eric Kirby’s age, who sat on a cushion. The monk bowed and left.

      Bemused, Jake watched as the monk closed the hall door, leaving them alone. The old man hadn’t moved. His eyes were closed. Jake started to get a sinking feeling.

      ‘I hope you’re not dead.’

      ‘So do I,’ came the sharp voice from the old man. ‘Sit.’

      Jake sighed and reluctantly sat opposite. ‘Are you Leech?’

      The old man opened his eyes and studied Jake. There was a mischievous twinkle in them. Finally, he responded.

      ‘I have been known by that name.’

      ‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I need your help. I need your power so I can extract an antidote from an enemy to save my parents.’

      ‘My power? And what makes you think I still have it? Life is like the seasons. Autumn years wither away the salad days of your life... until old age greets you.’

      Jake felt a wave of despair. ‘You don’t have your powers anymore? I know they fade with age, but some of you keep them. Like Eric Kirby. He was your friend, he still possesses his.’

      ‘Ah, yes. Dear Eric Kirby. I’m sure he is well. He was the one who placed me here, out of harms reach from my son. You know him. You know of Armageddon?’

      ‘I know he is your son.’ Jake thought it wise not to mention that a bomb had eliminated the villain.

      The old man looked deep into Jake’s eyes. ‘You are a troubled boy. Plagued by constant ill fortune. Bad luck seems to dog your heels. Everything you do, everything you touch, fails or crumbles.’

      The words stung Jake. It was one thing to think that himself, but quite another to hear it from a stranger. Then he suddenly stood up and looked around the hall, alert. He didn’t sense danger, but the monk had been expecting him and the old man seemed to know a lot about him – it was better that he was on his guard.

      ‘You jump at your own shadow, boy.’

      Jake looked nervously around. ‘Have I walked into a trap?’

      ‘Not yet. You are safe here. Sit.’

      Jake warily sat back down. ‘What do you mean “not yet”?’

      The old man ignored the question. ‘I have learnt much during my time here. I’m a Prime, full of amazing power and potential. And yet here, in the middle of nowhere I discover things that continue to amaze me.’

      Jake was growing impatient. ‘That’s really interesting. Look, my parents are dying and I—’

      ‘So am I.’

      Jake shut up. He didn’t know how to react to that candid statement. ‘Very soon. In fact, I have been waiting for you to arrive, Jake Hunter.’

      Jake eyed the entrance to the hall again, his hackles rose.

      ‘How do you know about me?’

      ‘Old Kirby placed me here, in this remote place, for my safety. He was so concerned that he ensured I could not leave.’

      Jake frowned. The old man’s tone sounded spiteful. ‘This is a prison?’

      ‘This is a paradise... that so happens to be a prison.’

      Jake inhaled, ready to ask another question but the old man answered it before he could speak. ‘He saw me as a threat. One who can absorb and take a couple of powers from another is a threat indeed. I can only retain them for a short time, enough to use them or allow the Foundation to extract them from me for their website.’

      ‘That’s how they got so many powers?’

      ‘Thanks to me, yes. The ones that were not donated willingly were... taken.’

      ‘But if you helped Kirby set up the Foundation then why didn’t he trust you not to use your powers on him?’

      ‘Oh he did, for a short while. But I betrayed that trust. I leeched one of his powers. I intended only that it went onto their website, but Kirby took exception and grew angry. He couldn’t kill an old friend could he? But placing him in this rather elaborate nursing home did the same trick as killing me. Here... away from my son. Away from the Foundation.’

      ‘Look, I’m sure this history is fascinating on any other day. But my parents are dying. Are you going to help?’

      ‘Jake Hunter, you are walking into a world of betrayal and conniving.’

      ‘You can see the future?’

      ‘No, only the present. I know that doesn’t sound terribly impressive, but it is the gift of second sight. The same one I took from Kirby.’

      ‘I thought you said the powers wore off you?’

      The old man smiled mischievously. ‘Well this one stuck. With my second sight I can see the trouble that is brewing around you. You are in great danger. Many see you as the ultimate weapon.’

      ‘I know this.’

      ‘Then you should know that forces are at work to entrap you. You don’t have much time before friends become enemies.’

      ‘I don’t have any friends.’

      ‘Oh, you do. And now you have another. Me. I willingly offer my power to you.’

      Leech held out his wrist. Jake was so surprised by the sudden philanthropic display that he momentarily forgot about the sonic-extractor in his jacket. He positioned it over the man’s wrist and activated the device. The glass vial filled with a sparkling yellow substance. Jake stared at it.

      ‘This is it?’

      ‘Yes.’ Jake positioned the sonic-extractor over his own wrist. If he hit the button the device would inject the power into him.

      ‘Be warned, once you use it on yourself then you have several minutes in which to use it before the effects start to wear off. Save it for the right time.’ Jake nodded and put the gadget back into his jacket.

      The old man leaned forward, extending a finger to nudge the glass pendant around Jake’s neck. It was the one he had snagged from Armageddon and hadn’t had time to put it with the others.

      ‘Where did you get this?’

      ‘I... I got it from a Council Member.’

      ‘One you have killed. They wouldn’t give such a treasure up freely. My son wears one.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘One of six keys to obtain a Core Power. You know what they are?’

      ‘Yes. You were supposed to try and obtain one.’

      ‘Try? I did it. It was a wondrous power... and a deadly one.’

      ‘So what happened to it?’

      ‘We realized that it was too powerful to try and replicate, and too dangerous to store. No one side should possess such a power.’

      Jake’s eyes gleamed. ‘What was the power?’

      The old man studied him carefully. ‘The power was so potent it was split into six components, and those were placed in the pendants, one of which you have.’

      Jake held the pendant up to the soft light. It was perfectly transparent.

      ‘The six pendants were distributed between the leaders of the Council and the Foundation with the notion that neither side would ever have them all. Necros has one, Kirby the other. I know some of the Council have killed key members of the Foundation and obtained their pendants.’

      ‘And if somebody got all six... they would have one of the Core Powers?’

      ‘Yes, and in the wrong hands the world could end and the fabric of the universe be torn asunder, such is their strength.’

      Jake’s mouth went dry. He thought it best not to mention that he already had half the pendants.

      ‘Keep it safe. Now you owe me a favour.’

      Jake hesitated. He was ready to jump back to his castle so he could locate Pete and extract the antidote, but the old man had been kind enough to him so he paused to listen.

      ‘My body may have been trapped here, but my mind has not. In all those years I have harboured a grudge against Kirby for what he did to me. In this temple I have the Foundation’s secrets, including Kirby’s most guarded ones. When your task is over I ask only that you return and carry out my wishes.’ He tapped an ornate box sitting to one side. ‘You may open it on your return.’

      Jake felt a wave of sympathy for the ex-Hero. He nodded.

      ‘I promise.’

      The old man didn’t reply. He had closed his eyes again, deep in meditation or possibly dead. Jake didn’t want to find out which. He crossed the chamber and closed his own eyes and opened a quantum tunnel to his castle. His eyes were fixed on the old man as he walked through.

      

      Something was wrong. Jake sensed it the moment the portal closed behind him. Jake checked a few rooms on the lower level but found nothing amiss. Then he heard the faintest of sounds from above, it sounded like sobbing. Lorna? He felt a rush of relief that she was still alive after Baghdad. So much had happened that he had relied on Munir to take her back to the safety of the castle.

      Jake silently ascended to the upper levels. The sobbing was coming from the banqueting hall ahead.

      ‘Lorna?’

      He opened the door and walked into the room. Lorna wasn’t there and the room had been trashed. The floor and wall panels had been torn away revealing metal panels that pulsed with energy. They were etched with fine lines like some giant circuit board. The lines spiralled around the room, all centring on one point in the ceiling.

      Jake was completely baffled. Before he could react, sections of the floor rose around him, fluidly transforming in three dimensions. Billions of metal particles flowed like treacle, forming metal braces around his feet and raised him in the air. Metal work from above clanked as it morphed, snatching his hands and pulling him into an x-position. Metal spheres encased around his hands and he yelled with fury – it had been a trap

      Jake fired a radioactive streamer - the spherical manacles glowed brilliantly but absorbed the energy. Across from him, Jake could just see a dozen glass cylinders, the size of a man, appearing from behind a metal shield. Liquid powers started to fill the cylinders. The flow only stopped when he ceased his attack.

      ‘Keep going!’ said a familiar voice from behind him.

      Jake’s shackles twisted him around so he could face: Momentum. The big man laughed heartily. The room had transformed around them. It now resembled the insides of some giant machine. It was completely unrecognizable.

      ‘The angrier you become the happier we’ll be.’

      Jake screamed and felt his vision tingeing red as rage over took him. Momentum now appeared as a series of electrical pulses as his vision highlighted the villain’s nervous system. The last time Jake had been this angry the results were terrible and he had mutated his best friend beyond recognition.

      More raw power filled the cylinders as Jake launched another attack at the manacles. The assault had no effect on the metal. Momentum laughed.

      ‘It’s Tyrillium! You know you can’t destroy that.’

      ‘What do you want?’ screamed Jake.

      ‘You. Isn’t it obvious? You are the super-weapon both sides have longed to possess. And now you’re mine.’

      ‘The Council will pay for this!’

      ‘The Council knows nothing about this. I stand for a third party. Necros asked you to investigate Forge, and you did nothing about it because you were so wrapped up in your own little power play. I helped create Forge. It is the new rising power, and you have fulfilled your destiny and become our super-weapon! This entire castle has been modified as a weapon that harnesses your powers.’

      ‘But Forge was in Venice... stopping our plans!’

      ‘But you didn’t see them attack me, did you? They went after you as a decoy so that you wouldn’t suspect my involvement with them.’

      Jake struggled futilely against his restraints. He was feeling a fool for being misled so much. Then he stopped as something occurred to him.

      ‘How did you find my base?’

      ‘Find it? It was my idea to put you here. Maybe you should meet my co-conspirator? Enter!’

      The door opened and Mr Grimm entered. Jake was speechless. Of all the people he never would have suspected to betray him - the one who had helped him the most.

      ‘Grimm? Why?’

      ‘There is only so much you can achieve in maintaining a balance between good and evil, so Momentum and I created the neutral component and called it Forge. A group made from both heroes and villains, all focused on the desire for neutrality. When Basilisk created you, he created a weapon everybody need. A weapon powered by your rage. Of course, you would not willingly walk into the heart of such a device... unless you thought it was somewhere you were safe. We put you here and constructed the weapon around you.’

      Momentum tapped a button on the console. A holographic display floated in the air. ‘It took us longer than we planned. We had hoped that Chromosome would have built you into such a rage that we could harness your unique powers. But that was not enough. We needed more. You needed to be angrier to unleash those powers.

      Grimm continued. ‘So that’s when it occurred to me to use your sister.’

      ‘You? It’s your fault she’s fighting me?’

      Energy crackled across Jake’s body. He was beyond anger and now had no control over it. Away from the machine the energy blast would have destroyed the room, but instead it was channelled into the construct and the power was stored in the cylinders.

      Momentum’s eyes were wide as his computer analysed the deposit. ‘That was a good one! A previously undiscovered power! Good, good!’

      ‘You see that is exactly why Beth was such a useful asset. Being a double agent I could easily convince Kirby into using the girl as a pawn. There was no way we could make her as powerful as you, but I wagered even somebody as morally bankrupt as yourself would not willingly harm his own sister. Which made her the perfect tool.’

      Jake writhed and spat - energy roared from his body, only to be caught and turned into its component forms and stored in the rapidly filling cylinders.

      Momentum laughed, he was enjoying taunting Jake. For too long he had been forced to act pleasantly to the little upstart. ‘And making you poison your parents was a delicious idea, guaranteed to drive you crazy.’

      Jake barely heard the words. His body shuddered violently as multiple powers unleashed - all absorbed by the machine. From the outside, the entire castle seemed to glow. Electronic panels were embedded into almost every wall, designed to soak in and breakdown the fierce onslaught Jake was producing.

      Momentum continued, ‘Of course, Pete messed things up. Your parents should have died instantly. I suppose the boy doesn’t quite possess that killer instinct yet. But rest assured, they are slowly dying, and there is nothing you can do about it.’

      Grimm paces around Jake. ‘By taking out Armageddon, you have helped our cause. It has all been a carefully crafted plan from the very beginning. I knew you would never suspect me, you are so trusting. This current problem with Lord Eon delayed us again. Momentum had to assist the Council in stopping that problem, which put us back by several days. But here you are. Here we are, ready to drop our allegiances to the Foundation and the Council - ready to launch the most powerful of all forces. All thanks to you.’

      ‘You better pray I don’t escape from here - or you’ll both be dead!’

      ‘Idle threats boy. Idle threats. Now to see the extent of our weapon we have pre-programmed two targets to eliminate.’

      The holographic screen split into two, displaying a satellite image of a complex building on one side and a small island on the other that was bristling with communication towers.

      Mr Grimm pointed to the images. ‘On the right we have the Council’s main communication relay stations. By taking that out we will hinder the Council’s website. Only for a couple of hours, but enough to make our point. On the left is a Foundation hospital.’ He stared levelly at Jake. ‘The very one your parents and sister are in.’

      ‘No!’

      ‘Commence firing procedure!’ commanded Mr Grimm.

      Momentum ran a diagnostic through the computer. ‘Target locked and the system is fully charged.’

      ‘Fire.’

      The entire room glowed with a kaleidoscope of colour. Almost every room in the castle illuminated as the panels within them surged with energy. The liquid powers in two of the cylinders were shot into the system under high pressure.

      The parabolic dish on the castle roof shot a brilliant beam of light into the sky that lasted for three seconds before fading.

      Everybody watched the holographic screen in anticipation. Moments later the stream of energy appeared above the Council island and blasted the complex in a supernova of energy that obscured the destruction. When the light faded away, all that remained of the island was a series of rocks that the sea rushed in to claim.

      ‘Total annihilation!’ declared Momentum.

      ‘Excellent! Target the hospital.’

      Momentum recalibrated the machine. Jake shouted, angrier than he had ever been - which only served to replace the liquid powers.

      ‘No! Don’t do this! Stop!’

      ‘Target locked,’ said Momentum with a grin.

      Mr Grimm didn’t hesitate. ‘Fire.’

      Once again the room glowed - then the entire castle shook. A massive explosion resonated across the building.

      Anybody watching outside would have seen the west wing of the castle explode in a shower of rubble, wild energy streamers forking out at the landscape beyond.

      Grimm and Momentum looked around in shock as the systems wound down.

      ‘What happened?’ demanded Grimm.

      Momentum consulted the computer. ‘A power surge. It looks like the dampers in the west wing have exploded.’

      ‘That’s impossible... unless... they’ve been sabotaged.’

      Munir dropped down from the rafters, poised to strike.

      ‘Well deduced. I’ve been sabotaging this weapon from the moment I found out about it.’

      Hope flickered through Jake. ‘Munir!! Get me out of this thing!’

      ‘Shut up!’ snarled Munir. ‘You’re no better than these two scum bags!’

      Jake was confused and struggled at his bonds. What was going on?

      ‘What are you doing Munir? I gave you back your powers. I trusted you.’

      ‘Then you’re the fool, Hunter!’ Jake sagged - it was now clear Munir had told Kirby they were in Baghdad, and that’s how Beth had found him.

      Munir continued. ‘After you approached me in Istanbul wanting to know how to locate the Hooded Harrier, I did feel sorry for you. But then I realized that I had the perfect bargaining chip to go to Eric Kirby and get my powers back via the Foundation. I contacted him through the hero website when I was back in Turkey. He refused, not knowing what the risks would be hooking a Prime to the site. He was also aware of a double agent within the Foundation ranks. Him.’ He pointed a finger at Grimm. ‘So my job was to befriend you and work out a way to bring you to the Foundation. When I discovered Grimm’s double-dealings ran deep in the Foundation I was forced to stay by your side longer than planned. Then I discovered what had happened to Chameleon. You had imprisoned him here.

      Munir stared banefully at Jake. ‘However, Lorna freed him before I could. I wished I could have told her everything, but I had to be deep undercover and couldn’t risk it. I returned here and searched the castle further. That’s when I discovered that Grimm had formed Forge and was using this place as a giant weapon. I have been sabotaging the weapon every time I was here. You should thank me for that.’

      Jake said nothing. His red vision returned to normal as he fought to control his temper. If Grimm and Momentum wanted him to use it, then he wouldn’t give them the pleasure.

      ‘Enough of this nonsense!’ shouted Grimm. ‘Take the hero!’

      Momentum pawed his foot on the ground like a bull and charged forward with a surprising turn of speed.

      Munir formed an ice wall and slid aside. Momentum crashed through the ice and abruptly stopped - spinning to face Munir again.

      ‘Come ‘ere!’ Momentum snarled and smashed his fist into his palm. A boom echoed around the room and a crack appeared in the floor - racing towards Munir. As the floorboards ripped away, parts of the metal floor fell into the room below.

      ‘Stop!’ yelled Grimm. ‘You’re destroying the weapon!’

      Momentum growled and thundered towards Munir as the hero leapt aside. Momentum changed his angle of attack to follow him.

      Munir had been hoping for that. He shot black ice on the floor.

      Momentum hit the ice and flailed wildly out of control. He had increased his speed and mass and now there was no way he could stop. Munir’s moment of triumph was cut short as the bulky villain cannoned into him.

      The thick castle wall smashed away. The Tyrillium metal held, but the ancient brickwork behind it didn’t. Metal panels detached as both Momentum and Munir plummeted down the vertical cliff that surrounded three sides of the castle. Wind and rain drove into the gaping hole, blanketing the men’s yells.

      Grimm ran over to the hole in the wall and peered out. He guessed Munir must still be alive because the rain immediately turned into hailstones. Golf ball sized balls of ice clipped Grimm on the head and pounded the valley below.

      Jake used the distraction to work his arm in the clamp. The metal may be almost indestructible, but the damaged floor and walls had created gaps into the panels and given the entire construction free-play. When Jake moved his arms and legs, his bindings shifted. If he could just lever his limbs out...

      ‘Nice try, Hunter.’ Grimm had turned his attention back to Jake. ‘Those fool may fight, but I still have you captive. Victory will not be taken from me!’

      A fireball suddenly struck Mr Grimm in the chest. The villain skidded across the room, crumpling in a corner. Jake blinked in surprise - his mouth hung open in astonishment.

      Lorna had phased through the roof and stood on the rafters, flames still tickling the palms of her hands. Her expression was fierce and for a second Jake thought he would be her next target. To his surprise she flew over to his arm braces and lightly touched them. The metal turned into fine grains and trickled to the floor, releasing him. She did the same for his feet, the almost indestructible metal turning into fine sand. The rest of the panels around the room dissolved in rapid succession. The cylinders shattered, oozing raw power over the floor. In seconds, Grimm’s über-machine was nothing more than a pile of silver dust.

      ‘How...?’ said Jake, utterly impressed.

      ‘You should try reading sometimes. Tyrillium is a nanobot material, made from billions of microscopic machines. I downloaded the power to deactivate them.

      ‘Lorn... you’re my hero,’ laughed Jake.

      Lorna stared angrily at him. ‘You’re using the villain site.’

      ‘Yes. Not by choice. You saw me take out those Council heads.’

      Lorna stared at him for a long moment. Jake couldn’t read her expression. Her fists were balled, an unmistakable sign she was ready to attack. He braced himself.

      Instead Lorna whirled around and blast Grimm again as he tried to stand. She advanced on him.

      ‘We trusted you! You traitor!’

      Grimm gasped between breaths. ‘Lorna... understand. It was for the greater good. Have mercy! I did all of this to maintain pure neutrality. I—’

      ‘You betrayed everybody who looked to you for help. You don’t deserve my mercy.’

      ‘He’s mine!’ yelled Jake and flew over to the cowering Grimm.

      ‘I told you to trust nobody, Hunter. You should have listened. But perhaps we now understand one another we can work together?’

      Jake dragged Grimm over to the oozing raw superpowers that the villains had extracted from his system.

      ‘This is what you wanted, Grimm. This is what burns through my veins and makes my life miserable. Well, you can have it.’

      He shoved Grimm’s face into the colourful sticky liquid. Grimm screamed as the powers burned his face like acid. He thrashed out, but Jake’s grip was too strong. Grimm’s face transformed into a hideous skull - his natural state when using his own powers. Still the gloop hissed at his face, stripping dissolving skin bone.

      Lorna looked away - it was a gruesome way to go.

      Jake was unrelenting; merciless. His eyes flared red like a demon as he forced Grimm’s head back into the powers. Mr Grimm gurgled and thrashed, but he was no match for Jake’s grip.

      Finally, the screams subsided and all that remained of Mr Grimm was a shapeless designer suit that soon dissolved in the puddle of superpowers. Not a scrap of organic material remained.

      Jake breathed hard, forcing himself to cool down before he faced Lorna. She looked pale and frightened as she looked from the remains of Grimm to Jake.

      ‘He would have tried to kill us both,’ stated Jake flatly.

      Lorna nodded.

      Jake glanced through the hole in the castle wall. The hailstorm was increasing intensity.

      ‘I think Munir and Momentum are still slugging it out. I have no intention of hanging around to save either of them. I have to hunt down your friend, Pete. He tried to poison my parents and he has the cure inside him. The question is: what are you going to do? You’re the hero.’

      Lorna stared at Jake for a long moment. Her emotions were in turmoil. She had gotten close to Jake and really like him - but to find out what he really was...

      ‘You’re a villain, Jake. Whichever way you cut it.’ She shook her head. The world was changing around her at a rapid place. Pete was supposed to be a hero too, but he had turned into something unrecognisable. Maybe there was hope for Jake too?

      She had to decide quickly.

      Then the entire wall was suddenly blown apart in a massive energy blast. Bricks bounced off both Jake and Lorna.

      When Jake looked up his heart sank - Beth was hovering in the gap, ribbons of energy snaking from her fingers, ready to strike.

      ‘Hunter! It’s the end of the line for you!’
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      Jake grabbed Lorna by the wrist and ran for the door. They leapt through as Beth demolished the partitioning wall behind them. It was like a bomb had gone off in the banqueting hall. The wall she destroyed was a load-bearing wall - and half the roof above came down on top of her - including a ton of Tyrillium nano-particles.

      A huge dust cloud rolled over Jake and Lorna. Jake coughed, pushing bricks off him. Beth was buried beneath them, but he knew it was only a matter of time before she broke through.

      Jake examined his options. He needed to get away, but was feeling weak after being hooked up to Grimm’s weapon. He charged towards the winding stairs leading to his Command Centre.

      ‘Lorn, come on!’

      They made it to the top of the tower. All they could hear was the drumming of hailstones on the windows. Jake opened the villain app on his phone. A message flashed: WEBSITE OFFLINE.

      ‘What?’ Then he remembered Momentum had taken out the Council’s main relay station. He would have to make do with what he had inside him.

      ‘We’re leaving!’ he shouted at Lorna. ‘Grab hold of me and don’t let go.’

      Lorna reached out her hand - but they didn’t make contact. Beth chose that moment to fly past the tower and fire at the base of the tower. A fierce stream of energy chewed the brickwork at the base of the tower.

      ‘Oh, hell!’ shouted Jake as the entire tower shuddered.

      The masonry at the base was demolished under Beth’s attack. Like a felled tree, the tower slowly toppled towards the main part of the castle. The roof was already missing on the northern side - but the tower came down dead centre.

      Inside, the computer equipment pelted Jake and Lorna. Everything jumped in the air and seemed to hang there as the tower fell. Despite all their powers there was little either of them could do except ride it out.

      The tower broke through the central roof - crumbling down onto the main staircase below. Interior walls folded inwards like a deck of cards as the plush staircase was torn from the walls. The remains of the tower drove through the upper floor, breaking into rubble as it reached the lower floor.

      Beth flew over the destruction. A huge pall of dust rose from the rubble. Electrics sparked below, some causing fires that were fuelled by the driving wind. A gas main ignited and a brilliant blue fireball punched up - almost knocking Beth from the sky. She could feel the intense heat as she banked aside.

      In the debris below, Jake groaned with the effort of maintaining an energy shield around him and Lorna. Tons of rubble hung over their heads and could easily crush them to death with or without healing powers.

      ‘I can’t keep this up much longer,’ Jake grunted. His body was feeling depleted since Grimm had sucked some of the powers from him and without recharging from the site then it was only a matter of time before he collapsed from fatigue.

      He dropped to his knees - the shield around him sagged with his movements. Huge wooden beams and rubble pressed closer. It was becoming very hot in the confined bubble and sweat rolled down his forehead, stinging his eyes.

      ‘Find a way out of this.’

      ‘We could teleport?’ said Lorna, looking for any possible escape route. ‘I didn’t download the power. But if you can...’

      Jake shook his head. ‘My teleportation power has gone and if I open a quantum tunnel them this thing will collapse on us both before we can get through. Try that.’ He pointed to a half-metre vent in the wall, covered by a metal grid. Lorna blasted the grid with the laser vision she had downloaded. She poked her head into the gap beyond.

      ‘It’s a chute going down.’

      ‘I think it’s a ventilation shaft for the hangar.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘Lorna! We don’t have time. Go through it!’

      The debris groaned above their head. Jake’s arms were beginning to shake. Lorna pushed herself in headfirst. She got as far as her waist before gravity took over and she fell - screaming all the way.

      Jake scrabbled on his knees towards the vent. He got both legs through - then dropped down.

      The rubble dropped on the empty space they had just vacated. Jake plummeted - trying to control his fall with his flying power.

      He was moving fast when he hit the curved bottom and rolled out into the hangar, careening into Lorna.

      The hangar was built into the base of the cliff, but they could still hear the dull rumble of the demolished castle above.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Jake asked Lorna, helping her stand. She nodded, wiping the dust from her dirty clothes. ‘Thanks for saving me back there.’

      Lorna nodded, eventually finding her words. ‘I should really bring you into the Foundation, Jake. As a prisoner.’

      ‘They did that twice already. They stuck needles in me to discover why I’m different.’

      ‘Why are you different?’

      ‘It’s a long story involving Basilisk.’

      ‘Basilisk?’ Lorna had encountered that villain before.

      ‘I’ll tell you another time. But all that the Foundation is after is exactly the same thing Grimm and Momentum wanted. They want to use me as a super-weapon. That’s all they want. And they’ll keep on coming after me.’

      Lorna nodded, deep in thought.

      ‘And that girl. That’s your sister? I heard Mr Grimm gloating how they had trained her to fight you.

      ‘She has no memory of who I am. Neither do my parents. I have to find your friend Pete to extract a cure from him to save their lives and restore their memories. Whatever you choose to do to me, it will have to wait until I achieve that.’

      Lorna nodded again. ‘In that case I should come with you. Help you.’

      The hangar door suddenly buckled.

      ‘I know you’re in there, Hunter!’

      Jake was startled. ‘How did she find us?’

      Beth pounded the doors again. She wouldn’t dare teleporting inside since she didn’t know the layout of the hangar and didn’t want to materialize sandwiched halfway through something.

      Jake arced his finger though the air and opened up a quantum tunnel.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      They leapt through, the tunnel closing behind them.

      Lorna looked around. They were standing on a tiny tropical island that was dominated by a single mansion house. The island was so small they could see the ocean through the open doors on the opposite side of the house.

      ‘Where are we?’

      ‘This is Pete’s hideout. I’ve been here before. It’s the only place I can think he’ll be.’

      Lorna sagged, burning with jealousy. ‘This is Pete’s? How? I’ve been moaning for ages that the Foundation doesn’t reward us. Pete turns bad and gets a tropical holiday home and you get your own castle. Life’s so unfair!’

      Jake wasn’t listening. He was running from room-to-room, his desperation mounting.

      ‘He’s not here and with everything in my base destroyed, I don’t know how we can find him.’

      A quantum tunnel suddenly ripped open right next to Lorna. Jake expected to see Pete step out - instead a flurry of hailstones bounced into the tropical mansion and Beth stepped out.

      Lorna seized the moment of hesitation. She didn’t dare harm Jake’s sister with her energy blast. Instead she grabbed the massive plasma TV next to her. Assisted by her enhanced strength, Lorna swung the television over Beth’s head. The TV folded over her skull. The impact was enough to drop her to the floor - more out of surprise than pain.

      Jake had already opened another quantum tunnel and pulled Lorna though.

      They appeared on the small island of St Helena. It was where Jake had first met Chromosome. It was remote and a place Beth had no knowledge of. They would be safe enough to collect their thoughts.

      But no sooner had Jake sealed the portal than another one opened. Jake could see Pete’s luxury villa beyond - and Beth with her arm extended.

      A crackling stream of lighting shot from her fingers - tunnelling from the luxury Caribbean island thousands of miles away, to strike Jake in the chest. He was flung down the hillside.

      Beth jumped through the portal and was blindsided by Lorna as energy bolts fired from her eyes. Beth spun sideways into a tree, using her only hand to stop her from falling any further. Lorna flew down the hill and grabbed Jake.

      ‘We have to get out of here!’

      Jake opened another portal and they leapt through - this time appearing in Sydney Harbour. Lorna looked around in surprise, noticing the reconstruction efforts taking place on the famous Opera House.

      ‘I’ve always wanted to come here!’ she said with a laugh.

      Still Beth followed. Jake opened another portal and ran though. Each portal was dwindling his energy and he knew he didn’t have a lot left. He racked his memory to envision all the places he had been before - anywhere that might offer a quick getaway. They appeared outside Lorna’s house, on a volcanic island, a housing estate in Scotland - scaring a couple of kids who were kicking a football around. Still, Beth unerringly followed. They finally appeared in the grounds of a university in Istanbul.

      ‘How is she doing this?’ demanded Jake.

      ‘She must be tracking us somehow.’ Lorna suddenly stared at her wrist. ‘My CUCI! She works for the Foundation, she must be tracking my CUCI!’

      Then an idea struck Jake. ‘That’s how I can find Pete!’ He remembered that Grimm had removed Pete’s CUCI and replaced it with a tracking beacon before he woke from the coma. He’d completely forgotten. That’s how he found Pete just after he had escaped from the hospital. His hand patted his jacket and he pulled out the slim locator Grimm had given him.

      ‘I know how to find Pete! Come on!’

      ‘I can’t. I’m putting you in danger. You’ll have to go without me.’

      Jake hesitated. Right now he needed support, he was feeling too weak to face Pete alone. The air tore open behind them and Beth forced her way through. The strain of the constant tunnelling was showing on her face.

      Lorna pushed Jake away. ‘Go! I’ll hold her off.’

      Jake wanted to say something, thank Lorna for helping him against all odds, but he couldn’t find the words. He glanced at the location on the tracker beacon and tunnelled away. The last thing he saw was his sister launch a volley of superpowers at Lorna.

      Jake appeared outside a bank. He wasn’t sure where he was in the world and the writing on the side of the bank was not immediately recognisable. A glance at his locator confirmed Pete was inside. This was further proved when alarms sounded from within.

      Pete was robbing the bank!

      ‘You moron!’ muttered Jake under his breath. Pete had phenomenal powers and could do almost anything - instead he chose such a small and unimpressive target.

      The doors to the bank burst open and three figures ran out carrying bags of cash. There were two men and a redheaded teenage girl, all wearing the same insignia on their chest. Jake recognised the logo as the one worn by his Forge attackers in Venice. This was more superpowered trouble he didn’t need right now.

      Pete clomped out of the bank, several feet taller than normal. His skin a sickening cyan colour and cracked all over. He was laughing as the thieves ran across the road to their getaway van - the same vehicle Jake was hiding behind.

      Jake took the sonic-extractor from his pocket and pressed it against his arm. Leech’s power transferred into his system. Jake felt the slight tingle and the boost of energy he received from taking the power. He took a deep breath and stepped out.

      ‘Pete!’

      Pete stopped in his tracks, evidentially surprised to see Jake.

      ‘Hunter? What are you doing here?’

      Jake snarled and held out his hand, flashing the Draizor. It seemed like months had passed since he had bought it from Momentum - but in reality it had only been days. This was exactly the situation he needed it for.

      He activated the Draizor. A pierce data whine played loudly. Pete shrieked in pain, clutching his ears as he dropped to his knees.

      One of the Forge men transformed his hands into large, calloused, mallets that could shatter a skull with a single blow. Jake blew the man on his back with a single black fireball. He was surprised to find, the EMP was still affecting his powers. He was curious how long those effects would last.

      The second man hesitated - but the girl snorted flames from her mouth. Smoke curled from her nostrils and her hair burst into flame, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      ‘Not today, little girl!’ growled Jake. He pointed at her - and the girl instantly froze on the spot, paralysed. The third Forge agent wisely decided to teleport away.

      Pete convulsed in pain, his bulky body shrank back to normal size. Jake stopped the Draizor.

      ‘You’re going to give me that power now, mate.’

      Pete’s voice was feeble. ‘Get lost...’

      Jake thumbed the Draizor again. The sharp sounds sent agony through Pete’s head. Blood started to trickle from his ears. Jake silenced the machine.

      ‘This time I don’t have to be nice and ask. You almost killed my parents, Pete.’

      Pete looked frightened. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

      ‘I know Momentum made you do it. But after the kindness I showed you...’

      ‘Kindness? You were only kind because you wanted something from me.’

      ‘That doesn’t matter no more. I’m going to drag it out of you. I hope this really hurts.’

      Jake summoned Leech’s power. It was the mental equivalent of sorting through old draws and cupboards. Jake simply knew what powers Pete possessed and how to draw them out. He immediately targeted the poison Pete had created. By the time Jake had extracted it he could see how to reverse the process to make the cure. Next, he took the remnants of Psyche’s memory restoration power. This was the golden grail Jake had been pursing - the one power that would restore his parents’ memories.

      Leech had told him that he was limited to the number of powers he could leech at any one time and that they only lasted for a limited amount of time.

      During his long brooding over how he would get revenge on Pete for trying to assassinate his family, he had triggered and created a suite of superpowers that bubbled through his system. They were all malicious, all deadly. He recalled Adil’s words over the chess game - strategy and patience led to victory.

      Jake inserted one of his creations into Pete and broke the connection. He studied Pete’s face. He was none the wiser. Jake smiled to himself - but it was a mirthless smile. Jake could trigger the smart-virus he had inserted into Pete at any time. Once everything was over, he would let Pete know and watch with great satisfaction as the boy begged for his life.

      Jake kicked the cowering boy over.

      ‘You better hope our paths don’t cross again, mate.’

      Jake didn’t have time to punish Pete the way he wanted - he would leave that pleasure for another time.

      His parents needed the poison antidote as quickly as possible.

      

      Jake’s energy had been bolstered a little by taking Pete’s powers, but he still wasn’t operating at peak performance and he still had to get through the hospital’s security to reach his parents.

      During the brief time he had accessed Chameleon’s laptop, he had taken the liberty of looking at the hospital layout and locating the private ward his parents were in. He’d even had a fleeting glance at a live feed from a security camera in the quad outside, so he could now appear close to the ward entrance.

      The online database also detailed the exact position of security. Fifty Enforcers patrolled the grounds. The lobby and corridors were swarming with Enforcers and a pair of teenage Downloaders guarded the door to the room. Kirby had anticipated Jake’s arrival and he guessed, after the destruction of the Foundation’s ice prison, that they were prepared to use absolute force to capture him.

      This was the final assault. It was now or never. He was weak but summoned every ounce of power he had.

      Jake’s portal opened in the quad. It was night, which suited Jake perfectly. Five Enforcers guarded the entrance. They all did a double take when Jake appeared.

      ‘We have a breach!’ exclaimed one guard over his helmet’s internal headset.

      The lights in the hospital went out before he got the first word out. In the darkness Jake grinned. He had also taken the liberty to place a virus in the computer system. He wasn’t skilled at creating such things using his powers, but it was something primitive enough to cut the power to the complex when he willed it.

      The Enforcers saw Dark Hunter consumed by darkness. Then two baneful red eyes appeared. They swung their guns in his direction.

      Green radioactive whips lashed out. One Enforcer was struck down. Another two had the barrels of their automatic rifles sliced in half before they could fire a shot. The other two Enforcers opened fire.

      They saw the red eyes bob towards them - seconds later, lit by the waxing moonlight, Jake appeared at their side. Jake’s hands glowed green and his heat-touch melted both the rifles in the Enforcer’s hands. Then both men were hurled across the quad.

      A pair of powerful searchlights mounted on the corners of the quad clunked to life, powered by the backup generator. More Enforcers were positioned on the roof.

      Jake grabbed the nearest man to him and super-hurled him through the air. The poor guard smashed into the searchlight, blotting it out. Jake had anticipated the backup. He psychically connected to the virus he had placed into the computer system and disabled the backup generator - killing the second light.

      Gunfire opened up along the lip of the quad. The three conscious Enforcers screamed at their companions to cease-fire. Jake had already pushed his way through the entrance, dragging the sliding doors open and forcing them closed so hard that the glass cracked. That didn’t bother Jake. His temper was boiling, kept just on the verge of freaking out; it allowed him access to the cauldron of powers within his system. He tapped the glass and it turned instantly to stone, creating a barrier against the Enforcer’s outside.

      He silently thanked Basilisk, whose power had only worked on organic matter. Jake’s body had tweaked it enough to work on anything, all without his conscious intervention.

      He ran down the dark corridor, his red vision showed him the path ahead. He remembered every twist and turn from memory. It was eerily silent, but he knew the lack of alarms was due to the power cut. Eric Kirby and his men would be panicking.

      Fifteen Enforcers ran from a side corridor and spotted him instantly through their night-vision goggles. The gunfire came straight away.

      High-calibre bullets impacted into an opaque shield that Jake had formed with one hand. The mass of the bullets forced him to take several steps back. The shield blocked him from firing back at the guards. It was stalemate.

      The effort required to keep the shield up was taking its toll. His legs were shaking. He needed to think strategically about the situation. Wearing himself out now would only prevent him from getting through the next obstacle.

      On impulse, he formed a new power. He had no idea how his body re-engineered the necessary superpowers based on his will, but it did. He felt his eyes opening so wide it was painful. Then a blinding strobe light flickered from them.

      For the fifteen men wearing night-vision goggles it was like staring into the sun. They all shrieked and covered their eyes. Three continued to fire but only succeeded in injuring their own men.

      Jake dispelled his shield and marched down the corridor. That was the strategy element - now it was time for brute force.

      He punched, kicked and elbowed his way through the blinded Enforcers. Not once did he relent with his super-strength.

      Bodies were hurled through plasterboard walls, smashed into the floor titles and one was thrown so hard through the ceiling that he was wedged there, hanging from his shoulders, his feet kicking out.

      Jake made it to the stairwell. Another figure ran down the steps towards him. It was a doctor. Jake was too wound up to notice. He blasted the doctor backwards with a radioactive streamer - only realizing his mistake afterwards.

      The man groaned, his white jacket charred and smouldering. At least he was still alive. Jake ignored a flicker of guilt. He had to get up to the second floor but could hear the clattering of boots from more Enforcers running down to greet him.

      Jake looked around for another means of escape. He eyed the ceiling and hoped his next plan would work. He flew upward - phasing through the ceiling.

      He shot from the floor - right through a squad of Enforcers who were joining more filing down the staircase. The golden rule of phasing through objects was to know what was on the other side of the obstruction so you didn’t solidify in the middle of a table or worse still, another person.

      Jake couldn’t avoid passing through the middle of an Enforcer. He strained, keeping focused on not solidifying - that would fuse them together, killing them both. The man screamed from the unpleasant experience. Jake had it worse - his eyes were open and he could see every detail of the man’s internal organs and bone structure as he moved through him. It was the most unpleasant thing he had ever done.

      Then he was out and phasing into the corridor above. Jake became solid again, landing on the floor. He heard yelling from the stairwell next to him. The Enforcers were now below Jake , but had realized what he’d done.

      Jake summoned an enormous black fireball in his hands. He hurled it at the staircase. Concrete and metal buckled in the inferno - and the entire staircase collapsed down on the Enforcers.

      Jake ran down the dark corridor - his goal lay around the corner. He rounded it and studied the new threat.

      The boy and girl guarding the door looked about eighteen, they were Downloaders. They stood to rigid attention, no doubt taking Kirby’s orders dead seriously. They stared at Jake with round eyes.

      ‘Dark Hunter!’ exclaimed the girl.

      Jake got little satisfaction for his infamy; he was trying to work out what powers these two clowns had downloaded.

      The boy charged towards him - jumping through the air. Mid-leap his entire body shape-shifted into a huge jaguar. Jake was too surprised to react. The jaguar landed on Jake’s chest and he felt the talons dig deep, drawing blood. Jake moaned in pain. He felt another slash at his stomach, this one deep and painful.

      Jake booted the big cat off. The animal bumped into the ceiling so hard the shock transformed it back into the boy - who fell down hard. The boy tried to scramble to his feet - but Jake flexed his hand and encased the boy in the same amber crystal he had used to trap Chameleon.

      ‘Stan!’ yelled the girl in a distraught voice.

      Jake got to his feet and wobbled. He was sickened to see that the slash marks had ripped his stomach open - and his intestines spilled out. He dropped to his knees, scrambling to shove them back into his body.

      He wailed from the pain and knowledge that he was handling his own internal organs. He willed his healing factor to kick in, but the wound was deep and he was frightfully weak.

      The girl crouched for an attack - and Jake was surprised to see a scorpion-like tail arc over her head and smash into the floor next to him.

      Jake glanced down at his wound - it was now healing unusually fast. The folds of flesh sealed together so quickly he had to yank his fingers away to prevent the wound healing around them. He looked back up to see—

      The snake-like tail slugged him across the side of the face. Jake hit the wall, dazed. The tail wrapped around his waist and hoisted him into the air. He felt the breath sucked out of him as the tail constricted, breaking his ribs.

      ‘This is for Stan!’ yelled the girl.

      Flames appeared in her hands. The intention was clear - she was going to fry Jake.

      Jake had had enough. He wouldn’t live through another attack. He relaxed his body - which turned into fine sand-like particles that slipped through her constricting tail and reformed as Jake when they hit the floor.

      The girl had already extended her hands - jets of fire blazed from her palms like a dragon’s breath. She hadn’t noticed Jake has slipped her grasp.

      With no strength to fight, Jake repeated the crystal trick - encasing the girl before she knew what had hit her. He stopped himself from smashing her apart - reaching his parents was more important.

      Jake slammed the ward door open and immediately spotted his mum and dad lying on beds. They were pale and unconscious. A battery of machines monitored their health - but the waves looked feeble.

      He ran towards them... then faltered. He hadn’t noticed the three figures standing at the far end of the room.

      ‘Congratulations,’ said Eric Kirby stepping forward. ‘I see you’ve finally perfected manufacturing powers at will. I bet you can do almost anything.’

      Jake was speechless. His parents were metres away but he didn’t possess the strength to reach them. He had failed.

      Munir and Beth flanked Kirby.

      ‘I think you deserve some kind of award,’ said Munir. ‘You’ve crippled the Council of Evil, helped expose Grimm for the wretch he was and then returned willing back to us.’

      ‘I still want my revenge,’ snapped Beth and stepped forward.

      Kirby held up his hand to stop her.

      ‘All in good time.’ His eyes never left Jake. ‘I’m aware your powers can no longer be neutralized, but I think even you wouldn’t dare open fire around them.’ He jerked a bony finger towards Jake’s parents. ‘And I wouldn’t even think of trying to escape.’

      There was the sound of movement behind Jake. He gasped in shock. Chameleon was standing in the doorway. He didn’t disguise the fact he wanted to kill Jake. Worse still, Lorna was at his side.

      Jake felt sick. This was truly the end. Surrounded by five superheroes, too weak to fight them and within reach of saving his parents.

      It had all been for nothing.

      He felt tears roll down his cheek.

      ‘Jake?’ Lorna approached him.

      ‘Leave me alone,’ he snarled. She had shown her true colours and there was no way he could reconcile the differences between them.

      ‘Careful, Lorna,’ warned Kirby.

      ‘He won’t harm me,’ said Lorna confidently.

      She reached out and took Jake’s unresisting hand in hers. Then she did something entirely unexpected.

      Lorna forced Jake’s hand around her throat and spun around so that he was now holding her tight against him as a shield. She screamed loudly and the four other heroes tensed for combat - but they couldn’t while one of their own was in the way.

      ‘Help! He’s got me!’ wailed Lorna.

      Jake was puzzled. What the hell was she doing? Before he could speak he felt Lorna shudder.

      ‘He’s leeching my powers!’

      Jake suddenly understood. Lorna was trying to help him, giving him the chance to obtain some powers! Although she hadn’t downloaded them from the villain website, which incorporated Jake’s own DNA and made him an addict, he could still get the buzz from any other power - Munir had proved that.

      His hand pressed hard against Lorna’s neck and he drained her powers. He felt the immediate benefit, his senses no longer felt numb and cloudy and his legs stopped shaking. He assumed the role of ruthless hostage taker.

      ‘If anyone moves I’ll kill her!’

      He edged towards his parents.

      Beth pushed forward. ‘No! Don’t let him touch them!’

      Kirby and Munir held her back. Jake locked eyes with Kirby, mentally daring him to tell her the truth. Kirby knew he wasn’t going to harm his parents, although he probably thought he would kill Lorna.

      ‘Nobody move!’ commanded Kirby. ‘Don’t hurt Lorna. She has done nothing to you.’

      ‘She was a spy!’ Jake had now positioned himself between both beds.

      ‘She had no idea what she was getting herself into. She was shocked, heartbroken even, to discover that you are a villain. I was the one who sent her back to your side, against her will. It was the only way to get close to you.’

      Jake saw the sentiment in Kirby’s eyes and knew Kirby was speaking the truth. That meant Lorna had genuinely stumbled across his secret. It also meant that the old fool cared about Lorna. Jake’s confidence increased, his old bully instincts knew exactly what buttons to press.

      ‘I don’t believe you. You know I wouldn’t think twice about ripping her throat out!’

      Lorna gave a strangled scream for effect. Jake touched his mother’s brow. She felt cold and clammy. Beth tried to move, but Kirby and Munir held her back.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she demanded.

      ‘Trying to help them!’

      Jake felt the cure he had taken from Pete sink into his mum. It was quickly followed by the remnants of Psych’s power that contained her stolen memories - the one vital component Jake was unable to create. He repeated the process with his dad. Beth was sobbing... then she suddenly stopped.

      The life support machines started registering stronger vitals. Jake couldn’t stop the smile breaking across his face. Then both parents woke up as if from a deep slumber. They glanced around the ward in confusion.

      ‘Where am I?’ said his mum in a surprisingly firm voice. She saw Beth first, wearing her black jumpsuit. ‘Bethany? What on earth are you wearing?’

      Beth yelped with delight.

      ‘Hello, son.’ Jake turned to see his dad had propped himself up on his elbows.

      ‘Dad?’ Jake’s voice was strained. ‘You remember me?’

      ‘What kind of stupid question is that? What happened? Why are we in hospital?’

      ‘What are you doing to that girl, Jake? Asked his mum cautiously. She now had full memories of the mischief Jake got himself into.

      Jake wanted to throw his arms around them both - but knew the moment he released Lorna the four superheroes would tear him apart. Beth stared at Jake in confusion.

      ‘What have you done to my parents? Mum, dad? This isn’t your son. You don’t have one!’

      ‘Of course we do,’ chided mum. ‘He’s your older brother. What’s got into you?’

      Jake was bursting to tell them what had happened, but it was slowly dawning on him that he was still trapped. Now his strength was renewed he could tunnel straight out, but he had no idea how he would explain that to his parents. Beth was another problem; he had to touch her to find a way to restore her memory. He hoped that Kirby would be forced to do it, now their parents’ memories had been fully restored. Jake felt some satisfaction in that Kirby had no way of wiping their minds again, as Psych had been killed and he had extracted the last of the power from Pete.

      ‘Chameleon, stand next to the others,’ said Jake in a firm voice.

      Chameleon slowly joined Kirby. Jake backed to the door, keeping Lorna close.

      ‘What are you doing?’ demanded his dad. ‘Are you in some sort of trouble?’

      ‘I’ll explain later, dad. Right now I have to go.’

      He dearly wanted to stay, wanted to say more, but he couldn’t. He edged into the corridor.

      ‘Let Lorna go,’ said Kirby.

      ‘I go first,’ replied Jake. He edged into the corridor, giving his parents one last look. Then he backed into the corridor, out of their line of sight. He whispered into Lorna’s ear.

      ‘Thank you. Make sure my family’s treated well.’

      She felt his hand disappear from her throat and a faint swish as he quantum tunnelled away. The four heroes raced into the corridor and Lorna had the good sense to collapse onto the floor.

      Kirby shouted with frustration. Jake had escaped.

      

      A week had passed and Jake had regained to strength by topping up his powers from the site. He relaxed back in his own private chamber in the Council of Evil.

      With his castle destroyed he had nowhere to return to, and while the Hero Foundation still stood, he couldn’t return home.

      He was surprised to be treated as a hero, or anti-hero at least, by Necros and the remaining Council members. Word had reached them that Jake had uncovered the assassins to be Grimm and Momentum - the founders of Forge. Forge itself had been scattered, although from the few reports that Jake had received, it appeared that Pete was attempting to lead them as his own private army.

      Jake pondered Pete’s future as that was still in his hands and he wanted to see Pete suffer for what he had done. But he may have a use for Pete in the future, even if his powers had a shelf life. Did that mean Jake’s did too? He tried not to think about it. For now, Pete was safe.

      Jake had spun the facts to make him sound like the Council’s saviour. He told Necros that straight after Grimm and Momentum had taken out the Council’s relay station he had destroyed their super-weapon. He hadn’t told them that he was integral to the weapon as that would lead to too many awkward questions.

      Abyssal was cleared of any charges of trying to overthrow the Council and blame was placed at Momentum’s door. The frozen remains of the supervillain had been found near the wreckage of Jake’s castle. Munir had been merciless in finishing the villain off.

      The island’s Ambassadors conducted an investigation into Grimm’s business and they unearthed numerous suspicious accounts of his double-dealings.

      Jake enjoyed the attention, and welcomed using Momentum and Grimm as scapegoats. However, his thoughts drifted back to his parents. Now they had their memories back he longed to see them again. He hoped that Kirby had had the courtesy of restoring Beth’s memory and using strong raw healing powers to re-grow her hand, now that they had no use for her.

      He hadn’t heard from Lorna either. That was no surprise, but he did keep checking his mobile phone just in case. She was probably worried that all of her communications were being monitored and couldn’t risk associating herself with Jake. He missed her a lot. More than he thought he would. She had risked everything to help him and asked for nothing in return.

      She had also helped the world’s most wanted villain escape. What kind of hero did that make her?

      Jake laughed to himself, she was his hero.

      He was starting to get restless and hankering for some mischief now he had finally mastered the powers Basilisk had given him many months ago.

      He had no ticking clock, no impending sense of dread that he was losing his family, Jake could afford to use his villainous powers for his own ends, as he planned all that time ago when he had clicked on a spam email inviting him to rule the world.

      Jake pondered what dastardly plan he should unfold. He still intended to destroy the Council of Evil and the destruction of the Hero Foundation had suddenly leapt to the top of his priorities. The question was: how?

      He laid out the three pendants, which he’d taken from the fallen Council leaders, on his desk. He recalled Leech’s words that six of them held the secrets of a Core Power. Jake thought back to the last moments in the hospital when Kirby had thought he would kill Lorna. Jake had caught sight of a similar pendant around Kirby’s neck.

      Jake drum rolled his fingers on the table. A plan was forming.

      For once, things were really starting to work for him.
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      White-capped waves pounded the wooden hulled galleon as it ploughed through the stormy sea. Lightning streaked across the sky, striking the mast and setting the sails afire. Even the heavy rain couldn’t douse the flames as they consumed the Jolly Roger that crowned the mainmast.

      The Buccaneer was a tough ship, but she couldn’t take much more punishment. The damage was so heavy that she now resembled a ghost ship patrolling the high seas for unwary sailors.

      Most of the crew cowered below decks, getting drench with saltwater as the sea flooded from above. Only three figures were brave, or stupid, enough to stay on deck.

      The Captain clung to the wheel, a rope around the waist binding him to it as he tried to steer the vessel headlong into the waves. If a wave broadsided the ship it would undoubtedly keel over, drowning all onboard. He violently coughed, blood dripping from his lips. During the voyage he had developed tuberculosis. He knew he was dying; there was no cure.

      His first mate cowered against the balustrade, arms wrapped around the damp wood. A dozen waves had tried to dislodge him; only grim determination kept him anchored. The Navigator had both arms and legs tightly wrapped around the mizzenmast, his eyes closed to battle the stomach pummelling seasickness he felt.

      The men were hardened sailors used to cheating the elements, but none thought they would make it out of this storm alive. They all suspected 1846 marked their final adventure.

      ‘The storm is getting worse!’ screamed the First mate. ‘We’ll die out here if we don’t find shelter!’

      ‘What will you have me do? I can’t see or steer!’ retorted the Captain between hacking coughs. He had started to hate his First mate and the idiot’s brother they had recruited as navigator. The brothers both possessed strange powers, a form of witchcraft that had driven them from their hometown and made them take to a life of crime. The captain tolerated them because their unusual gifts were sometimes useful on raids.

      ‘This is the devil’s work!’ cried the First mate. ‘I swear if I get out alive I’ll change my ways!’

      ‘Use your gifts, man! Get us out of here!’

      ‘There’s nothing I can do!’ snapped the First mate.

      ‘What about your lousy brother? Can’t he conjure up something? It’s his fault he led us into this monsoon!’

      ‘If he could he would! His ability is only—’

      The First mate’s words were swallowed as the boat was suddenly hoisted upwards on the crest of a wave with such ferocity that the G-force dropped both men to their knees.

      The boat rose momentarily out of the water as the wave dispersed beneath it – the vessel fell into the trough carved in the water. Timbers creaked, threatening to break.

      ‘What in the name of all that is unholy…?’ muttered the Captain as he suddenly realized why the wave had spectacularly broken. ‘Look! LAND AHOY!’

      The Navigator ran to the railing and threw up over the edge. He wiped his mouth with his dirty damp sleeve as she stared thankfully at the land. ‘At last we can get off this death trap!’

      The wave had carried them into a sheltered bay. A dark island lay before them, lit for a fraction of a second by a bolt of lightning that revealed dense jungle and craggy rocks.

      ‘We’re saved!’ cried the First mate, shaking his brother’s shoulder. They both whooped and danced an improvise jig propelled by sheer joy.

      The Captain didn’t join in. There was something about the jungle that felt wrong. He wordlessly guided the ship towards the pebbled beach.

      Alerted by the change in the ship’s movement, the crew had come out of hiding and watched with hope in their hearts as they dropped anchor.

      The Captain, First mate and Navigator headed ashore in a rowing boat, with four members of the crew, the only ones who had not weakened during the dismal voyage.

      The Navigator kissed the pebbly beach as the pirates landed. ‘Oh! Beautiful land! It’s so good to be back!’

      The Captain regarded the dark trees with suspicion. One of his men must have picked up the unusual vibe and stood with him, whispering.

      ‘Don’t feel right, Cap. Don’t feel natural.’

      The Captain nodded. Then something caught his eye – a phosphorous purple glow amongst the trees. He glanced at the rest of the crew who were busy celebrating at the water’s edge,

      ‘Come on,’ he nodded towards the trees.

      The two men used their sabres to cut away hanging creepers that blocked their path. The glow came from a boulder on the ground, no bigger than a man’s head. They edged closer, finally seeing the source of the unusual light.

      ‘It’s a rock!’ said the crewman in surprise.

      The Captain knelt, holding his hand over the stone. There was no warmth from it but the hairs on his arm stood upright as they passed through the electrically charged air. He didn’t know what it was, but he sensed its importance.

      He took a deep breath to cover the nerves he felt, then reached out and touched the stone. A spark jumped between the rock and his finger with a loud electrical crack. He jumped backwards; his crewmate already had his sword drawn, expecting an attack.

      ‘Cap? Look!’ There was no mistaking the tremor of fear in the voice. The pirate was staring at the Captain’s hand—

      It was glowing! A fine luminescence clung to the Captain’s fingers as he flexed them. Strange sensations washed through his body.

      ‘What is it?’ hissed the crewman.

      ‘I don’t know. But whatever it is don’t breath a word to the others!’

      To emphasis his point he wagged his finger at the man. A bolt of energy suddenly shot out and blasted a hole through the man’s chest. He was hurled several metres backwards, hit a tree, and fell down dead.

      The Captain stared at his hand in amazement. How had he done that? He looked back at the purple rock. Whatever it was had given him the power, and he realized the hacking cough, that had been tearing his lungs apart, had disappeared. He took a deep, clear breath for the first time in weeks. The rock had given him power… and saved his life.

      He crossed over to his dead companion.

      ‘Rest your soul,’ he said, running his hand across the man’s eyes to close them.

      At his touch, the dead sailor suddenly shot upright with a throaty gurgle. The Captain recoiled in shock. The hole was still in the man’s chest; big enough to put his head in.

      In panic, the Captain shot another energy bolt at his undead companion, killing him for the second time. The pirate collapsed and an eerie silence settled over the jungle once again.

      The Captain looked around. He would make this mysterious island his new home. An opportunity to make a difference.

      A chance to put his mark on the world.
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      The earth shook with such a violent force that Jake Hunter was swept off his feet and crashed hard against the undulating pavement. He was groggy from the impact and fought to focus on the advancing lithe figure that bounced from the single-story rooftops and landed in front of him. The moment the figure hit the ground, narrow fissures raced across the road and pavement in every direction.

      One crack grew in size, swallowing an advancing car as it swerved out of the way from a toppling streetlight.

      ‘Give me the pendant!’ roared the villain. His voice was unusually high-pitched, perfectly suited for rising above the bass-heavy sound of the earthquake around them. His name was Seismic, and he was the epicentre of the devastation currently rippling across Los Angeles.

      Cracks raced out in the concrete around Jake’s feet, making a sound similar to breaking ice. Jake rolled as the road tilted sideways. The cracks deepened, creating a major fissure that formed in a complete loop around him. The slab of ground he was lying on suddenly dropped a metre as the quake raged. Water pipes cracked, spraying plumes of water high in the air around them.

      ‘Nah, I don’t think I will,’ said Jake as he levitated in the air so quickly that he head butted Seismic on his way up. Jake grabbed the fiend by the scruff of his neck and elevated him several metres, offering an extensive view of the city as it shook all around them. From this vantage point, Jake caught sight of the motorcycle courier he had originally been chasing before Seismic showed up. The bike was making steady progress through the shaking city. He couldn’t afford to lose it.

      Seismic’s beady eyes locked onto the pendant around Jake’s neck. It was a white gem, held either side by a fine octagonal brass tube. Each of the eight sides was marked with tiny symbols. One end was raised in a series of bumps, the opposite end, a series of recesses as if others plugged into it like a building block. He reached for it - but Jake was too fast. He threw the man down so hard that he created an impact crater in the wide boulevard.

      Jake suddenly fell to the street as his levitation wore off. He swore as he landed awkwardly. His powers had been sporadically glitching ever since the EMP, or electromagnetic pulse, had rippled through his body when he’d defeated Armageddon in Iraq. Something was changing inside him. Sometimes his powers would be stronger than ever, other times they would unexpectedly stop. It was annoying and making him nervous – what if his powers deserted him? He couldn’t live as an ordinary boy anymore, especially not now he was chasing the ultimate superpower separated into six pendants. It was a Core Power – the very origin of all superpowers.

      He had already obtained three of them by duplicitous means. They had been held by prominent Primes – people born with powers – from both sides of the fence. They weren’t around to claim them any more.

      A higher authority had been deemed that a Core Power was too mighty a burden for either a hero or a villain, and that made them all the more enticing.

      The problem was that Jake was unaware of exactly what power he was chasing. In a way it didn’t matter, as long as it was powerful enough to let him destroy both the Hero Foundation and the Council of Evil in retaliation for what they had done to him and his family.

      The air shimmered centimetres from his head as Seismic unleashed a powerful shockwave into the asphalt. Jake rolled to one side and onto his feet, ready to counter Seismic’s next move. That was another problem – because Jake already possessed three of the six pendants, which, when placed together, formed a Core Power. That made him a target for any other Super wishing to possess the ultimate power. At the moment, only a handful of villains knew, but Jake was aware it was only a matter of time before the Council of Evil discovered his treachery… and then things would really get interesting.

      ‘What’s the matter, Hunter? Lost your powers? Ah, I forgot – you’re only a Downloader. Not a Prime like me,’ gloated Seismic.

      He probably thought it was the worst slur in the world, but Jake wasn’t at all bothered. Jake responded with a by hurling a wall of force at Seismic. The invisible wall spun the villain across the street, throwing him into a hotel façade - the windows had already broken due to the quake.

      ‘Looks like I haven’t lost all of them,’ chuckled Jake as he stood, catching his balance on the swaying ground. This was how most of his adventures had turned out - complete destruction.

      He glanced down the boulevard and spotted his target rapidly disappearing: it was a courier on a motorbike. What the courier was transporting was of great interest to Jake.

      The motorbike swerved through the cracks in the street and in between abandoned cars before ramping over crooked sections of crumbling road like a daredevil.

      Jake would have flown after it, had his power of flight not disappeared earlier that day. He would have to rely on more traditional methods.

      He raced across the street to retrieve his SkyByke - the cool gadget made for him by the Council of Evil’s technicians. It had a compliment of raw superpowers embedded into the electronic systems to give it an edge. Jake had last used it in Iraq but it had been badly damaged in the same EMP that had altered his powers. After that adventure, Jake had returned for the Byke, which street traders had already claimed and demanded money to return it. Jake had been in a good mood and had paid them, rather than fight them, so he could take it back to the Council’s technicians who repaired it. Now it handled better than ever.

      He glanced back at Seismic, who had fallen to the ground, groaning from his injuries. Jake slid on his helmet and thumbed the fingerprint ignition pad to start the engine. It growled to life, audible even over the earthquake. The huge ball wheels powered through the debris strewn across the road as he gave chase. They allowed his Byke to move in any direction and over almost any terrain.

      He had depleted the bike’s flight power when he arrived in the city, so, until the machine was able to download another charge, he would have to proceed on the ground.

      Jake weaved through the destruction: fallen telephone poles, power cables, building facades that had crumbled into the road, stationary traffic unable to move along the uneven cracked roads. The entire city was paralysed as the earth roared. He rapidly gained on the courier. The courier glanced in the mirror and throttled the engine to maximum overdrive, forcing the bike to pull a wheelie.

      Jake’s face was scrunched concentration as he followed. The courier took some dangerous risks, made all the more precarious as the ground rolled like a wave beneath their wheels. No matter what stunt the courier pulled, Jake wasn’t going to give up.

      The courier turned onto another road and immediately the narrow motorbike shot between two stationary buses – cutting it so close both mirrors smashed off.

      Jake’s SkyByke was bulkier – there was no way he’d fit through and he was going too fast to veer around.

      ‘Shields!’ Jake commanded. The command activated the Byke’s force field. The glowing shield hugged the machine and rider like a skin-tight suit, popping into place a second before Jake slammed through the narrow gap. The force field absorbed the impact, forcing the buses chassis’ to buckle as the Byke shot through. Passengers inside screamed even louder as their seats were bucked aside and the safety glass windows shattered across them.

      The buses jerked apart as Jake bludgeoned through, his force field disappearing the moment he was clear.

      ‘That’s it!’ snarled Jake. ‘Byke: Plasma cannon!’

      With a whirl of servomotors, a small cannon popped from a recess above the front wheel. A head-up display (HUD) appeared on Jake’s visor, tracking the movement of his pupil. He was so angry as he targeted the courier’s rear wheel, that he momentarily forgot he didn’t want to injure the rider.

      ‘Fire!’

      The SkyByke rocked as the cannon belched a dozen rounds. The courier had just that moment glanced behind and jerked the bike in a zigzag to avoid the volley. The plasma cannon tore chunks from the road, which took out several shop window displays as the bikes shot along the trembling road at speeds approaching one hundred miles per hour.

      The courier panicked and swung a hard left, rubber from the bike’s wheels streaking across the intersection as the bike headed towards the hills.

      Jake followed easily and tried to re-target the courier. A flashing red light in the top-right of his visor caught his attention. It was the threat detection. As soon as Jake glanced at it, the computer projected a small window showing the road behind him: Seismic was bounding in pursuit, each massive leap covering a hundred meters and sending tremors through the earth as he landed. The villain bounced from a building on one side of the street, careening like a rubber ball to the other side.

      ‘Rats,’ muttered Jake. That’s all he needed. Ahead, the courier zipped under a swaying bridge holding up the Hollywood Freeway. Jake could see all the vehicles’ doors were open, abandoned as their owners had fled for firmer ground. He targeted the plasma cannon on the bridge.

      ‘Fire – maximum power!’

      Jake was momentarily blinded as the cannon pivoted upwards and shot at the bridge as he passed beneath it. Chunks of concrete bounced from his helmet as the distressed bridge started to collapse.

      The SkyByke zoomed clear just as the freeway tumbled down on Seismic. Jake grinned with satisfaction as cars and trucks toppled over the gap the bridge occupied and ploughed into the rubble below.

      But his relief was dashed moments later as the rubble exploded and Seismic bounded out. Jake forced his gaze ahead as he roared through the narrow canyon, rubble tricking down the side of the hill, which he had to zigzag to avoid. This was compounded when the courier opened fire with a small machine gun. Bullet holes peppered the front of the SkyByke, fracturing the windshield.

      ‘Shields!’ screamed Jake, but he had already used the small raw power charge aboard his bike. He had no protection from the bullets.

      Behind, Seismic sent a powerful vibration into the side of the sloping canyon wall to Jake’s right. Huge boulders ripped from the hill and rolled towards Jake, crushing scrubs and palm trees in their wake. Jake violently swerved to avoid the larger rocks. The freeway ran to his left, but he couldn’t take it as it was in gridlock from motorists who had slammed on their brakes the moment the quake had started. Besides, he couldn’t afford to lose the courier. At least nothing else could go wrong.

      Then his mobile phone rang. It was patched through to the hands-free kit nestled in the contours of his helmet.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hi, Jake.’

      Jake wanted to roll his eyes but he couldn’t afford taking his eyes off the road. It was Lorna, his, for want of a better expression, girlfriend.

      ‘What?’ he asked irritably as bullets pinged from his Byke and a chunk of hillside slammed into his rear wheel almost causing him to lose his balance. He immediately regretted sounding so harsh, but this wasn’t the best time to speak.

      ‘I’m not disturbing you am I?’ Lorna asked in a tone that suggested she didn’t care if she was.

      ‘Um…’

      ‘Only I’m having a really bad day and wanted somebody to talk to. The Foundation still won’t give me back access to their website and my brother is being a pain about the whole thing. What’s that noise?’

      ‘Um… just watching a video,’ said Jake as the SkyByke bounced off a chunk of rock and soared several metres through the air before skidding back to earth.

      Lorna had had her download privileges revoked by the Hero Foundation because they suspected she had assisted Jake in escaping from the Foundation hospital. Indeed, it was true, she had intentionally allowed Jake to leech her powers and flee after he had successfully, and this time, permanently, restored his family’s memories.

      Jake had a lot to thank her for, but whether he should still be seeing her was a question he couldn’t answer.

      He tried to sound calm and relaxed as bullets punctured fist-sized holes through windshield. ‘Can we talk later—?’

      ‘So I was wondering if we were still meeting tonight?’

      Tonight? Jake had completely forgotten their arrangement and teleporting around the world through multiple time zones made it was difficult to remember what day today was.

      ‘Um…’

      ‘You know…’ Lorna prompted, ‘my birthday?’

      Jake had completely forgotten.

      ‘Um… I… er…’

      A direct seismic shock hit his Byke, forcing it to accelerate forward, the tyres losing traction on the road. Jake had had enough.

      ‘One second, Lorn.’

      He pulled back on the handlebars, his increased strength allowing him to pull the wheelie on the heavy bike. He spun the Byke one hundred and eighty degrees – made possible by the Byke’s unique spherical wheels. Keeping the front wheel airborne, he let the plasma cannon lose on Seismic.

      ‘FIRE!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing… just a computer game…’

      The plasma cannon covered the area around the villain in a curtain of fire. The dry scrub that formed the canyon walls ignited like tinder. Seismic tried to leap aside, but there was no escaping the violent onslaught - he was badly burnt and done for. His last act of survival was to teleport away before he succumbed to the flames. Jake saw the villain was hit and sent sprawling backwards into the thick black smoke.

      ‘I thought you were watching a video?’

      Jake expertly spun the bike back around and accelerated forwards – still keeping the front wheel in the air.

      ‘I’m doing both,’ shouted Jake as the Byke’s front wheel smashed into the courier, causing the rider to fall off the bike. The bike skidded across the road in a shower of sparks, bouncing off the safety fence that separated the canyon road from the freeway. The courier had somersaulted off the bike and landed in the softer scrub of the sloping canyon walls.

      Jake ignored the rider and squealed to a stop at the stricken motorbike. The contents of the courier’s pouch were of more interest. By the time he had taken several steps, the quake had subsided. He ripped the canvas back open and extracted a thin metal case.

      ‘Don’t move, Hunter’

      Jake slowly turned around. The courier was pointing a gun at him. The voice was female, which was confirmed moments later when she took of her helmet revealing long raven black hair and delicate Italian features.

      ‘Who is that?’ asked Lorna, a jealous edge in her voice.

      ‘I’ll call you back.’ Jake disconnected the call and pulled off his helmet, it was sweltering underneath. Then he suddenly remembered he hadn’t wished happy birthday to Lorna.

      ‘Hand the case over or I’ll shoot.’

      ‘And if I do hand the case over?’

      The girl smiled. ‘Then I’ll shoot anyway.’

      Jake shook his head and laughed. ‘Tough crowd. Look, you have no idea what I’m capable of.’ He stared at the gun, willing the atoms in the metal to heat up. They obliged and the gun glowed bright red in the girl’s hand. She squealed and dropped it, sucking her fingers. ‘See? I’m not what you’d call, a normal boy.’

      The girl looked at him with a curious smile. ‘So I see. Then again, I’m not what you’d call an ordinary girl.’

      Her fist suddenly shot out – extending several metres as her skin turned rubbery. Jake felt his jaw break from the unexpected punch. He fell back onto his bum, and felt the case swiped from under his arm before he landed. The girl stared at him with a lopsided grin.

      ‘Oh, I know all about you, Jake.’ There was a playful edge to her voice. Whatever she’d heard, she wasn’t afraid of him. ‘You’re something of a legend at Forge.’

      Jake had expected her to say the Hero Foundation. He hesitated. Forge was originally created by Mr Grimm, one of the few people Jake had ever fully trusted, and Momentum, a member of the Council of Evil. Their aim was to create a third super-entity that would act neutrally, and stop the dominance of either the Foundation or the Council. They siphoned superpowers from both the Foundation and Council’s websites, and recruited Downloaders and Primes who were disillusioned by either of the main two sides. Grimm had tapped Jake, intending to use him as an ultimate super-weapon to destroy everybody else. Of course, it had all gone wrong, and Grimm and Momentum were now dead. The last he had heard, Pete Kendall, the kid he used to bully in school, now a renegade from the Foundation, was running Forge. Or at least, using their facilities.

      ‘Legend, huh?’ Jake couldn’t help himself. She was quite cute. He pulled himself together; this was no time to be flirty and he had to remind himself that he already had a girlfriend. ‘Then you know exactly what I’ve done… what I’m capable of?’ The girl shrugged; a small gesture that irritated Jake. ‘Give me the case.’

      The girl wrapped her arms protectively around the case. ‘No can do. These documents reveal the location of a quantum computer processor that Forge needs.’

      ‘I think your glorious leader thinks he’s more clever than he really is. What do you want it for?’

      The girl smiled. ‘I was going to ask you the same question.’

      The answer was something Jake didn’t want to give. He needed to find the quantum processor to help unravel the last part of his quest once he had all six pendants - there was a specific method of linking the pieces together, that required blind luck... or calculating a complex mathematical formula that had been put in place to confound anybody seeking the ultimate power – whatever it was. The key to the formula lay on the heavily encrypted Hero Foundation servers, known only to Jack Kirby himself, the leader of the Foundation. The quantum processor would be able to break through security and retrieve the formula. If Pete wanted it, it meant Forge probably had the same goals.

      He noticed that she was staring at the pendant around his neck with a hint of recognition. Jake felt stupid for wearing it. It was the first piece of the Core Power he had taken from a Council leader he’d had assassinated. The other two were safely stowed away on his person. Jake reasoned that if they were not all together, then nobody could get the full set of pendants if one was still hanging around his neck. However, it acted like a beacon to every other Super who realized the potential locked inside.

      Jake pulled his shirt over to hide the pendant. The girl looked quickly up, aware that she had just been caught staring at it. She met his gaze levelly.

      ‘So that’s what you’re looking for?’ said Jake.

      The girl shrugged again. ‘Maybe. Look, I’m really sorry, but I have to go.’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      Jake lunged forward – but the girl simply vanished. Jake blinked in surprise. There was no telltale boom if she had teleported, and he hadn’t seen a quantum tunnel portal open up so where had she gone?

      The fires lit by his plasma cannons had now consumed the hillside, fed by the sharp Santa Anna wind that breathed through the canyon. The wildfire had caught up with Jake and the entire hill behind him was an inferno.

      A giggling from behind made him spin around. The girl was standing behind him. He motioned towards her – but she vanished again. This time Jake caught the blur of motion and his head snapped around to see her stop behind him. She was using super-speed – and she was very good at it. Normally travelling so fast made moving in anything but a straight line almost impossible, yet she was able to circle around him.

      ‘Too slow,’ she taunted.

      Jake spun around, his eyes narrowing. ‘I’m not in the mood for games. Gimme the case, or I’ll—’

      With a loud whoosh the girl disappeared and a fast moving breeze cut a corridor through the burning hillside, the flames extinguishing from the sudden movement.

      The girl stopped at the top of the hill, half a kilometre away. Circled by flames, she waved the case tantalisingly. Jake could see that she was shouting, but the fierce crackle of the flames drowned her words.

      ‘So that’s how it’s gonna be,’ Jake muttered to himself. ‘How about I fight fire... with fire...’

      Shimmering blue tongues of flames suddenly leapt from his body. He could not feel the heat; in fact he could no longer feel the heat from the wildfire. Luckily the power didn’t affect his clothing; at least his t-shirt and pants didn’t burn away. It would be too embarrassing to run after the girl naked.

      On a good day, Jake could have summoned super-speed and given chase, but because of his erratic powers, he would have to resort to more traditional methods. He climbed aboard his SkyByke and gunned the engine. Luckily the machine was built to be fire resistant, so it functioned perfectly well even though he was blazing.

      Jake revved the engine, and sped up the incline. The heavy orb wheels chewed through the uneven terrain without complaint.

      The girl’s smile slipped from her face when she saw Jake closing in. She turned and ran.

      Jake watched as the girl vanished, but the extinguished corridor amid the flames was a dead giveaway to the direction she was heading. The Byke easily peaked the hill, and Jake could see the girl’s trail had already descended to the other side.

      He gave chase, pondering if he should blast her with the plasma cannon. She was quick, faster than the Byke, but Jake could tell she was tiring. Super-speed was only really useful over short sprints, try to run a marathon with it and you’d soon drop from exhaustion.

      Jake crested another ridge, this one offering a view across the hills, to the back of the Hollywood sign. The flames had not yet reached there, but they were threatening the canyon below him, which was dotted with houses built onto the hillside. They were all different, all unique - and all very expensive.

      The flames had not yet made it over the hill, but when they did, the houses would be toast.

      The girl suddenly became visible as she stumbled and rolled down the incline like a runaway car. Jake watched her smash through the front of one house, careening out the other side in a shower of splinters - before hurtling through the wall of another. The building absorbed her momentum and she didn’t come out the other side.

      ‘Gotcha!’ yelled Jake.

      He roared down the incline, smashing through garden fences and soaring over a swimming pool where a bunch of kids were playing volleyball.

      He skidded to a halt outside the damaged home and ran inside. The wooden walls, floor and ceiling suddenly ignited around him as he was still on fire, but Jake didn’t realize, he was too focused on finding the girl.

      A hole in the floor indicated she had bounced through the wall, and down to the entrance level - the layout of the house followed the steep hill it was built against.

      Jake jumped through the hole - igniting another room. Furniture burned as flames licked from his body. The girl was hunkered on the floor, clutching her shin, which lay at an odd angle. It was badly broken. If she hadn’t possessed any healing superpowers when she fell, she would have surely been killed so a broken leg was nothing serious.

      ‘Give me the case!’ said Jake.

      The girl looked at him in shock, tears in her eyes from the pain. She gathered her courage. ‘You’ve set the house on fire!’

      ‘I don’t care! Give me—’

      A section of burning ceiling suddenly crashed down, fanning the flames further. Jake sighed, he had had to rescue somebody from a burning building when he first manifested his powers and he didn’t particularly want to do it again.

      He quenched his flames, smoke rising from his body.

      ‘Satisfied?’

      ‘The room is still on fire,’ the girl pointed out stubbornly.

      ‘So is the rest of the hillside. Give me the case.’

      The girl pressed the case against her chest, crossing her arms over it. ‘I’m sorry, Jake, I really am. But I am under strict instructions not to let you have it. Forge wants to find the processors before you do.’

      ‘Then I’ll have to take it off you.’ Jake took a menacing step forward. After everything he had been through with Chromosome and his own sister, he wasn’t picky about hitting a girl. They often hit back far harder than boys.

      ‘Under normal circumstances, I think we could have been friends you know,’ said the girl.

      Jake hesitated. She was unusually calm. She smiled at him.

      ‘My name is Orsina, by the way.’

      Then she vanished with a boom. The rush of air that occupied the space where she had been was enough to extinguish the flames in the house. She had teleported out, case and all.

      Jake kicked the wall angrily. Not only had she taken the one thing he wanted, but she had also been quite nice.

      If the Professor wants the processor, he thought broodily, then I need something to distract him. Jake didn’t want anyone else interfering in his business, especially not Pete.

      The Professor was Jake’s nickname for Pete Wilkinson, a kid Jake had bullied in school, who turned out to be downloading powers from the Foundation. Through an accident, Pete had formed the abilities to construct powers by unconsciously mixing the powers in his body. He had used those powers to poison Jake’s parents, and that was something he wouldn’t be forgetting in a hurry.

      Jake had the ultimate revenge planned.

      His mobile phone rang. With a sigh he pulled it out and glanced at the name on the screen: Lorna.

      He sighed. It looked like it would be a complicated day.
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      Arid Larkin was a weaselly man at the best of times. He had just risked his life in Toronto, stealing an advanced quantum processor. The job had been simple. His contact was a teenage Italian girl who clearly had no business on the wrong side of the law, but she handled herself with assured calm. She had given him plans detailing the processor’s secret location. Larkin had led his team of Special Forces operatives into the skyscraper to retrieve the chip from the vault. It had all gone to plan - until a bunch of kids arrived, flying and shooting the place up with powers he had never imagined existed.

      By pure luck, Larkin had escaped and made it to the rendezvous point. It then turned out the girl was just a middleman, or rather, middlegirl, for the kingpin standing before him: his skin a sickly cyan colour, cracked and pitted. He had a wild, restless look about him. His frightening appearance was dampened by the fact he was only a young boy who went by the unthreatening name of Pete.

      Pete Kendall stared at the transparent processor held within the impact resistant case. The light sparkled from thousands of tiny flakes suspended in the chip like glitter. It was a next-generation quantum computer processor that could crunch massive amounts of data far quicker than any know supercomputer on the planet. This would help unlock the secret of the Core Power for Forge.

      For several months, Pete had been running Forge since the Dark Hunter had killed its creators. The first months had been nothing but random raids because Pete and his associates had just wanted to have fun and vent their powers. But the ranks of Forge started to grow with Supers who had left both the Hero Foundation and the Council of Evil, and had seen Forge as a new beginning. This minority had started to shift Forge from a fun gang, into a more serious player and Pete realized that if he didn’t act to assuage the new members then he would have a mini-civil war on his hands, and they would no doubt turn against him.

      Pete was saved from being overthrown by his reputation. Everybody knew that he had been one of the Foundation’s rising stars and had fought Basilisk when he tried to destroy the Foundation. This had resulted in him being hurled through numerous vats of raw superpowers that fed the hero website. Never before had somebody been exposed to such a mixing of volatile raw powers and the encounter placed Pete in a coma. He was awoken by the Dark Hunter who had subliminally programmed him to attack the Foundation. Now Pete was a renegade from both sides, and imbued with the ability to combine the powers within his body into new ones just by thinking about weaving them together.

      Both he and Jake Hunter had been called “the Ultimate Weapon”. It was a great nickname, and made Pete feel powerful - a far cry from when Jake Hunter used to bully him in the school playground. But then he heard about Core Powers and his attitude towards the Ultimate Weapon changed.

      At first, Core Powers were mentioned as a whisper amongst older Primes, and regarded as nothing more than a legend amongst the younger generation. Pete had always loved a mystery, and searching for more information about them had reminded him of reading mystery books with his dad when he was younger. It was a favourite bedtime ritual they had. That triggered nostalgic memories of being at home with his parents before they decided to separate. Since his house had been destroyed and he fell into a coma, he hadn’t seen them since, and that made him feel abandoned and angry. He wondered where they were, but was sure that they hadn’t noticed he was missing. These days, they were wrapped up in their own problems that didn’t include Pete. Or so he thought.

      That anger fuelled Pete’s research. He discovered the Core Powers were the original root powers from which every other power had evolved. There were six in all, hidden across the world - perhaps, across the galaxy - that were deemed too powerful to wield. Pete had had direct contact with their destructive nature when he went up against Lord Eon, the master of time. But what the five other powers could be, he had no idea.

      Every turn he took to search for the whereabouts of the Core Powers led to a dead-end. That was until reports surfaced that Jake Hunter was searching for them. These rumours were nothing substantial - the Foundation and the Council hadn’t officially mentioned it. Then again, if they had, then it would have confirmed such destructive powers existed.

      The news created a ripple amongst Supers who believed the legends. Hunter was not only looking for them, but he had found parts of a particular one that had been hidden in the pendants. This had led to several Primes - heroes, villains and Forge in-betweeners - to try and tackle Hunter to steal the segments off him. Pete was keen to fan the rumours just to get people to attack Hunter. Now Orsina had verified Jake possessed at least one of the pendants. That would just fan the rumours and speculation.

      Pete was desperate to cling onto any new powers since he discovered he had a shelf life. Either his own gifts would one day abandon him... or he would die because of them. A Core Power could be his saving grace.

      Larkin harrumphed, pulling Pete back to the situation at hand.

      ‘Thanks, you did great,’ said Pete.

      ‘Yeah, but at a cost, right?’ Larkin stared at Pete, he wasn’t about to be threatened by a kid. ‘I paid a lot of mercenaries for that job. I was the only one to walk out of there.’

      ‘You knew the job was dangerous and you have been paid.’

      ‘But I didn’t know people would be flying around, shooting fire from their fingers, did I? I should get danger money for that.’

      Pete sighed heavily. That was the problem dealing with crooks, they seldom stuck with the agreed deal and always asked for more.

      ‘No,’ said Pete flatly.

      ‘No what?’ asked Larkin with a frown. Both his hands were in his jacket pocket, his fingers touching the hilt of a gun hidden in there.

      ‘No danger money.’

      Larkin was angry. ‘I don’t think you understand what happened out there. It was a freak-show! Those people weren’t normal!’

      Pete’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment they seemed to flash with an internal light. Larkin was unnerved, and would have been further alarmed to know that Pete had just used X-ray vision to see through his jacket.

      ‘Normal?’ said Pete in a menacing low voice. ‘Do you reckon you’re normal?’

      He lunged forward - his hand pressing against the concealed gun. He was so strong that Larkin felt the gun push hard into his ribs so hard he could no longer draw it out. Then he saw Pete’s hand glow. The light was internal, so Larkin could fleetingly make out the bones, veins and muscles beneath the red skin. Almost immediately he felt something incredibly hot against his chest. Pete pulled away. Larkin howled and tore his jacket off - the concealed pistol was now no more than a melted blob of metal stuck to his jacket.

      ‘How’d you do that?’ he screamed.

      Pete snarled, he had no patience for bullies and extortionists. ‘Apparently, I’m a freak. Now get out before something really nasty happens to you.’

      Larkin spun on his heels and ran from the room. He didn’t even pause to pick up his jacket that contained his wallet.

      Orsina peered over Pete’s shoulder as he examined the chip. ‘Now what?’

      He wasn’t sure. Pete crossed to a floor-to-ceiling panoramic window that offered a spectacular view from the mountain where the Forge base was located. It looked out across the green forests and valleys of the Rocky Mountains. It was calming and allowed him to collect his thought. He didn’t have enough information so the processor could unravel the complex codes that revealed how to use the power - but it was good enough that Jake didn’t have it. Pete had the processor, Jake had some of the pendants containing the Core Power, and the Foundation possessed the key to unravelling the secrets.

      ‘We wait. Hunter will come to us.’

      ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

      ‘When he does, we’ll take the pendant from him. Then we’ll have an element of the Core Power ourselves, and the key to use it. From what I’ve discovered, when all six pendants are locked together you have something unstoppable.’

      ‘And when we get all six?’

      Pete smiled. ‘Then I think we’ll be unstoppable.’

      He suddenly grunted as a pain shot through him. A crushing pain descended on his chest. He dropped to his knees gasping for breath.

      Orsina reached out to help him but a static-electricity spark bridged the gap from Pete’s shoulder and her fingers with a loud crack. She yelped in pain and recoiled. More sparks crisscrossed Pete’s body.

      ‘What’s happening to you?’ said Orsina, sucking her fingers.

      Pete’s teeth clenched because of the pain. Then it suddenly stopped. He lay flat, panting for breath and dribbling on the hardwood floor. He felt sick. He knew what was happening to him, Jake had warned him many times. In revenge for trying to poison Jake’s parents, the villain had planted an artificial virus within Pete. A virus that would slowly kill him. Jake had been using it to taunt and blackmail Pete, but now he had finally triggered it.

      Pete knew his days were numbered.

      

      Jake Hunter smiled as he leaned back in his chair, enjoying the cool breeze from the room’s air conditioning. He had returned to his private island at the Council of Evil headquarters so he could activate the surprise viral bomb he had secretly implanted into Pete the last time they had met.

      If Pete insisted on interfering with Jake’s plans, then he had to pay the price.

      Jake walked to the door that swished open before he reached it. He stepped out onto the walkway that connected his island to the main hub of the COE network. Each Council member had their own small island which circled the main island, populated by huge towers and domes where the main COE staff worked, issuing permits to supervillains so they could conduct their evil plans, creating global ransom demands, and making sure the Hero Foundation never got the upper hand. The main island was filled with thousands of clerks, Ambassadors, and technicians who created the coolest gadgets and ensured The villain website ran smoothly - which was no small task since it was pirated off The hero website and had never worked properly from the beginning. The mains island was a vast city in its own right.

      Jake leaned against the walkway’s handrail and looked down at the crashing sea. The air was tropically warm and seagulls cawed nosily overhead. The refreshing saltwater spray rejuvenated his tired eyes. He took a deep breath that helped him focus his thoughts. He pushed aside his guilt at launching a ticking bomb inside Pete.

      Pete had created a poison and tricked Jake in using it on his parents to restore their memories of him. He had been coerced into doing it by Momentum, a Council member - a dead Council member, Jake corrected himself - but that didn’t make Pete’s deed any more palatable.

      After all of his adventures, Jake now felt closer to his parents, although he seldom saw them. It seemed that the Foundation had considered the truth about Jake to be too much for them to handle so had set up a cover story in which he had been placed in a special school for delinquent children and their daughter had been isolated because Jake’s behaviour was corrupting her too. He was sure some side effects of their amnesia had aided them in accepting the story, and his own track record helped enforce the lie. However, the cover story worked well for all parties concerned, so Jake didn’t challenge it.

      Now, the only wrinkle in his family was Beth who had been brainwashed by the Foundation to kill him.

      Jake glanced across to Momentum’s island. It had remained empty since his death. In fact there were very few Council members left, thanks to Jake.

      Momentum, Chromosome, Amy, Armageddon, and Professor Mobius - all deceased. That only left Fallout, Abyssal and the unofficial leader of the Council, Necros. Necros was a tough villain, and possessed one of the pendants Jake needed. Getting that one worried Jake considerably.

      His phone suddenly rang. He groaned when he saw Lorna’s name on the display. Wouldn’t she leave him alone for five minutes? He cancelled the call and turned off his phone. He had serious business to attend to.

      

      High winds tore at the prayer flags mounted along the narrow winding track that lead up the steep mountainside to the monastery. Jake stepped through a shimmering portal that split the air in two; behind was his warm chamber in the Council of Evil. As soon as his foot was out, the portal closed with a swishing noise.

      Jake shivered as snow blasted against him, numbing one ear; a rapidly clacking prayer wheel deafened the other. He had been to Tibet on several occasions and had yet to quantum tunnel to the exact location. He didn’t know if that was some kind of defence surrounding the monastery, or if his powers were not working properly. He made a mental note to get checked out by one of the Council’s physicians.

      He began the slow climb up the wending staircase to the high walls, etched with Buddhist carvings. It was a place of serenity, calm, and the home of an ex-superhero who wanted bitter revenge.

      An orange and red robed monk opened a smaller door built within the larger ones like a giant cat-flap. He knew Jake by sight, but refused to look him directly in the eye. The monk led Jake into a dark warm hall that was rich with the scent of exotic spices.

      The monk motioned for Jake to sit before a huge fireplace that gushed waves of heat out so intensely he had to sit several metres away. Jake had no sooner sat down, when he noticed the monk had vanished without a sound. The way the monks disappeared and appeared without observation convinced Jake they possessed some type of superpowers.

      ‘Ah... Jake, my boy,’ echoed a frail voice across the hallway.

      Jake followed the sound. An old man hobbled across through the shadows, walking with two canes. Jake made no move to help him, he had tried that once, and the old man had taken great offence. The man sat down opposite Jake, light falling on his wizened face for the first time. Jake gasped.

      ‘Leech? What happened to you? You look... look...’

      ‘The years are catching up fast on me, are they not?’ He took Jake’s silence as an agreement. ‘I’m much older than I look. How about that? I age differently from normal folks. But... even age can be broken. It is a form of immortality, a power over life and death.’ He stared thoughtfully into the fire, then suddenly changed the conversation. ‘So, what news do you have?’

      ‘The quantum processor you said we needed... I couldn’t get it. Forge has it.’

      Leech looked disappointed. He stared at the flames. ‘You still have your three pieces of the pendant safe?’

      Jake automatically touched the one hanging beneath his shirt, then regretted giving away its location to Leech. He hoped the old man hadn’t noticed, and he gave no indication that he had. Jake didn’t trust him. After being betrayed by Mr Grimm, Basilisk and his own sister, who had been brainwashed by the Foundation, Jake didn’t trust anybody. He had already made the mistake of telling Leech he possessed half the pendants.

      ‘They’re safe. I know Necros and Kirby have one each, but I’m still no closer to finding the other pieces.’ Leech grimaced at Kirby’s name. ‘So what’s the deal with you and Kirby. Why do you want him dead? Is it because of what he did to your son?’

      Armageddon was and a member of the Council of Evil who Jake had disposed of. It turned out Armageddon was Leech’s son - separated at a young age by Eric Kirby, the leader of the Hero Foundation. When Jake had revealed he had half the pendants, it had meant telling Leech that his son had died. The old man betrayed no emotion, and Jake didn’t think he should mention he was the one responsible for disposing of Armageddon.

      Then again, maybe Leech already knew? He had a peculiar second sight power that allowed him to see events around the world. It was a power Leech had sucked from Eric Kirby, and because of this, Kirby had banished him to the remote temple. Branded an outcast, never to set foot in the civilized world again. This had made Kirby bitter and resentful.

      Leech drummed his fingers on the chair, his gaze firmly fixed into the fire.

      ‘You know I once possessed this Core Power you seek?’

      ‘So you said. Why won’t you tell me what it is?’

      ‘Because you need patience to wield such power, and anticipation does little to help patience.’

      ‘You’re talking in riddles again. I don’t mind telling you that I’m getting a little fed up. How do I know you’re not making me run around in circles? This could all be complete rubbish.’

      ‘How many times have you been attacked for that pendant around your neck?’ Jake looked sheepish, maybe there were no secrets he could keep from Leech. ‘Others know of its power. And if you wanted to use it... you could.’

      ‘What? Now? Without all six pieces’

      ‘Only with all six parts will you have the full power. Each pendant is a fraction of the whole. With each part the power grows exponentially - in other words, it becomes more and more powerful. Combine the three you have together, you can tap into the smallest reaches of the power but it would be barely noticeable. But with the addition of a fourth... then everything changes. The power strengthens exponentially with each piece. Remember, the Core Powers were placed beyond use for a reason! Unleash their destructive power now... and you'll be unstoppable!’

      ‘So why bother searching for the other pieces?’

      ‘Because what you have now is not enough. When I possessed the power... I realized I could control not just the world... but entire galaxies!’

      Jake felt uneasy at the hint of madness in Leech’s voice. He’d heard that tone many times in other megalomaniacs.

      ‘So, Kirby split you and your son apart. You worked for the Foundation, your son became a member of the Council of Evil; you leeched one of Kirby’s own powers after he stripped you of the Core Power... and now you want revenge? Right? Have I missed anything out?’

      ‘It’s a simple plan.’

      Jake didn’t reply. Nothing was ever so straightforward. ‘I know what powers Kirby has. But what about Necros? Nobody seems to know what powers he possesses.’

      Leech smiled enigmatically. ‘Necros is an old pirate. A keeper of secrets.’

      ‘That really doesn’t help me.’

      ‘There are some answers you want to know and others you need to know.’

      Leech held up his hand. An ornate chest that was lying in the darkness suddenly scraped along the stone flags, pulled by a telekinetic force. It stopped under his hand. Jake had seen the chest the first time he had met Leech.

      ‘Perhaps this will answer your question.’ The lid creaked open, and inside, Jake could see a number of bound scrolls and books packed tightly inside, amongst some archaic looking electronic equipment. Another casket inside emitted a purple light. Leech extracted a photograph and snapped the lid shut.

      He handed the picture to Jake. Two men were shaking hands. Behind them lay huge empty glass vats that would one day contained raw superpowers. Jake immediately recognized Eric Kirby. It took a few moments before he realized the other man was Leech. Jake glanced at the back of the photo. A faint pencil marking read: “The Kirby Boys”.

      ‘You’re related?’

      ‘Eric is my brother.’ Jake was surprised. After everything that had happened to his own family, he knew the pain Leech felt. ‘Now you see why pitting your sister against you was his natural instinct.’ He tapped the photo. ‘This was the day we finished construction of the Foundation headquarters. The one Basilisk drove into the Mongolian desert. It was a great technical achievement that predated the website. The idea was to synthesize superpowers, using my leeching skills to extract them from Primes so they could be duplicated and placed in those vats.

      ‘As you know, most Primes naturally possess just a couple of powers. Most were jealous with the idea that a normal person could experience more powers than they could. The original idea was to recruit people from newspaper adverts. We placed small ads in the classified section, and then later bigger advertisements in the backs of comic books. Back then, in a comic book, you could buy X-ray glasses, instant muscle kits, hypnosis sets... everybody thought they were toys. In actual fact, they were devices that contained raw superpowers. Those people were our original cadets. The advent of the Internet made it easier to distribute powers... and you are familiar with the story of how, thanks to Basilisk, the Council pirated the website to create their own. I think Kirby never wanted me to be part of the Foundation. He envied my ability to sample other people’s powers. That’s why he turned me into an outcast.’

      ‘So now you want me to bring down the Foundation?’

      ‘No. I believe you want to do that. I want you to kill Eric Kirby.’

      ‘You’re brother? I’m not an assassin!’

      ‘You killed my son!’ spat Leech, a snarl disfiguring his face.

      Jake had no comeback to that. He didn’t think it was the time to point out that Armageddon triggered a nuclear bomb to kill himself. The electromagnetic pulse that the explosion generated was the same one that was playing havoc with Jake’s powers.

      ‘Kill Kirby, and you shall have his piece of the pendant. Then, and only then, will I tell you how to defeat the most fearsome Prime of them all. Necros - you should leave his piece to last. With my help, you will have severed the heads of both organizations and will be the sole owner of the Core Power I once had!’

      The echoes of Leech’s tirade faded and silence once again filled the hall. Finally, Leech reached into the chest and pulled out a laptop-sized device that was as thick as a dictionary. It was made from yellowing plastic, which once must have been white, and had a single grey screen in the centre.

      ‘But before you face Kirby, there is one more piece that is in easy reach. Take this.’

      ‘It’s a piece of junk.’

      ‘It was made in the 1980s. It was state-of-the-art back then. This will lead you to an electronic marker, that will reveal the resting place of the missing pendant.’

      Jake flipped the chunky power switch. Nothing happened. ‘It’s broken.’

      Leech held up a plug. ‘You have to plug it into the wall first. The pendants were distributed equally amongst the Foundation and Council. Over time, members of the Council killed their counterparts in the Foundation to retrieve all the pieces. One remained with a hero who vanished two decades ago. He was eventually found dead, but without the pendant. I have conducted years of research and through personal papers, I eventually found out he was on a sensitive mission. He left markers along his path, like breadcrumbs. All we have to do if retrace his path and find the pendant.’

      ‘How do you know he still had it when he died?’

      ‘Because it never surfaced again. The Primes who killed him were hunting the pendant. To carry one makes you a target.’

      Jake nodded. He was aware of that. Carrying one was bad enough. When word got out that he had three... then he would be a real wanted man.

      ‘I have detected one of his markers in a museum. That is where you must start searching. When you have the fourth piece, I will show you how to unlock the four pendants in your possession, because you will have to use their combined strength to defeat my brother. Let me see the one around your neck.’

      ‘I thought that’s why I needed the processor?’

      Leech smiled. ‘I know the permutations for four of the pendants. I have had some... previous experience with them after all. For all six, well, that’s a mathematically problem I can’t calculate without the key. Only Kirby knows that combination.’

      Jake reluctantly pulled the pendant out. He kept a tight hold of the leather cord around it. Leech examined the gem held within the pendant with greedy eyes.

      ‘As yes... exactly how I remember. The fragment power is held inside...’ he stroked a finger across the surface. Jake yanked the pendant from his hand. That brought Leech back to his senses. ‘The lure of great power is attractive. Even to old men. As I have mentioned, I have had experience with this power before. Once you unleash such fury... it has a hold on you. Look at the ends of the pendant. Do you see the markings?’

      Jake examined the pendant.

      ‘The symbols must be aligned correctly to use the power to its full potential. To align them incorrectly is disastrous. Just one piece can connect to a specific end of that pendant. So you have a one-in-six chance of connecting the right one. Then, you have to ensure the octagon faces are in the correct order. The odds of getting all of them aligned correctly are very high. Astronomically high in fact once the permutations are factored in. It’s more difficult than winning the lottery!’

      ‘So that’s why I need the processor from Forge?’

      ‘Alas, yes. But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, follow the trail and be careful. If I found this out, other will have done. There are many Primes who have been searching for a piece of the ultimate prize. They will use everything at their disposal to beat you to it.’
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      The enclosed courtyard leading up to the doors of the British Museum pooled with rain puddles as a tempest rumbled above. Jagged lightning licked the sky, the thunder amplified by the concrete canyons of the surrounding city.

      Jake eyed the Greek-temple styled building suspiciously. He hated museums. His very first memory as a child was being lost inside one as it was closing up for the night. At five years old, there is nothing more terrifying.

      He leaped effortlessly over the three metre high cast iron railings surrounding the courtyard. The building had been shut for the last six hours, so the only signs of life inside would be the security guards. Before leaving the Council, Jake had browsed through The villain website to replenish his missing powers. He was glad to have flight back, but knew it could expire at any moment. He had also located a power that rendered him invisible to security cameras, laser tripwires and heat sensors, so he wasn’t worried about triggering any alarms.

      He made it halfway across the courtyard before his phone rang. The Army of Gort guitar solo he had chosen for his ringtone echoed across the yard with its high-pitched cords. He scrambled to answer it.

      ‘What?’ he hissed in a low voice.

      ‘Jake! It’s Lorn.’

      Jake immediately felt uncomfortable. He had apologised for missing her birthday, and to her credit, she hadn’t asked why he’d missed it. But since that call he had been dodging Lorna’s phone calls for two days. She was still grounded from The hero website and used all her free time in trying to see Jake. They were supposed to be dating after all.

      ‘This isn’t a good—’

      ‘Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get hold of you for ages.’

      ‘I’m on a... mission.’ Lorna was fully aware of Jake’s villainous status, although she refused to accept he could be so bad.

      ‘Cool. I’ll come join you!’

      ‘No, Lorn. That would be a bad—’

      Jake was suddenly punched in the ear. He fell to the floor, dropping the phone as a black mass oozed from the display screen. He blinked in shock as the mass congealed to form Lorna. She was grinning, holding her own mobile. She hung up and retrieved Jake’s phone, offering him a helping hand to stand.

      ‘Sorry about that. It’s a new power I found. It automatically traces your call. Cool, huh?’

      Jake snatched up his phone and didn’t return the smile. His ear was throbbing. It was an odd fact that he could take fireballs or laser blasts and the combination of his shields and super-healing would numb the pain, but a good old-fashioned punch to the ear hurt like crazy.

      ‘Lorna, I’m right in the middle of something!’

      The smile never left her face. ‘I’ll help.’

      ‘Believe me, this isn’t something you want to get involved in.’

      ‘Well, since the Foundation barred me from having any fun, I can make up my own mind about what I would or wouldn’t like to be involved in.’

      ‘Well I... hold on, how did you get here if you’re not using the hero app?’

      Lorna waggled her mobile. ‘I stole my brother’s phone. I’m using his access.’

      Jake felt a glimmer of respect for her. She was showing some villainous attributes... was that a good thing? Jake shook the thought away, morals had no place here and he couldn’t afford risking precious time arguing with her.

      ‘We’ve got to get inside here. I’m looking for something.’

      ‘What?’

      Jake shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’ He pulled the clunky tracking device Leech had given him from a backpack. ‘But this will point the way.’

      They approached the firmly locked doors and Jake mentally cycled through what power he would need to get through.

      ‘Grab hold.’ Lorna’s fingers sank into his arm and he triggered his apport power that allowed him to travel over a short distance. The whole world flip-flapped as if made from rubber. The door vanished, replaced by the Great Court - a wide-open space with a white circular building in the centre and white Greek Revival architecture all around. Lightning flickered overhead, and rain pounded the massive glass and steel roof, artfully constructed from one thousand six hundred and fifty-six triangular panes. Information kiosks, souvenir stands and a silent café stood in the darkness. Several doors lead into the exhibition spaces. It was a spectacular space, but Jake was too busy looking around for a plug.

      ‘This is amazing.’ Lorna’s whisper echoed around the cavernous interior.

      Jake found a power outlet with a warning sign disclaiming it was only to be used for cleaning staff. He pulled a long extensions cable from his pack, plugged it into the wall. The machine slowly switched on as the valve powered screen warmed up with a creaking noise. Finally the screen glowed green, a single blip pinging to the northeast. Jake slowly turned around until the blip was dead ahead. The signs declared it was in the Ancient Greece and Rome section.

      ‘Got it...’

      ‘Freeze!’

      Jake groaned. He hadn’t seen the security guard creep up on them, and Lorna was too busy marvelling at the expansive chamber to notice.

      ‘Hands up!’

      Jake raised his hands and slowly turned to face the plump security guard. He had a futuristic looking taser x26 stun gun in his trembling hand. His finger hovered over the trigger, ready to deliver three hundred kilovolts of electricity that could floor any would-be attacker.

      Jake was puzzled. How had they detected him? He glanced around, noticing that a security camera discreetly hanging in the corner of the yard was pointing at Lorna. He groaned. While he was invisible to the cameras, Lorna wasn’t. Her presence had triggered the alarm.

      The security guard looked around for any visible sign of forced entry and seemed confused when he couldn’t find any.

      ‘How did you get in here? Where you hiding after we locked up? What’s that in your hands?’

      Jake glanced at the scanner held above his head, and, before he could stop himself, the words blurted from his mouth. ‘It’s a bomb.’ The guard went pale. ‘And if you shock me with that thing... it might detonate.’ Jake was proud of his improvisation.

      The guard’s radio crackled to life. ‘Dan, I’ve got you on the monitors. What’s the hold up, over?’

      ‘Don’t answer,’ warned Jake. ‘Whoa!’ He made a pretence of almost dropping the scanner and the guard jolted forward to catch it, before remembering to keep his distance.

      ‘My partner will have already phoned the police. They’ll be on their way right now.’

      The radio crackled again. ‘Dan, I don’t know if you can hear me, but the phone lines are dead. She must’ve cut the wires!’

      Security guard Dan rolled his eyes as his partner blew what little leverage he had over the intruders. Jake frowned.

      ‘We didn’t cut the wires.’

      ‘Like I believe that.’

      A feeling that something was wrong came over Jake. His eyes scanned the darkness.

      ‘Listen... I know you won’t feel like believing me, but something isn’t right. Somebody else is here.’

      The guard’s eyes darted around the hall before fixing back on Jake. ‘OK... put the... bomb... on the floor. Gently now.’

      ‘Or what?’

      Dan hesitated. It was a good question. Lightning flickered overhead, casting a network of shadows from the steel mesh roof. Amongst the shadows, Jake saw a silhouetted figure, spread-eagled and plunging towards the glass almost directly above him.

      ‘There!’

      The guard instinctively followed Jake’s gaze - and regretted it. Jake vanished - and appeared directly behind the guard. Before the man could react and re-aim, a section of glass and steel crashed away overhead as the newcomer ploughed through.

      Lorna screamed and dived under a souvenir stand for cover. Jake hauled Dan aside as a steel beam split the floor where he had been standing.

      The intruder landed on his feet, absorbing the impact with a crouch. A massive pair of eagle wings protruded from his back, and his eyes glowed brightly in the gloom. Jake saw a Hero Foundation logo fastened to his chest.

      ‘Hunter!’ bellowed the stranger in a gravelly voice. ‘I’ve come to punch your ticket. Time’s up! Maelstrom is here, so gimme the pendant, and I might just let your traitorous girlfriend live.’

      Jake didn’t care who the rampaging hero was, his intentions were clear: he wasn’t trying to stop the Dark Hunter for the good of the Foundation, he was out to rule the world. Leech had warned him that the lure of the Core Power would bend the will of even the most valiant crusader.

      Dan still had his taser outstretched. Jake gripped the guard’s hands - his enhanced strength easily forcing the taser towards Maelstrom - and pushed Dan’s fingers against the trigger—

      The shot would have gone wide, if not for the hero’s wide eagle broad wingspan. The barbed darts easily punctured the thin wing, trailing a wire back to the taser. A fraction of a second later the powerful electrical charge gushed down the wire and into the hero.

      The winged freak jerked as the voltage powered through his body, then he collapsed, temporarily paralysed on the ground.

      Jake pushed the shocked security guard away. ‘Run! When he gets up, you don’t want to be around!’ The shocked guard couldn’t tear his gaze away from the winged monster. Rain poured through the hole in the ceiling, drenching him. ‘I said run!’

      The guard suddenly came to his senses and fled from the room. Jake rushed over to Lorna and pulled her from under the stall.

      ‘Let’s go before he wakes up.’

      ‘We’re too late!’ she wailed.

      Jake glanced over his shoulder as Maelstrom rose on one knee and glared at him. A stream of blue energy pulsed from his eyes and struck the souvenir stall. Wood and charred bric-a-brac cascaded over both Jake and Lorna.

      ‘Follow me!’ Jake led Lorna towards the “Greece and Rome” doorway.

      ‘Scum like you can’t escape from Maelstrom!’

      A torrent of blue energy cracked the ground at Jake’s heels. He shoved Lorna through the door - before noticing the snaking power-lead from his scanner had wrapped around Maelstrom’s feet. Jake yanked the cord tight. The cable tangled around the hero’s legs as it snapped taut - he fell hard on his back, crushing his delicate wings with a howl of pain. The scanner’s power lead popped from the extension cable allowing Jake to sprint through the doorway.

      Jake ran for several metres before he stopped, swathed in gloomy darkness. He could just discern that the room was dark and long, lit only by red emergency lights above. It took a moment for Jake’s eyes to adjust - and when they did he was nose-to-nose with a furious snarling jackal. He leapt backwards before realizing it was just a black obsidian statue - a jackal head on a human body.

      ‘Anubis,’ whispered Lorna close to Jake’s ear - causing him to jump again. ‘Why you so twitchy?’

      ‘I don’t like museums.’

      As his eyes adjusted further, he could make out rows of ancient Egyptian statues - gods, pharaohs and needle-like monuments raised to the heavens. The select trophies of a long dead civilization.

      Maelstrom’s bellows echoed behind them... then silence as the thug undoubtedly realized he was giving away his position.

      ‘That guy’s supposed to be a hero,’ whispered Lorna. ‘Why is he so mad at us?’

      ‘He wants the same thing I do.’

      ‘And what is that?’

      ‘I’ll tell you when I find it.’

      ‘After everything we’ve been through, you’re don’t to trust me enough to tell me what we’re looking for or where is it?’

      Jake looked around, confused. Running from the court into darkness had disoriented him and he couldn’t visualize in which direction the scanner had been indicating. He needed to plug it in again.

      ‘Look for a mains socket.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘I need to get this scanner working again.’

      They crept across the polished floor, heading towards the nearest wall. There were no power sockets visible.

      ‘There’s got to be one...’ Jake trailed off as Lorna tapped his shoulder and pointed behind. He couldn’t see anything, but he could hear the deep breathing of Maelstrom as he stalked them. They held their breath; fearful they would be just as loud.

      Thunder grumbled outside, but the windowless exhibit hall offered no lightning, just deep shadows.

      Jake mimed to Lorna to keep moving along the wall. They stealthily passed a display case housing ceramics found in a tomb, and just behind it, a power point. Jake muttered under his breath as he plugged the inconvenient contraption in; hadn’t anybody heard of batteries in the 80s?

      The screen’s old vacuum tube valves warmed up with a faint high-pitch squeal that made Jake cringe. Worse, the phosphorous screen suddenly illuminated like a sickly green torch. Jake just managed to match the blip on the device to the location in the next room - before Maelstrom’s grinning face appeared behind the display case, bathed in green light.

      ‘Gotcha!’

      Jake didn’t hesitate. A plasma sphere jumped from his fingertips - tearing through the display case and exploding in the hero’s face. The hero pedalled backwards, clawing at the sparks that burnt his nose. He slammed into a three metre tall statue of Osiris, clutching a curved ankh. The relic toppled to the floor. Maelstrom fell amongst the smashed chunks of sandstone, buying Jake and Lorna enough time to cross the hallway.

      ‘Oh no you don’t!’ roared the hero.

      A whirling tornado of air suddenly sprang up next to him, his trademark power. Chunks of stone where sucked up by the powerful twister. Maelstrom pointed at Jake and the whirlwind zigzagged across the hall in pursuit, caroming through several display cases with no regard for the treasures inside.

      Jake had reached the new exhibit hall, displaying stone tablets from the ancient Iraqi empire of Assyria. He had been forced to unplug the scanner again as the power cable was too short, but he was certain what he sought was close by.

      The whirlwind screamed through the doorway behind, tearing a chunk of brick from the doorjamb. The debris were sucked into the vortex, adding yet more junk swirling inside.

      ‘Where now?’ shouted Lorna as Jake suddenly stopped in his tracks.

      Behind, the whirlwind swayed towards them. She reached out and telekinetically grabbed a two-metre slab depicting King Ashurnasirpal and hurled it at the twister, hoping the weight would extinguish the mini-storm. To her dismay, and with a sense of guilt, the treasured slab was torn asunder by the wind.

      Jake got his bearings. ‘It’s over here - I’m sure of it.’

      Beyond an opening in the wall flanked by two huge marble Assyrian Lammasu - bulls sporting eagle wings, human heads with depictions of flowing beards. A smaller Lammasu stood in a tall glass case. This one was much more detailed. The beard of this one didn’t share the same ordered symmetry of the others. It was out of place. Jake ran forwards as the mini-tornado sped in pursuit.

      Lorna’s sneakers suddenly squealed across the stone floor as she found herself no longer able to move forwards - the draft from the tornado was too strong. She angled her body forwards, but still she couldn’t break free of the suction.

      ‘Jake!’

      Jake hesitated. Lorna was now sliding backwards towards the whirlwind. Huge chunks of stone swirled around inside turning it into a blender that would bludgeon her to death. The whirlwind made a rising-pitch revving sound as it increased speed. Heavy tableaux bolted on the wall suddenly began to swing towards the eye of the storm.

      ‘Fly out!’

      ‘I can’t,’ screamed Lorna above the powering sound of the wind and the fierce flapping noise of her clothes caught in the gale. ‘Help me!’

      Jake could feel his clothes and hair being sucked towards the vortex. He took a few firm footsteps towards Lorna, careful not to let the wind sweep him off his feet. Her outreached hand was centimetres away but he couldn’t reach her.

      ‘Closer!’

      ‘I can’t,’ shouted Jake over the roar. ‘It’ll pull me right in.’

      He suddenly felt the icy claw of the tornado trying to pull him in. His fingers suddenly connected to Lorna’s - just as her feet swept out from under her.

      Jake braced himself, leaning a sharp angle away from the tornado. Lorna’s feet were sucked into the whirling mass and she howled in pain as the masonry caught within the twister pelted her feet.

      ‘I can’t pull you out!’

      ‘Try!’

      Jake grunted as he played tug-of-war with Lorna. He made a few centimetres progress... then the whirlwind pounded harder and dragged him backwards.

      Lorna kept losing the feeling in her feet until her healing power rebuilt the bones and nerves - only to have the detritus trapped in the whirlwind pound them again. It was a constant cycle of pain.

      ‘Jake... please!’

      ‘I won’t let go!’ He pulled harder - then suddenly felt an arm reach around his neck and yank the Core Power pendant from around his neck. Jake was so surprised, he let go of Lorna—

      Lorna was sucked into the cyclone with a scream - that was suddenly silenced as the swaying mass consumed her.

      Jake stared at Maelstrom, poised between the two stone bulls guarding the entrance. He was holding the pendant up to the dim emergency lights, a greedy look in his eyes, his broken wings hung from his back, dragging along the ground.

      ‘So it’s true...’ he whispered in awe. ‘They exist.’

      ‘That’s not yours! Give it back!’ Jake was all too aware of how lame that sounded. It was the kind of remark he was used to in school when he nicked a kid’s bag and tossed it between his mates - Big Tony, Scuffer and Knuckles. Bullies one-and-all.

      ‘Such a treasure doesn’t belong in the hands of a child,’ scoffed Maelstrom. ‘It belongs in the hands of a true hero. One who can see how far astray the Foundation has gone under Kirby’s leadership. One who—’

      Jake was grateful for the monologue - a sure sign of a true idiot. He summoned the mutated powers in his body to replicate the same telekinetic power Lorna had used - except his manifestation was fuelled by whatever quirk the EMP had done to his body. It made the power much stronger. He motioned to the two marble Lammasu.

      Stone cracked as the two bulls tore from their bases that were bolted into the ground. Each statue weight several tonnes but moved with fluid grace under Jake’s control. Maelstrom just had time to look surprised as the sculptures crashed into him with the solid noise of rock-on-rock.

      The whirlwind holding Lorna suddenly vanished - dropped her to the floor in a daze.

      Maelstrom’s hand, still clutching the pendant, poked out from between the statues. Jake snatched his pendant back, placing it back around his neck. With a flick of his wrists he parted the statues expecting to see a crushed and mangled opponent, but a powerful shield had saved the rogue hero, so his imprint had been left in the statues like a jelly mould. At least he was unconscious.

      Lorna climbed on her knees and reached a wobbling hand for Jake. ‘You deliberately let go of me!’

      ‘I had too —’

      ‘You total pig!’ screamed Lorna.

      Jake didn’t know what to say. He turned away and headed for the Lammasu in the other hallway. The display label read that this was a recent gift from Iraq.

      ‘The useless things you learn when you read,’ muttered Jake.

      Lorna blocked his view, arms akimbo. She wobbled, her head was still spinning from being trapped in the cyclone. ‘Don’t you ignore me, Jake Hunter.’

      ‘I didn’t ask you to come here. Move.’

      ‘I don’t care who you think you are with your creepy pals in the Council of Evil. But you don’t treat your girlfriend like that. Especially if you missed her birthday!’

      Jake opened his mouth to argue, but thought better of it. He gently nudged Lorna aside. By hanging around with him she was putting herself into ever increasing danger. He should leave her for her own good. He felt a guilty twinge for even thinking about that.

      He concentrated on the case. His index finger glowed cherry-red and he used it to etch a huge circle in the glass which melted under the intense heat. He cut an oval large enough to allow him to stand in the case.

      ‘Jake, did you hear what I said?’ complained Lorna. She looked pale and was feeling sick.

      ‘Ssshh! This is important,’ said Jake, his gaze fixed on the irregular stone bumps that made the statute’s beard.

      ‘And I’m not?’

      Jake blotted out Lorna’s complaints. He’d had a lot of experience of doing that with his sister, Beth. Jake gently prodded the beard. The stone was all one piece... except the irregular bump. With a faint click, a tube ejected out of a small, perfectly carved recess that had been created behind the beard.

      With the thrill of discovery, Jake pulled the tube out. It was five centimetres long and made of plastic - clearly a new addition. Lorna poked him in the ribs.

      ‘Are you listening to me?’

      Jake wanted to shout at her, but instead tried a conciliatory tone.

      ‘Letting go of you was an accident. And I promise I’ll make up for missing your birthday.’

      ‘How?’

      Jake had expected to be questioned. He said the first thing that came into his head. ‘I’ll get you something really rare.’

      He turned his attention back to the container, but Lorna was not willing to let the subject drop.

      ‘What’s that? What’s so important that you let me go when Wind-boy took that necklace of yours?’

      Jake pried the plastic container in half. Inside was a rolled up note, written in hasty cursive.

      ‘Anyone ever told you that you ask too many questions?’

      A chillingly familiar voice answered back: ‘And you don’t ask enough.’

      Jake spun around, shoving Lorna out of the way. Chameleon was standing across the chamber. He was Jake’s shape-changing nemesis, currently in his natural form as a pale young man with a dark widow’s peak. His face bore the scars of their last few encounters. A long black leather coat hung to his knees, hiding further injuries.

      ‘Didn’t you learn to leave me alone, lizard-breath?’

      ‘I’m going to hunt you to extinction.’ Chameleon regarded Lorna with a sneer. ‘I see you have a partner in crime these days? Just as I expected.’

      ‘This isn’t how it looks,’ said Lorna queasily. Then she doubled over and threw up behind the case, her stomach still churning from the intense cyclonic motion.

      ‘Did you think I’d let you, of all people, run wild with a Core Power?’

      ‘So you know?’

      ‘Of course I know,’ sneered Chameleon. ‘The whole world knows, Hunter. But it won’t happen. This time I’m not taking any prisoners.’

      ‘A battle to the death, huh?’ Jake tried to sound cocky, but he really didn’t want to waste time fighting Chameleon, especially since his powers were acting unpredictable. ‘Just how I like it.’

      Chameleon’s smiled was cold and calculating. ‘I didn’t come alone, Hunter. I brought a mutual friend.’

      There was movement in the darkness and another figure appeared. Jake’s heart missed a beat. It was a foe who wanted him dead. A foe who had no memory of him.

      She was known as the Reaper.

      She was Jake’s sister... and the expression on her face was baying for blood.

      ‘You tried to kill my parents, Hunter. Bad idea.’
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      Jake edged around the display case. It was a flimsy shield between his sister and Chameleon, but he didn’t want to start a fight. He talked fast. The edge of nervousness in his voice was something he wasn’t used to.

      ‘Beth... I’m your brother! They were our parents! I saved them because these guys - him - the Foundation, did something bad to them. They stole their memories, like they did to you!’

      ‘I’ve heard all this nonsense before and it didn’t work then!’

      Chameleon smiled smugly. Beth raised her arms in a superpowered Kung-fu stance. Jake couldn’t help but notice that a hand was missing, a hand that he had severed.

      Jake held up his hands in a desperate plea for calm. ‘No, no, no... think about it. Why don’t your parents want to see you anymore?’

      Beth hesitated. There was a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. She recited the excuse Chameleon had given her. ‘Because it’s too dangerous for me to be around them. I’m protecting them.’

      ‘No. They think you’ve gone off the rails. They think you have turned into what I used to be.’ Still am, he added mentally. ‘They think you’re a bully, into gangs or something. They’re upset because of it. I see them regularly, Beth. When was the last time you did?’

      Beth lowered her hands. Chameleon snarled, and stood in front of her, breaking her eye contact with Jake.

      ‘Enough of this trash!’

      WHAM! A fireball jumped from his hands - obliterated the display case between them. The stone Lammasu statue deflected the blast from Jake.

      Furious, Jake returned the volley. A jet of napalm-like fire shot from his hands - but it was nothing more than a trickle, like the last dregs in a water pistol. It splashed down short of his mark. Jake hid back around the statue and gawped at his hands; now was not the time for his powers to act up.

      ‘Hit me, and you’ll destroy the pendant!’ shouted Jake.

      ‘I don’t think so, Hunter. They’re practically indestructible! I can take it from whatever pieces of your body remain.’

      Jake’s heart sank; accidental damage to the pendant was his only trump card. Chameleon fired again. This time the Lammasu splintered apart in a shower of rubble.

      ‘I think that was priceless!’ shouted Lorna.

      ‘Shut up, traitor!’ bellowed Chameleon as he hurled a fireball at her feet. The ground shattered, throwing Lorna into a wall.

      Jake sprinted across the hall as he tried to put as much distance as he could between him and the heroes. He hid behind a large stone fresco, depicting an ancient battle. He searched around for an escape route, but the windowless room felt more like a tomb.

      He noticed Lorna was groaning, but otherwise unhurt. She was extra baggage he didn’t want to deal with now. However, it was apparent that Chameleon thought she had swapped sides and even Jake was unsure what where her allegiances lay. In fact, Chameleon was acting odd, he would normally be worried about preserving the artefacts in the room, but he was destroying them with careless abandonment.

      Beth suddenly somersaulted over the fresco and landed in front of Jake. He opened his mouth to speak - but she booted him hard in the chest.

      The super-strengthen kick forced Jake backwards through the fresco. He felt like a football as his trajectory lifted him diagonally up across the hall and into the ceiling, which he dented with a shower of plaster dust before plummeting back to earth. A plate glass display case and priceless pots broke his fall.

      Beth charged across the hallway, her boots clacking on the stone floor. Jake shook his groggy head to try and focus his mind. He noticed he was now opposite an archway that led deeper into the museum.

      Lorna appeared in the corner of his vision and shot a stream of ice across Beth’s path. The Reaper slipped, her momentum carried her into the base of a statue.

      Jake used the distraction and ran for the archway. Lorna had saved him again - but in doing so had put her own life on the line. He felt another pang of conscience for dragging her into such danger. He knew it had to stop.

      Chameleon hurled more fireballs that ignited the wall as Jake ran towards the exit. The arch looked like a hoop of fire by the time Jake charged through.

      The flames triggered the smoke alarm. Jake had assumed Maelstrom had disconnected the phone lines and alarm circuits, but the smoke detectors must have been on a separate loop.

      The siren whooped around the hall and a stream of carbon dioxide plumed from the sprinklers. Water would damage the exhibits.

      Jake ran through the new hall, ignoring the exhibits and reached yet another, deeper into the bowels of the building. He was completely lost. Terrifying childhood memories started coming back. Unseen terrors lurking in the pitch black.

      He struggled to put them out of his mind and repeated to himself: I’m the most terrifying thing in the museum.

      He paid attention to his surroundings. That was the only way he would escape. The flames from the archway illuminated a large model next to him. It was a Greek temple with detailed mural below - the Neried Monument.

      Jake didn’t have time to admire the craftsmanship as, throughout the museum, a set of solid fire doors started to descend from the roof. They were designed to make each section of the building fireproof, preventing damage from spreading amongst the priceless exhibits. He ran ahead - but something forcefully collided into his back, making him drop the plastic case,. It skittered into the hallway beyond.

      ‘Struggling will just make me angrier!’ snarled Chameleon as he sat on Jake’s back, pinning him down.

      ‘So you got me. You going to try an arrest me again? Maybe I can add few extra scars to your face if you do.’ Jake was referring to the last time Chameleon had him prisoner in the Foundation’s maximum-security prison block, carved from an iceberg. Jake had easily escaped from that, just as he had escaped from Diablo Island.

      Chameleon tore the pendant from around Jake’s neck.

      ‘Not this time. I’m not taking the risk. There’s no way you can be allowed to retrieve the Core Power. I’ve authorised the use of extreme-force on this one, Hunter. Do you know what that means?’

      The fire doors sealed the exits and the carbon dioxide gas rapidly filled the room. In a minute they would both choke to death.

      ‘Killing me will make you just as much a villain as anyone at the Council. Kirby wouldn’t let that happen and that’s not your style.’

      ‘My style has changed. And Kirby? Ha!’ Chameleon spat. ‘He has displayed a shocking lack of leadership at the Foundation while you have done nothing more than get under my skin and compounded the problems we have been having. Eliminating you is the only option left... and I’m going to take great delight in doing it.’

      Chameleon’s hands squeeze around his throat. Jake choked. He had to concentrate to invoke what powers were still working.

      He apported - appearing behind Chameleon, as the hero collapsed on the floor. Jake pinned Chameleon down, reversing the position they had both been in moments ago. He pushed the hero’s face against the floor and snatched the pendant back.

      Chameleon thrashed around, transforming into this bipedal lizard form. Jake held on, using his knees to pin Chameleon’s arms. The shape-shifter’s thrashing tail coiled around Jake’s neck.

      Jake’s fingers glowed with the same heat he had melted the glass with. He gripped Chameleon’s tail and yanked it free. The hero howled in pain as his skin burned.

      ‘I could kill you right now,’ hissed Jake. ‘But unlike you, I have style.’

      Without another word, he apported into the room beyond, leaving Chameleon in the enclosed space that was quickly filling up with a deadly gas.

      Jake appeared in a new hall, just beyond the fire door. It was another long hall, filled with Greek sculptures. This room was filling with CO2 gas as well. Jake blindly searched for the plastic tube through the heavy gas undulating on the floor like dry ice. His fingers fell upon it as the door behind him exploded open, Beth poised in the doorframe.

      ‘There’s a reason I’m not fighting you, Beth. You still don’t you think that’s weird?’

      He saw his sister hesitate and hoped he was getting through to her... but then her lip curled into a snarl. Jake didn’t want to wait around any longer. He apported from the room—

      Appearing in the rainy street outside. Jake suddenly realized that he had left Lorna alone inside, with the two rampaging heroes. He felt guilty, and knew he couldn’t smooth talk his way out of this one, but there was no way he was going back to rescue her.

      He had to leave her. As much as it hurt them both, he was doing it for her own good.

      Approaching fire engine sirens howled across the city. Jake tried to open a quantum tunnel, but his power spluttered, opening up a small circle in the air through which he could see his warm dry Council chamber beyond, before the hole quickly sealed itself.

      Jake ran down the street, pulling his phone from his pocket. He dropped Leech’s chunky scanner in a rubbish bin, then chose the teleport power from the villain app.

      Jake turned into an alleyway. To the few passers-by, the thunderclap from his teleportation sounded like part of the storm.

      

      The sound of air-conditioning units was overwhelming in the room, forcing any conversation to be carried out by shouting. An engineer, dressed in casual jeans and a t-shirt, carefully laid the quantum processor in the specially designed zero-insertion-force, or ZIF, tray, and gently locked it in place. His fingers trembled as he had never before held such a leap in technology. He looked at Pete standing across the room and waited for him to nod, before he slid the tray into the belly of the computer system that Forge had spent stolen millions building.

      Pete watched as the huge computer powered up, loading a bespoke operating system that worked with the new processor. Finally, after painful minutes of waiting, a screen flicked to life with the basic OS interface. Pete smiled, but his cracked cheeks stung from the movement.

      ‘It works!’ exclaimed the scientist.

      ‘Good,’ shouted Pete over the noisy fans needed to cool the computer. He examined a photocopied sheet his army of researchers had uncovered. They had spent weeks trying to discover everything they could about the Core Power and, although they still did not know its nature, they had found references of it, hidden in a volume in the Library of Congress in Washington DC. It was a series of symbols, the same symbols carved on the tips of the pendants. The researchers learned that they were part of a complex mathematical code that dictated how the pendant should be assembled.

      All he had to do was use the computer’s impressive capabilities to hack into the Foundation’s encrypted servers to steal the solution on how the pendant fitted together. He knew they had it, they were the ones who had created the pendants in the first place.

      All he then had to do was get the pendants.

      ‘Start the hack,’ he ordered.

      The scientist activated the program and sat back as numbers crunched across the screen. Pete didn’t hear the door open behind him and nervously jumped when Orsina appeared next to him.

      ‘We have a message through,’ she shouted.

      Pete held up his hand as text started appearing on the screen.

      Orsina nudged him again. ‘Pete, you should really listen to this.’

      ‘It’s working,’ exclaimed Pete. ‘The processor has given us enough power to breach the Foundation’s firewall! This is all the information they have on the Core Power Hunter is looking for.’

      Pete coughed as he read the data, ignoring the trickle of blood on his lips. After he had fallen ill, a medical scan revealed it was because of an artificial virus Jake had placed inside him. Pete recognised it instantly, it was similar to the one Momentum had asked him to create to infect Jake’s parents. Jake had used his own powers to adapt it and planted it back into Pete... and it was slowly killing him.

      The possibility that the Core Power could help cure him, or that he could at least use it as a bargaining chip to persuade Jake to cure him, what now Pete’s primary goal.

      Having to face the possibility of his own death was a sobering thought, and it made all other concerns with Forge seem irrelevant. The bitterness he had felt against his parents vanished in an instant, replaced with pangs to see them again and the resentful chips he had been carrying against his old friends, such as Toby, melted away.

      He now saw that life was just too precious to waste on spite.

      ‘Wow...’ cried Pete as he read the secret report on the screen outlining the history of the Core Power: how it had been taken from a villain by a hero called Leech. Leech had been in no hurry to relinquish such power and had gone on a rampage that had nearly brought about the end of the world. The Foundation and Council had united to ripped the power from Leech and cast him into exile.

      ‘Do you know what the power is?’ he yelled to Orsina. He tapped the screen. Orsina stared at the answer on the screen and shrugged. Pete huffed in annoyance. ‘That... is one of the most powerful powers... in the universe. What do you think will happen if Hunter has that?’

      Pete swayed - half from a weakness that swept over his body, half from the sudden realization of what horror lay ahead.

      Orsina tugged his sleeve, pulling him from his daze.

      ‘Pete - I get it, I really do. But something has turned up that needs your immediate attention.’

      Pete dragged his gaze away from the screen.

      ‘OK, that’s enough,’ he ordered the engineer. ‘Shut it down before they trace us. Start the calculations on the symbols. I want to know how to use this power once we get it.’

      ‘Pete,’ Orsina prompted impatiently.

      Pete nodded and followed her out of the room. He was feeling much older, decades older, than he should. Whether that was an effect of the virus decaying inside him, or from what he had just read, he didn’t know.

      Not only did he have to face the prospect of dying; he now had he possibility that Jake could bring about the end of the world.

      Jake Hunter had to be stopped at all costs. He would have to devote every resource Forge had to stop him.

      

      Jake teleported into his chamber at the Council of Evil. For some reason, his calculations were off as he appeared near the ceiling and crashed down on top of his desk. Jake groaned from the pain that shot through his leg - his healing power had mysteriously vanished during the teleportation. That wasn’t right. He needed to get himself examined. But first, he had something more pressing to attend to.

      He rubbed his shin as he dropped into his seat and emptied his pockets, producing the pendant with the now broken cord, his mobile phone and the plastic container he had retrieved from the museum.

      Licking his fingers, Jake clicked open the two halves of the cylinder and unrolled the paper inside. Leech had assured him that it would reveal the location of the Core Power’s next section.

      It was a handwritten diary fragment, although nothing made sense as Jake couldn’t work out the context of the message. He couldn’t see the vaguest hint of a location. Doodles and numbers covered the margins. Jake quickly read through, but there was nothing obvious. Irritated, he read more slowly. It had been written by a hero called Payback. He had found himself hunted by a supervillain, led by Fallout - one of the surviving Council members. Fallout had used dozens of villains to lure out and attack Payback. Jake sympathized with that.

      The hero had been injured, but still managed to slip through Fallout’s clutches. However, the wound he had sustained was not healing and he knew he didn’t have much time left. He vowed he’d sacrifice himself if it meant keeping the pendant hidden from the Council. He planned to hide the pendant and leave the marker capsule so others from the Foundation could find it.

      Jake flipped the paper over. There was nothing on the back. No mention of where Payback had hidden it. The white space on the paper had been filled with numbers, scrubbed out words and doodles.

      ‘Useless,’ muttered Jake.

      He reclined back in his chair and thought hard. Perhaps where Payback had hidden the message was a clue? He’d hidden it in a statue in the British Museum...

      No... he’d hidden it in the statue which, according to the display label Jake glanced at, was recently discovered in an archaeological dig in Iraq. The Middle East. That was a start.

      Jake’s phone rang. He glanced at his screen, noticing it had cracked. He’d started to lose count of the number of phones he had been through. The caller ID was an unknown number, probably his mum. He cradled the phone against his ear with his shoulder as he re-read the message.

      ‘Hello?’

      WHAM! Lorna materialized through the phone - sending him sprawling against the desk and forcing him to drop his phone again. The already cracked screen shattered on impact.

      Jake stared at Lorna with fury... but the angry look on her face cautioned him from saying anything.

      ‘You coward!’ she yelled, poking him in the chest with her finger. ‘You left me back there with those two maniacs!’

      ‘I... you... they’re on your side. I thought you’d be safe with them.’

      ‘Liar!’

      ‘Seriously! You’re all heroes together, right?’

      ‘Chameleon has flipped. You saw him. He’s not looking for that pendant of yours for the Foundation. He wants it for himself.’

      Jake was sceptical. ‘I hate the guy, but I don’t think he would do that. He’s not the type to flip. And he called you a traitor.’

      Lorna jabbed him in the ribs again. ‘Exactly! He thinks I’m on your side now! And he is most definitely on his own side. He thinks Kirby has lost it at the Foundation and wants to declare all-out war against the Council!’

      Jake was about to respond - but suddenly stopped. ‘The Council!’ he exclaimed.

      ‘What about it?’

      A chill ran down Jake’s spine. Lorna had just appeared inside the Council of Evil’s top-secret headquarters. She was still classed as a hero. If she was found she would be killed, and Jake would be held accountable for bringing her here. His voice dropped to a whisper.

      ‘This is the Council! You’re not supposed to be here. The coordinates of this place are secret and...’ he trailed off as something else occurred to him.

      Fear spread across Lorna’s face as she realized where she was. The internal messenger on Jake’s computer suddenly bonged for attention.

      ‘Don’t say a word,’ he hissed. He answered the impatiently bouncing messenger icon on his screen. He cleared his throat and kept his voice level. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Necros wants to see you, Hunter. Now, in his chamber.’

      The line went dead. Jake’s mouth felt parched. He had never been summoned to Necros’s chamber before. It wasn’t a good sign.

      ‘Does he know I’m here?’ asked Lorna nervously.

      Jake shook his head. ‘I don’t think so...’

      He had brought Pete back to the COE once, and nobody had known until he presented him to Necros. Momentum had successfully kidnapped Lorna’s brother, Toby, and brought him here without anybody knowing.

      ‘What do we do?’

      Jake ignored her and called up an online world map. When he mentioned coordinates to Lorna, he had had a sudden flash of inspiration. He entered the string of numbers on Payback’s note.

      On-screen, the globe spun around and a location was highlighted.

      ‘They are coordinates... latitude and longitude,’ he said to himself. ‘Payback left a GPS trail.’

      ‘What are you talking about? Jake? Look, you better start telling me what’s going on.’

      Jake looked at her. If Necros had heard the rumours that were circulating about Jake hunting for the Core Power, then he would try and stop him. If Jake fled now, it was a clear sign of guilt. But surely Necros would be banging down Jake’s door if he suspected him?

      ‘Security...’ he mumbled.

      ‘Jake, you’re not making sense.’

      Jake’s heart sank. Necros knew Lorna was here. He must do. Hiding her would be the worst thing he could do.

      ‘Since a Council member was assassinated on the island, Necros increased security and deployed the Duradan...’

      ‘Dura-what?’

      ‘The Duradan. They’re, like, royal guards. They’re highly trained soldiers whose job is to protect the Council members. They locked down every entrance to the Island; the docks, the airstrip, everything. That included teleporting, quantum tunnelling... just about every form of travel possible. High-ranking officials, like me, are allowed to come and go as we want - but the Duradan would have detected you entering the island. They know you’re here!’

      Lorna blanched. She had just walked into the lion’s den.

      Jake thought back to a piece of advice he had been given about chess. Always think several moves ahead of your opponent. It had worked for him before.

      He smiled at Lorna. ‘Lorn... I have an idea. But I don’t think you’re going to like it.’

      ‘Like what? I don’t like the expression on your face for a start.’

      ‘You’re going to meet Necros. And you’re going to be my prisoner.’

      

      Pete stared at the visitor in surprise. It was the last person he had expected to see... well, maybe not the last, but...

      ‘Hi, Pete. You’ve changed somewhat since we last met.’

      ‘And you look... more beaten up,’ said Pete cautiously.

      Chameleon smiled. He remained seated across the table, drinking from a bottle of water Orsina had given him.

      ‘Er... you do realized where you are, right?’ said Pete.

      ‘Sure. Forge, right? Nice place you’ve set up. I like the Rocky Mountains. Very relaxing. Some good fishing around here.’

      Pete didn’t feel like a casual chat, not after what he had just discovered. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘That was blunt.’

      ‘That was to the point. I take it you think you’re going to stop Forge?’

      Chameleon burst out laughing. ‘Stop Forge? Why would I possibly want to do that?’

      Pete was surprised. ‘Because it’s the usual poncy do-gooder thing you like to do, and because the Hero Foundation sees us as a threat.’

      The smile left Chameleon’s face instantly. ‘The Foundation? Pete, as we speak, the world is falling apart. Across American and a lot of Europe there are massive power outages because of something Eric Kirby let happen. Kirby has run the Foundation into the ground. He has destroyed its potential. He sees everybody as a threat.’

      ‘But we are,’ said Pete, more for his own pride than trying to prove a point.

      ‘Of course you are. Because you have made Forge the only logical choice between the Foundation and the Council.’

      Chameleon stood up and began pacing. Orsina reacted nervously, acidic drops dripping from her fingers in anticipation of a fight. Chameleon ignored her. His brow was creased as he spoke.

      ‘Why do you think Primes and Downloaders have been coming to you? OK, at first you were nothing but a bunch of trouble causers nobody took seriously... but now, now you have a force at your fingertips that could really change the world... and save it while Kirby leads the Foundation into trouble, are you aware of what the Council are doing? Specifically your old foe, Jake Hunter?’

      ‘He’s collecting parts of a Core Power.’

      Chameleon hesitated, surprised by Pete’s answer. He pulled himself together.

      ‘That’s right. And you know what it does?’ Pete nodded. ‘Then you know why that can’t happen? Why it should be in safer hands?’

      ‘Yours?’

      ‘Ours. The Foundation is mixed up in other chaotic business of its own creation. They are dying under Kirby’s leadership. With Forge we can stop Hunter. If we work together.’

      Pete felt a wave of nausea twist his stomach, not from Chameleon’s suggestion, but from his growing illness. Pete wasn’t interested in the Core Power, just Jake. And if he could use Chameleon to help him achieve that...

      Pete held out his hand. Chameleon looked at the flaking bluish skin and thought twice about shaking it.

      ‘If you want Forge’s help, then we have a deal. A truce.’

      Chameleon smiled, which faltered slightly as he took Pete’s disgusting hand and shook it.

      

      Necros stared at Lorna cowering on the floor.

      ‘A spy you say?’ he said in his sonorous voice.

      The echo was dampened by the darkness surrounding them. Since Jake had entered the fiend’s personal chamber he had been unable to see anything. Necros sat on an obsidian throne, lit by a light source Jake couldn’t pinpoint. It was as if the room absorbed all the light, only illuminating what Necros wanted it to. There was a powerful odour of decay.

      ‘She was one of Kirby’s top Downloaders,’ said Jake. He didn’t want to look at Lorna. The stricken fear on her face may have triggered his own. His legs were trembling under Necros’s gaze. He still didn’t know why he had been summoned. Perhaps the Council leader had discovered who was behind the spate of recent Council member assassinations?

      Jake cast those troubling thoughts aside. He didn’t want to give Necros any hints to his own guilt. He hoped his scam with Lorna would deflect attention from him.

      ‘Did she not help you escape from the Foundation’s hospital?’ asked Necros.

      That meant Necros was aware what the Foundation were accusing her of. Jake thought it best not to lie; or at least not to twist the story too far from the facts.

      ‘She was of help, but she didn’t do it willingly. I leeched the powers from her to escape. She didn’t know what hit her.’ Jake tried to sound smug.

      Necros remained silent. He wore a deep hood that hid his face. Jake had never seen it, and couldn’t tell if the villain was looking at him or Lorna.

      ‘You leeched them,’ repeated Necros.

      Lorna struggled against the plastic ties that bound her wrists. She screamed, but the tape that gagged her muffled the noise. She hadn’t been at all happy when Jake had done that.

      ‘And you say she was following you?’

      ‘Yes. Spying on me for the Foundation.’

      Necros made a rumbling noise in the back of his throat. ‘And what exactly were you doing?’

      Jake hesitated; regretting that he’d just re-focused the conversation on himself. ‘I was trying to find Forge.’ It was as good as an excuse as any. Before Jake had started his campaign against the Council leaders, they had tasked Jake to find and destroy Forge. ‘And I think she can help. After all, she used to be good friends with Pete Kendall.’

      Silence poured from Necros’s throne.

      Jake fidgeted. Did Necros know what he was really doing? His eyes suddenly fell on the pendant hanging around the villain’s neck. Leech had warned him that getting that piece would be more difficult than obtaining the one around Eric Kirby’s neck - and that would be no walk in the park. Jake had decided to chase the two most difficult parts last of all; at least he knew where they were.

      Finally, Necros spoke up. ‘These are dangerous times for us, Hunter. We have had recruits leaving us to join Forge. With the Council leaders mercilessly struck down, we have weakened as an organization. It is difficult to know who to trust. To know who plots against the Council. Especially those schemers on our side.’

      Silence again.

      Every nerve in Jake was screaming that Necros knew about his betrayals. Jake felt the villain was like a cat playing with a mouse before killing it. Jake found his voice.

      ‘I agree. That’s why I want to use Lorna to strike back at Forge. Kill the competition.’ The pursuing silence unnerved Jake even more. ‘Um... why did you want to see me?’

      ‘I’m seeing all the remaining Council leaders. I have to know who I can trust.’ He pointed a finger, covered by a black metal glove, at Lorna. ‘I see from this that you are active in your pursuits. I want you to continue, Hunter. You have everything at the Council at your disposal. Complete your mission!’

      Jake released a pent-up laugh. Necros had just, unknowingly, given him the run of the Council’s facilities to find the Core Powers - all under the pretence of destroying Forge.

      It was stroke of luck.

      He yanked Lorna to her feet and she viciously kicked him. He knew the moment the gag was released, he would be in trouble - but it had been worth it. Lorna’s presence had just won him the support of the most feared villain in the world.

      ‘Where does your task take you next?’ inquired Necros.

      Jake didn’t see the need to lie. He had unscrambled the coordinated on Payback’s marker. He knew where he must go. Payback had hidden the pendant, then lured the pursuing villains around the globe before he had the opportunity to deposit his clue inside the statue while in Iraq. With the coordinates, Payback’s route around the world had been made clear.

      ‘I have a lead in China.’
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      Soft fog draped across the forest flanking either side of the large stonewall Jake appeared on. It took him a moment to adjust to the spectacle of the wall zigzagging across the forest carpeted hills; rising and falling like a rollercoaster track over the undulating hills, punctuated by watchtowers on the highest peaks that were now silhouettes in the morning fog. The section of wall he stood on steeply climbed in a series of worn steps to the nearest watchtower.

      The scale of the Great Wall of China impressed even Jake, and he was seldom moved by anything. It was a colossal engineering feat. His eye started to water, not from any emotional reaction, but because Lorna had punched him, giving him a black eye that no amount of his healing power would shift. Another sign his powers were behaving oddly.

      Lorna refused to look at him, instead she looked out from the battlements. The moment he had returned to his Council chamber she had struck him, launching into a screaming fit of obscenities. Jake had downloaded powers from his app and teleported them out of there as fast as possible, just in case her hysterics brought some unwelcome attention.

      Jake felt a little guilty, but the benefits of bluffing Necros outweighed the tantrum. ‘You can go home if you like.’ He saw Lorna’s shoulders bunch with tension. ‘I’ll call you when I get back,’ he added lamely.

      His words were dampened by the fog, which made Lorna’s silence all the more damning.

      ‘I don’t want you here.’ The moment he said it, he regretted the clumsy words. He had meant it to sound friendlier.

      Lorna spun around, furious. ‘You don’t want me here? You ungrateful little...’ words failed her. ‘You wouldn’t be here is it wasn’t for me! And what thanks do I get? You haul me in front of that super-creep as your prisoner?’

      ‘I—’

      ‘You miss my birthday; you drop me in the middle of twister and leave me at the mercy of two crazy idiots. And just when I think you can’t get any lower, Jake, you surpass expectations! What’s wrong with you?’

      ‘This is—’

      ‘You know, I may have been out of the loop at the Foundation, but I’ve heard all the rumours about you. You’re after some kind of ultimate weapon. Is that true? Do you really think you’re mature enough to handle that?’

      Jake found himself up against the battlement, he hadn’t been aware Lorna was forcing him backwards.

      ‘Well?’ she asked impatiently.

      ‘It’s something called a Core Power...’

      ‘I know, I got Emily to look it up for me on the Foundation’s wiki. It’s a legend. It doesn’t exist.’

      Jake pulled out the pendant from his pocket. He had secured the broken cord to his jean’s belt loop so it couldn’t fall out. He had no idea why he trusted Lorna so much, maybe because she had just given him a black eye.

      ‘That’s what they want you to think. This is it. Or at least... part of it. One of six.’

      The sight of it stopped Lorna’s tirade. ‘The others?’

      ‘I have... more of them. The piece I’m looking for is around here somewhere. Hidden by a Prime who was guarding it. If I get that, I can lock what I have together and start using the power. I need all six to get full control.’

      Lorna’s eyes hadn’t left the pendant. ‘You’re dealing with forces way beyond anything we download.’ Jake slid the pendant back into his pocket. ‘Do you even know what it does?’

      ‘No. But whatever it is, this is my last fight. Both the Foundation and the Council are going down. They’ve both used me enough and ruined my life. They’re not going to do it after today.’

      ‘Destroying the Council, I understand... kind of. I mean, technically, you’re one of them. But destroying the Foundation? That doesn’t make sense. They’re... we’re the good guys.’

      ‘You saw what they did to my family; to my sister. And then they go and block you from using The hero website. I used to think there was a line between good and bad, but now I know there’s not. The only difference is the name; the attitudes are the same and the winners call themselves the heroes. Everybody’s after this Core Power now. Everybody, the good, the bad, and the ugly.’

      Lorna laughed. ‘I must have hit you very hard, huh? What you’re saying is nonsense.’

      Her flippant comment irked Jake. He wasn’t prepared to argue the virtues of heroes over villains.

      ‘Forget it. You don’t understand.’

      Lorna’s expression darkened. ‘You’re pathetic, Jake. I’ve stood by you ever since I knew what you were. “Dark Hunter”? Did you ever think that was a hero’s name?’

      ‘I didn’t choose it. The Foundation did, Eric Kirby, to be exact. I told you, the only difference in side, is the name.’

      Lorna shook her head, searching for the words. ‘You know... I... I used to like you. I used to think you were not the moron you pretended to be. I should have listened to Em and Pete... they were right about you.’ She looked at him levelly in the eye. ‘I helped you when you needed it. And when I needed help, somebody to talk to... you made me your prisoner.’

      ‘I did that to save your life! You would have been killed if anybody found you! That was quick thinking on my part.’

      ‘And my birthday?’

      ‘That again? You said you were OK about that! You understood that I was too busy...’

      Lorna’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘We’re over, Jake. I don’t want to be your girlfriend. I don’t want to see you again.’

      Jake waited for the tears... but they didn’t emerge. Lorna just looked sad.

      ‘Then go,’ he said quietly. He didn’t want her to go, but at least she would be safer away from him.

      ‘I can’t. My powers expired back in your “office”.’ She held up her mobile phone - a message on the screen read: USER BLOCKED. ‘I guess Toby realized his phone was missing so I can’t even log-on to the website. You’re going to have to drop me back home.’

      Jake opened his mouth to make an angry comment - but stopped himself. He couldn’t let this new development stop his quest. He was surprised to discover how upset he felt about being dumped. He drew a long breath and pulled a GPS from his pocket. He studied the screen, refusing to meet Lorna’s gaze.

      ‘I’ll do it when I’ve finished here.’

      The GPS screen wasn’t like the usual ones found in cars, displaying street names and local features. It was an arrow and a string of longitude and latitude coordinates. Jake slowly turned around until the arrow was pointing straight at the watchtower closest to them.

      Lorna followed Jake up the crumbling steps. The incline was so steep that they were forced to use their hands to climb up. Brickwork crumbled under their weight, and the proliferation of moss and weeds between the cracks indicated that tourists did not visit this section of the wall.

      Jake and Lorna reached the watchtower’s entrance. Inside was a hall and another archway that led to the continuing wall. The location on the GPS was inside the building.

      ‘This is it?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘This is where Payback hid it.’

      ‘Why did he hide it?’

      ‘A lot of people were chasing him for it. He had nowhere to turn.’

      ‘Did they get him?’

      ‘Eventually.’

      ‘And you don’t think that tale is similar to you own? Get the pendant, then a bunch of crazies come hunting you down.’

      ‘The difference is, I’m much smarter than he was.’

      Jake stepped into the tower. Lorna sniggered. The way she was feeling right now, she couldn’t think of anyone dumber.

      She followed him inside, suddenly wondering what kind of person follows an idiot...

      Their eyes quickly adjusted to the dim light. It was quite a spacious hall, which would have once housed dozens of men. The remains of a wooden ladder led up to a higher level that was partitioned by rotting floorboards.

      Jake carefully examined the stone flags on the floor. The cracks were filled with old dirt; none of them looked like they’d been moved in centuries.

      ‘It could be anywhere,’ huffed Lorna.

      ‘He was in a hurry... so it can’t be that well hidden.’

      ‘Maybe somebody else found it?’

      ‘We would have heard about it. Wait here.’

      Jake gently levitated up through the opening in the ceiling; he had downloaded flying, but for some reason, the power wouldn’t stick.

      The top floor of the tower was in dire need of restoration. The floorboards groaned under his weight as he gently alighted. A ragged hole in the wall offered a view across the foggy forest. There was nothing here of immediate interest to Jake.

      Below, Lorna tried her weight on the remains of the rotting ladder. It collapsed under her weight, pitching her to the floor.

      ‘Jake!’

      ‘Will you shut up for a minute?’ he muttered low enough for her not to hear.

      Jake stepped towards the hole in the wall. The edges of the bricks were charred. He traced long black scorch marks on the sidewall, all evidence of a super-powered fight.

      ‘Jake!’ came Lorna’s voice from below. He ignored her. There was another trapdoor leading to the roof.

      Jake levitated under it and gently pressed against the damp wooden door. It wouldn’t budge, it was blocked from above. He tried harder - then he shouldered the wood with his improved strength. The timbers splintered away and he drifted out onto the roof.

      He touched down on firm stone flags. A battlement ran around the rooftop, offering views in every direction, although he could see little through the thickening fog. He glanced over the edge, noticing the watchtower was built on the peak of a rocky pinnacle.

      Where could the pendant be hidden? Somewhere a casual passer-by wouldn’t discover it...

      He concentrated on summoning his internal superpowers; the ones that had made him the secret weapon everybody wanted; the ones that could create any superpower just by thinking about it...

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again, a sense of panic growing in the pit of his stomach. His powers had been acting even more peculiarly ever since the EMP had scrambled them. But now it looked like his worst fears had come to fruition - he had lost his special abilities!

      There was a part of him that knew this; but the rest of him struggled to accept it. Without his powers, he felt as if he was an ordinary boy again... not even an average villain, but just a kid who no longer had part of him entangled with The villain website.

      He was no longer special.

      His stomach churned. If he had to rely on the villain site then that left him as weak as Lorna - the downloaded powers could disappear at any time.

      He pulled out his mobile phone, and selected the power he needed without a second thought. The brick battlements around him suddenly became grey and opaque as he peered through them with his X-ray vision. He glanced at his own pocket. He could see through the denim, his skin and muscles, right through to the bone beneath. If the metal pendant was around, it would be clearly visible as a dark shape the X-rays couldn’t penetrate. Now he knew exactly what he was looking for.

      He glanced around the roof. Nothing appeared to be concealed in the walls. He extended his gaze down to the level below, the level beneath his feet vanished as his gaze bore deeper. There was nothing there either. He was beginning to feel frustrated. Had he got the message wrong? Where the numbers not coordinates after all?

      He could see Lorna through the transparent floor. She was acting odd - backing away from something...

      He adjusted the strength of his x-ray vision and saw a pair of figures enter the watchtower. They moved threatening towards Lorna. Jake now realized that Lorna had been trying to get his attention to warn him. There was no mistaking who they were - Chameleon and his sister.

      How had they found him?

      He saw Beth roughly grab Lorna. Lorna shouted again. This time there was no mistaking the anguish in her voice.

      ‘Jake!’

      He had to think fast. There was no use pretending he wasn’t here. ‘Hold on a minute. I think I’ve found it.’ That lie might buy him an extra minute. ‘I’ll be right down.’

      He was stuck. Chameleon had somehow followed him here, and now had Lorna as a prisoner. The hero was clearly not averse to using her as a bargaining chip.

      Jake thought through his options. He could leave Lorna to fend for herself again, but that would ruin any chance he had of patch things up with her. The perilous situation made him realize just how selfish his actions towards her had been - even if he had intended to do the right thing. Lorna could have left him to fend for himself numerous times before, but she’d always stood by his side. He should do the same.

      She was right about Chameleon’s unusual behaviour. The shapeshifter was a Prime, born with his powers. Jake had heard warning about Primes who had mixed their own powers with those download from The villain website. Some had turned crazy, others had died. He suspect Chameleon had been downloading powers from The hero website to help him on his quest.

      ‘Almost got it...’ he absently shouted down as he turned off his X-ray vision and scrolled through The villain website. He quickly found some familiar icons. In times of crisis, he wanted to put his trust in his old favourite powers. He downloaded them.

      ‘OK. I’m coming down!’

      

      Lorna felt Beth’s grip tighten around her wrists. The message was clear: don’t raise the alarm.

      ‘How can you do this to your own brother?’ hissed Lorna.

      Beth frowned. ‘What?’

      ‘Jake’s your brother. You must remember?’

      Lorna was satisfied with the puzzled look that crossed Beth’s face. There was a thump from overhead, and footsteps walking across the creaking floorboards.

      Jake shouted down, ‘Lorn, I got the pendant!’ The unusually cheerful tone in his voice alerted Lorna that he was trying to dupe their unwelcome guests.

      Beth tightened her grip on Lorna and edged towards the corner so she wouldn’t be immediately visible when Jake dropped into the room. Chameleon hung back in another corner, coiled ready to strike.

      ‘I’m coming down!’

      Chameleon was so tense he was ready to break. The anticipation caused the veins in his neck to twitch.

      Only Lorna noticed Jake silently levitate down outside the archway they had entered through. He must have dropped outside from the level above. His hands were glowing a brilliant green. He opened fire before his feet touched the wall.

      Radioactive green streamers lashed from his fingers and struck Chameleon in the back.

      Lorna used the distraction to elbow Beth in the solar plexus. She grunted, releasing Lorna. Lorna sprinted towards Jake for protection, ducking as he hurled another volley of neon green that forced Beth through the opposite archway and down the steps beyond.

      Beth rolled end-over-end, the wind was knocked from her as she rapidly slid down the crumbling stairway. She was unconscious when she hit the bottom.

      Jake’s eyes became mirrored as he activated his X-ray vision and swept the room. The pendant wasn’t hidden in the walls or floor... he glanced up and saw it hidden in a hastily carved recess in the ceiling joist above. He reached up for it—

      ‘Watch out!’

      Lorna flung herself at Jake, grabbing him around the waist and into a corner as Chameleon blasted a fireball from his prone position on the floor. It exploded against the wall, giving the shapeshifter enough time to acrobatically flip to his feet - transforming into his lizard form as he did. His tail had regenerated, in part because of his healing power, and partly because of his inherited lizard traits.

      Chameleon scampered under the beam Jake had been reaching for and looked inquisitively at it. He spotted the faux panel.

      Jake pushed Lorna aside and bellowed with rage. Another radioactive strand shot from his hand. The energy whip coiled around Chameleon’s waist just as he removed the panel - revealing a small cloth-bound object.

      Jake had no choice but to pull Chameleon towards him to stop him from snatching the bundle. Jake swung a punch - but the hero was expecting it and effortlessly caught Jake’s fist.

      Both warriors’ arms trembled as their super-strength vied for supremacy.

      Lorna watched the stalemate. Her hand suddenly fell onto Jake’s mobile phone. It must have dropped from his pocket when she pulled him aside. The screen was illuminated, displaying The villain website.

      She stared at it...

      Chameleon’s tail swung out, sweeping Jake off his legs. The energy whip coiled off the hero. For a couple of seconds, he didn’t know what to do - then he came to his senses and snagged the cloth bundle from the recess.

      ‘Mine!’ Chameleon hesitated, wondering if he should finish Jake off or escape with his prize. ‘You lose, Hunter.’

      It was just the pause in action Lorna was waiting for.

      Chameleon never saw the water jet spray from her palms. Two fine jets sprayed with the force of a police canon. Chameleon was slammed against the masonry, dislodging the ancient bricks.

      The cloth bundle fell. Pools of water sloshed across the floor and carried it towards the archway on its own miniature white-water ride.

      Jake scrambled after it - but the torrent of water flowed down the steep steps like a rapid and the cloth swept down with it... towards where Beth lay unconscious at the bottom.

      The cold water splashed her face, immediately rousing her.

      ‘Rats!’ cried Jake. He sprinted down the moss-covered steps, which were slick with water. He lost his balance and tumbled the rest of the way.

      Lorna ran in pursuit - but she had had the sense to download flight, and soared from the archway, hovering over the Great Wall.

      Jake thumped down the steps - careening into Beth and knocking her flat again. He reached for the cloth but felt her arm around his neck, restraining him. The bundle was just out of reach.

      Jake started to gurgle. ‘Gah... you’re killing... me...’

      ‘That’s... the idea!’

      Jake realized he was choking because he was leaning forwards, like a dog on a lead. He suddenly switched direction. Beth wasn’t prepared for the sudden lack of resistance. Jake reared backwards and butted her in the face.

      Beth dropped, clutching her broken nose. Cartilage cracked as her regeneration powers immediately kicked in, but it still hurt like mad.

      Jake grabbed the cloth and pocketed it. Lorna swooped down by his side.

      ‘Are you OK?’

      Jake looked at her curiously. ‘You lied. You said you didn’t have any powers.’

      Lorna sheepishly handed back his phone. Jake’s eyes widened at the implication.

      ‘Do you realize what you’ve done?’

      ‘I’m not a Prime, I won’t go crazy... but still, I had no choice, thanks to you. I guess that means I’m on your side now.’

      Chameleon appeared in the watchtower arch they had just fled from - and a sudden clap of teleportation thunder from behind made them turn. Orsina was standing on the wall as it rose up and crested a hill. She smiled brightly at Jake.

      ‘Hi, Jake. Miss me?’

      Lorna’s eyes narrowed like daggers. She glared at the newcomer; then turned her scowl on Jake. Her voice was ice cold.

      ‘Who is that?’

      ‘I don’t have time to explain—’

      Lorna’s voice was dripping with jealousy. ‘You better make time.’

      Jake suddenly cottoned on to what she was thinking.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me? Look... no... this...’

      Orsina held her hand out and slightly wagged her fingers. ‘I see you have two pendants there. Greedy boy. Forge’ll take them.’

      ‘What?’ yelled Chameleon from the watchtower behind. ‘We had a deal!’

      ‘Sure. But it wasn’t exclusive. First come first served, right? We’re still working together against him... it’s just that we’d like to have the pendants too.’

      Jake stood at the bottom of the dipped wall, between the two feuding Supers. He was trapped. Glancing over the battlement revealed a long drop to the trees, and he only had levitation so he would float like a feather and be an easy target.

      ‘How about one each?’ Chameleon suggested. ‘That way we can still honour our agreement?’

      ‘That sounds fair.’ Orsina casually skipped down the steps towards Jake and Lorna. Her gaze was now fixed on Lorna. There wasn’t too much age difference between them.

      ‘You must be Jake’s little friend?’ said Orsina with a condescending smile. ‘He never mentioned you before.’

      Lorna’s temper snapped and she raised her hands in an attack stance. ‘You horrible—’

      ‘Temper, temper. As Jake will tell you, I’m pretty fast.’

      As she drew close, Jake’s energy whip suddenly snapped out and snagged around Orsina’s legs, binding them together. The coil detached from his hand but remained firmly around her calves.

      Jake shouldered past her, knocking her to the floor. ‘I’m not chasing you again. Why don’t you stay here and enjoy the view.’ Orsina yelped, affronted. Jake ran up the steps, away from Chameleon, pulling Lorna behind him.

      A fireball sailed across the wall - taking out a chunk of the battlement. Jake glanced behind to see Chameleon flying after them. He soared over Orsina, ignoring her pleas to be untied.

      ‘Was she your girlfriend too?’ inquired Lorna nastily.

      ‘Lorn, you are really messed up in the head. You just dumped me!’ Another explosion tore the steps from under their feet. Jake stumbled. Lorna stopped and wagged an accusing finger at him.

      ‘That’s not the point!’

      ‘This isn’t the time!’

      Lorna’s head snapped up to see Chameleon hurl another fireball. He raised her arm - a glowing shield forming in front of her. The fireball deflected like a ping-pong ball - shooting over the trees.

      ‘And I’ve had enough of that too!’ she shouted at Chameleon. She reached her other hand out as if she was swatting a fly in front of her face - and Chameleon felt a mighty telekinetic fist slam into him. The shape-changer spun through the air with a scream, crashing into the forest below.

      Jake looked at her with newfound respect. ‘That was awesome.’

      Lorna had found The villain website almost identical to The hero website in layout - which was no surprise since the Council of Evil pirated the original. Although a lot of powers were different, the logic of the layout was the same and she had studied that long and hard with her brother.

      They ran, cresting a peak in the hill. The next watchtower lay a kilometre away; it was the only refuge they could take. Behind them, Orsina had managed to slacken her bonds. It was only a matter of time before she was free and she would easily catch them up with her super-speed.

      ‘Did you download teleportation?’ said Jake. His teleport power was still recharging in his body. For the moment it was useless, and Lorna’s flight couldn’t carry the both of them so he didn’t suggest it in case he reminded her that she could easily leave the battle.

      ‘No. And I think I reached my download limit with four powers.’

      Jake still had a residual benefit from his old powers. While others were limited to the number of powers they could download, in case they “overloaded”, Jake had managed to download half a dozen without any ill effect. However, that didn’t help them right now.

      They ran on - abruptly stopping again as the air ahead of them shimmered like water. It was an effect Jake and Lorna had never seen before.

      A growling emanated from the shimmering portal. It sounded like a monstrous feral beast. Jake glanced behind to see that Orsina had freed herself, but hesitated as the portal appeared. Chameleon was scaling the wall halfway between Orsina and Jake, clearly not risking flying again while Lorna was around.

      Members of Forge and the Hero Foundation blocked the path behind.

      He turned back to the portal as a pair of Harley Davidson motorcycles prowled through the portal. A pair of mean-looking Hell’s Angels riding them. They both wore shades and the leader had tattoos over both arms. Jake made out the words: EVIL on one, and ROCKS on the other.

      They rolled to a halt a couple of metres away and the portal vanished like a mirage. The furthermost Hell’s Angel raised his hand and blades sprung from his wrists forming a collar of spikes like an orbiting knuckleduster. Small metal projectiles broke off and hovered over his hand, ready to fire on is command.

      ‘Jake Hunter?’ the lead Angel said in a raspy voice that sounded as if he had been smoking since birth.

      Jake pointed a finger at Chameleon. ‘There he is.’

      The Angel’s laugh was without humour. ‘Right.’ He spat a slimy string of chewing tobacco on the floor. ‘You don’t recognise me, do ya? I seen ya around the Council though. Word is spreadin’ about what you’re lookin’ for. And I want in on the scam. In fact: I want it all.’

      Jake looked around in disbelief. His enemies surrounded him, and they came from every camp. While the Angels had made their dramatic entrance, Jake had skimmed through his phone. He found the power he was looking for - the icon was pretty self-explanatory.

      ‘I don’t think I’ll be joining any of you guys at the moment. Thanks anyway.’

      Chameleon and Orsina had edged forward, unsure what to make of the stand-off.

      ‘It wasn’t an offer, Hunter. It was a demand.’

      As he spoke, Jake glanced at the phone screen as it pulsed. He felt the new power flow through him.

      ‘I don’t do demands,’ said Jake with a cocky smile. Then he jumped up, exactly as he had seen Seismic do in Los Angeles, and landed in a crouch - his fist power-driving into the wall.

      The power Seismic had volunteered to The villain website surged through Jake and into the wall. The entire wall shook as a violent earthquake struck it. Dust poured from between the bricks and the entire wall rippled in both directions like a sin wave with Jake and Lorna at the epicentre.

      The Hell’s Angels were closest and were thrown off their bikes. The wave thundered towards Chameleon and Orsina, knocking them both off their feet and disintegrating the battlements around them.

      The earth tremor continued along the wall, collapsing the ancient watchtower Jake had fled from. The rubble kicked up a huge cloud of dust.

      Jake grabbed Lorna’s arm and sprang over the prone bikers. Metal darts shot from the silent Angel who was pinned under his heavy machine. Jake felt a cold stabbing pain in his leg - it felt like he’d been shot.

      He limped several metres before collapsing. Lorna tried to drag him to his feet.

      ‘Come on!’

      Jake gritted his teeth. His healing power was not as swift as it used to be. It pushed the metal darts slowly out of his thigh - but going out, they hurt almost as much as going in.

      ‘Jake, don’t make me leave you here!’

      Jake tore the cloth bundle open and extracted the pendant - it looked exactly like all the others. He pulled the other from his pocket. His hands shook as he examined the symbols on the end. None of them matched. Jake’s hand were trembling as he tried to push the two parts together.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Lorna glanced up to see Chameleon and Orsina try to make it past the Hell’s Angels, but the biker villains were not ready to let them pass and a superpowered firefight was taking place.

      CLICK. The two pendants linked together. They suddenly glowed with an internal light. Jake grinned, something was happening regardless if they were in the correct order. He reached into his other pocket and pulled out a small leather wallet and a coin-sized electronic disc stamped with the Foundation logo. He guessed it was a tracking device that Chameleon must have slipped in his pocket in the museum. Jake tossed it over the wall and opened the wallet - the other two pieces of the pendant lay inside.

      ‘Four of them? You have four?’ said Lorna.

      ‘Yup. I thought carrying them myself would be the safest place.’ It had been a good idea when he’d had his full powers; plus he didn’t trust Leech at all so couldn’t leave them in his safekeeping.

      After some fumbling, Jake locked the two new pendants onto the others and the wand-assembly glowed blue. It was so bright in his hand he had to look away. He held the wand aloft, diverting his eyes. He knew the chances of placing them in the correct order was remote, but as long as they did something to get him out of this mess, he didn’t care.

      Chameleon, Orsina and the Angels stopped fighting as they were washed with brilliant light. Chameleon snapped back into his human form, his face a mask of horror.

      ‘No.... how? No... Jake! Don’t do it! You don’t know the right combination!’

      Jake felt the Core Power rush through his body. Every nerve tingled and he felt suddenly powerful; unstoppable. Even though he still missed two parts of the pendant for full mastery, it felt as if the universe was at his fingertips.

      A pulse of energy shot skyward, forming a solid column of light. The fog began to swirl around the beam.

      Lorna’s long hair started to rise. Loose leaves and debris drifted skywards. The entire forest creaked as tree branches were tugged upwards by an invisible force.

      Jake suddenly knew what Core Power he had in his hands. A power that shaped galaxies, formed stars, destroyed planets and turned the universe.

      He had the power of gravity.

      The sky suddenly split asunder as atom-sized gravitons clashed, forming a swirling black hole over the Great Wall of China that swelled in size, almost a quarter of a mile across.

      Gravity immediately went crazy as the black hole vacuumed the fog in a second - then the air became clouded as a billion pieces of detritus was pulled upwards.

      Jake was unaffected, but Lorna had to hold on to him tightly as her legs were yanked upwards. She was upside down as she clung on to his jacket.

      The gravity field intensified. Boulders, and bricks from the wall were inexorably sucked upwards - the Great Wall was disassembling a brick at a time.

      With nothing to hold on to, Chameleon, Orsina, the Angels and their bikes drifted up.

      Jake felt a thrill of power he’d never experienced before as he unleashed one of the most destructive forces in the universe...
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      An uprooted tree shot past Jake, the branches and trailing roots whipped at him, breaking his concentration. He suddenly took stock of the whirlwind around him.

      The black hole above resembled a swirling galaxy. Everything around him was being slowly pulled upwards; the air was choked with debris that were falling upwards at the same pace they would drop to earth.

      The Great Wall itself was drawn upwards like it was nothing more than a ribbon, with only the section Jake was standing on remaining grounded. Some sections crumbled apart, other remaining intact but rose, still attached to the huge chunks of bedrock it was built on.

      Jake came to his senses and yanked the pendant down, mentally commanding the black hole away. At first, nothing happened. Jake began to doubt if he had any control over the destructive force. He tried harder, willing with every fibre that the black hole simply go away.

      His face turned red form the effort. Just when he was convinced he’d burst a blood vessel in his brain, the spiralling cluster shot skyward, sucking up the high cirrocumulus clouds as it vanished through the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Without its mighty pull of gravity everything fell from the sky.

      Lorna collapsed at Jake’s feet. Stones, twigs, insects and soil rained down on them. Lorna raised her shield to protect them both.

      For miles in either direction, the Great Wall slammed back to earth in piles of rubble. Only two watchtowers didn’t break apart on impact.

      The two Hell’s Angels had been consumed by the black hole, but Chameleon, Orsina and Beth had had better luck and crashed back to the ground amongst piles of dirt and felled trees.

      An eerie silence fell across the countryside.

      With shaking hands, Jake disconnected the pendants and stashed them in his pocket. His fingers sank into Lorna’s arm.

      ‘I think it’s time to go,’ he whispered.

      His teleportation powers were fully charged, and whisked them away from the mass destruction before the last pebble had dropped.

      

      Bryce Campbell frowned as he stared at his monitor screen. Something was not right. He adjusted the range on his instruments. The readings were the same.

      He stared thoughtfully through the soundproof glass at the rest of the control room beyond. Dozens of Air Force technicians sat at desks, carefully scrutinizing their screens, each one of them monitoring a section of airspace across the US continent. Giant monitors showed air traffic in different parts of the world.

      Bryce glanced back to his own screen. What he was looking at didn’t make sense. He scooped up a telephone and spoke his concerns to the general who supervised the North American Aerospace Defense Command, commonly known as NORAD.

      Built under the Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado, NORAD was approachable by a single tunnel carved into the rock, that ended in a nuclear blast-proof door. NORAD constantly monitored the skies for potential threats. Campbell’s desk monitored outer space, tracking any potential meteor strikes and tracked the thousands of tons of space junk and satellites in orbit around the earth.

      Moments later, a lean aging General entered the room ‘My shift finishes in one hour, I hope you ain’t brought me anything that’s gonna upset the barbeque I got planned? Those jokers out there are telling me there’s some kinda power blackout happening here and in Europe.’

      Campbell always felt nervous around the General. ‘I... I’m not sure, sir. It’s nothing to do with the blackout. Our sensors picked up something unusual in the atmosphere. Look.’

      He tapped a screen that tracked every piece of space junk - from dropped spanners to secret satellites. There was a large hole in the band of junk.

      ‘Where’d it all go?’ asked the General.

      ‘One minute they were there, the next...’

      ‘Are we talking about some kind of space weaponry?’ The General’s darkest fear was that another country would build satellites capable of shooting down their own.

      ‘No sir. The empty patch on the screen is about the size of Australia.’

      ‘A meteor then?’

      ‘If something that big had struck, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation. We’d be extinct.’

      The General impatiently slapped both palms against the desk. ‘I don’t believe some scrap yard went up there and recycled it all, so give me an answer!’

      ‘I pulled the range of the sensors back, using the lunar base.’ While the public believed that moon missions had ended in the 70s, the military had been building an array of sensors on the lunar surface to monitor the earth. It offered the perfect platform to peer back at the earth. ‘And I found this.’

      The General stared at the live video feed. It was black.

      ‘Okay...?’

      ‘You should be able to see the earth,’ Campbell prompted. ‘Something’s blocking the view.’

      ‘Maybe the camera’s broken?’

      ‘Diagnostics work fine. I pulled up different wave spectrums and saw nothing.’ The General still looked blank. Campbell suppressed his sigh. ‘Something is sucking up all the light and all the radiation... it’s a black hole, sir.’

      The General was dumbstruck.

      Campbell was giddy now he had the General’s attention and could show off his skills. He spoke rapidly as he typed.

      ‘So I tapped into the network of gravity sensors across the planet and in orbit using the GRACE satellites and mapped out any fluctuations in the field. And there the data correlated to a singularity...’ he noticed the General’s blank expression. ‘Er... that is to say, the Newtons measured... Look, it doesn’t matter. My point is I backtracked the data and discovered it was created here. On Earth I mean, not Colorado... but I know where it originated. China.’

      The General’s mouth hung open. ‘Is this some kind of new super-weapon?’

      Campbell let him dwell on that news for a moment, before adding the bad part.

      ‘And it’s growing bigger.’

      The General grabbed the phone and stabbed an internal line. ‘Get me through to Special Operations. I need the Enforcers!’

      Campbell tugged at the General’s sleeve; he had just noticed something else. ‘General... you need to take a look at this. This is really bad...’

      

      When Jake and Lorna appeared, Jake immediately cringed, expecting another punch form Lorna... but it didn’t happen. She was too busy shivering from the intense cold.

      ‘Where are we?’ she said through numb lips.

      Jake rubbed his still black eye as he glanced around. ‘Tibet. Stay close.’ With trembling hands he accessed a power he always used when he arrived. The phone’s cache held small quantities of whatever powers had been recently downloaded. It was like a browser history, and useful if the user was ever away from a phone signal.

      The warming power eased away the cold. Jake put his arm around Lorna to share it. He felt uncomfortable doing it, but Lorna didn’t seem to mind. She looked around their new location without much interest. She had been through too many bizarre situations to be surprised any more. ‘Tibet, huh? Is this your new home away from home when you want to avoid me?’

      Jake ignored her, and marched silently to the main doors. As ever, the monk opened them as they approached and led them inside. He bowed as the door silently closed.

      ‘He is expecting you.’

      Lorna caught the flicker of distrust on Jake’s face. ‘Really? I hadn’t even known I was coming until a few minutes ago.’

      Jake followed the monk, but stopped when he noticed Lorna wasn’t following.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      Lorna pouted. After everything he had put her through, she was damned if she was going to follow him again.

      ‘You’ve made me an outcast, Jake. You’ve turned me against the Foundation; you made me attack Chameleon while you had your own people, the Foundation and Forge chasing after you! I stood by you as you used some illegal power and opened up a black hole, destroying a World Heritage site! And on top of that... that... that girl...’ She was fuming too much to continue.

      Jake didn’t know what to say. ‘Shut up’, or ‘You’re obviously dumb to get everything so mixed up’, didn’t seem the right thing. Instead, Jake did something equally as bad. He nodded to the monk.

      ‘They can access The hero website, or Villain, whatever you prefer. Download something and teleport yourself out then.’ He left the room, suddenly realizing that the sentence he had planned to sound neutral and helpful, in fact sounded cold and callous. He turned around to correct himself, but the door closed with a deep bass thump.

      ‘Jake Hunter,’ echoed Leech’s voice from across the new, smaller chamber. ‘You never fail to please. How was it? How was your first encounter with unlimited power?’

      ‘So you know what I did?’

      Leech chuckled. ‘Don’t forget,’ he pointed to his eyes. ‘I see far and wide.’

      ‘It was... incredible. Scary too... but gravity? So I can make things fall up and stuff? Not exactly earth shattering power.’

      Leech laughed loudly. ‘Earth shattering is exactly what it is. Didn’t you study physics in school?’

      Jake shrugged. He’d hated physics lessons, as he never saw how they’d be useful in real life. Who would have thought they’d help him rule the world or destroy the bastions of good and evil?

      ‘Gravity keeps us on the planet. Without it we would spin off into space. Not that that would matter because the earth’s atmosphere would be torn away and the planet would be a barren rock. Gravity holds galaxies together; ensures planets revolve around suns and binds the entire universe together! It can pull tower blocks to the ground.’ He pulled a book from his desk and let it drop to the floor. The dull thud made Jake jump. ‘Or even just this book or feather... yet this incredible force that can drag planets into the sun, can be defeated very easily.’ He jumped on the spot and smiled. ‘See? Even an old man can beat gravity... if only for a short while.’

      ‘OK, I get that it’s powerful. I saw what damage the four parts of it did. I think that’s enough to beat the Council and Foundation. I don’t need the other two pieces.’

      ‘But you do, Jake. Without the last two parts you won’t have full mastery.’

      ‘I don’t need it.’

      Leech sneered, his usually affable expression looked dark. ‘That’s typical of you kids! You think because you know a little about something that you know it all. For a start, you placed the pendants together haphazardly. You paid no heed to the markings.’

      ‘But it still worked.’

      ‘No. You created something you had no real control over! The symbols on the pendants are precise mathematical equations designed to limit the power! Placing them together as you did is akin to mixing every chemical you can lay your hands on and hoping it doesn’t blow up in your face!’ Leech was shouting now. Jake wasn’t happy being berated. He also noticed that Leech looked less wrinkled and much more energetic than last time they met. ‘That’s why we needed the processor. Even now Forge is close to deciphering the equations because they exercised patience! Where did that black hole you created go to?’

      ‘I just got rid of it.’

      ‘No you didn’t. You just cast it away into space.’

      ‘So?’

      Leech clenched his fists. ‘So if you had full mastery you could have vanquished it as easily as you had made it. Instead it is now lurking just beyond the Earth’s orbit. The gravitational pull has affected the moon’s orbit.’

      Despite Leech’s haranguing, Jake was feeling tired, lulled by the monastery’s calming incense and relaxing atmosphere. ‘It’s the moon. Big deal.’

      Leech’s eyes narrowed. ‘Jake, you need the last two pieces for two reasons. One, you promised me you’d kill Kirby. Two, your black hole has pulled the moon from its orbit. It’s now on a collision course to earth.’

      

      Absolute silence. With no air in space, sound couldn’t travel. Sunlight glinted off the giant solar panels that formed the bulk of the International Space Station. The tiny modules that provided the living spaces for the crew of six looked fragile against the blue marble of earth below it.

      Inside, the multinational crew could drift and spin in a state of almost zero-G, commonly called microgravity. Right now, the team were at panic stations as they received a stream of data from NORAD. Their own instruments confirmed that a black hole had mysteriously appeared and that it had dragged the moon out of orbit.

      Their frantic analysis was suddenly interrupted by a dull thump, that shook the ISS, and a pressure wave that made their ears pop. The common fear was that a breach in the hull would depressurize the station, blast their oxygen into space, killing them all in the frigid void beyond.

      ‘It came from the Cupola,’ said a Russian cosmonaut, examine the environmental readout. ‘Pressure is stable. It isn’t a hull breach.’

      ‘What is it?’ asked the American Commander.

      Commander Mather had had his share of adventure when supervillains had hijacked a private shuttle he had been piloting. He had been forced to eject from the shuttle, leaving it, and the villains, to crash land on earth. The experience had shaken Mather, and he had been looking forward to a relaxing mission on the ISS.

      Nobody seemed keen to investigate. Commander Mather sighed, and drifted from Zvezda service module.

      ‘I guess I’ll check it out.’

      The Cuploa was on the other side of the station. He drifted through two other modules before realizing that nobody had followed him. A com-set hooked round his ear kept him in touch with the rest of his team.

      Something clanged in the module ahead. Everything on the station was tethered as any free-floating object was a hazard.

      ‘I hear something ahead,’ he reported.

      ‘Be careful,’ came the reply.

      Mather could hear more scraping. He couldn’t shake the feeling somebody else was close by - impossible though that was.

      He edged forward into the Unity module and held his breath - was it possible that somebody was inside the Cuploa? It was an observation platform that allowed the crew a splendid view of earth, and at times, the moon.

      Commander Mather felt his heart hammering in his chest. He saw a shadow moving against the curved wall of the pod verifying his suspicions.

      He slowly reached out and unfastened a steel wrench from a Velcro utility pouch on the wall. Logically, he knew nobody else could be aboard, but his run in with the superpowered freaks had defied logic.

      ‘Hey!’ He shouted as a distraction - the wrench was already arcing towards the back of the figure’s head.

      Jake Hunter felt the pang of cold steel hit his skull and he head-butted the reinforced observation dome.

      ‘OW!’ He spun around and glared at Commander Mather. ‘What’s wrong with you? Do you always hit people on the back of the head?’

      The shock at seeing a teenage boy dressed in a grubby t-shirt and equally unwashed jeans lasted for only a second. He remembered the two young boys who had been fighting on the nosecone of his shuttle when it had taken off.

      ‘You’re one of them!’ he said accusingly.

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘You can... fly... and things...’

      ‘The word you are looking for is: superpowered. Yes. I’m one of them.’ He rubbed the back of his head. Already the bump was beginning to heal, and his teleportation power was slowly recharging, but it was not yet ready to use. He was feeling queasy from the weightless environment: it was like the feeling he got when his dad drove very quickly over a hill and his stomach lurched... except it never fell back down. ‘Look, I don’t want any trouble. I need help.’

      ‘Help? Do you realize where you are?’

      ‘On the ISS I hope. I needed somewhere to go up here. Somewhere I could see if it’s true.’

      ‘You know about the black hole?’

      Jake avoiding looking at him in the eye. ‘Mmm, yeah. That. I was talking about the moon. It doesn’t look like it’s moving...’

      They both stared through the Cupola bubble. The moon was no larger than a coin.

      ‘It is. Two hours ago it was 365, 578 kilometres away. It moves closer or further away from the earth because of its orbit. Ten minutes ago it was 312, 241 clicks. That’s beyond the moon’s perigee, uh, the closest it ever gets to earth.’

      Jake felt his stomach knot. This man didn’t know him, therefore didn’t have any reason to lie to him. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘At the rate of acceleration, it will hit the planet in about a day. If it does, the world will crack open like an egg and every single thing on it will be extinct.’

      Jake’s tongue felt numb. What could he say to that? He had just set in motion the extinction of all life on earth. He had only wanted to strike out at his enemies, and look where that had got him. He licked his dry lips.

      ‘Could the earth get sucked in too? Can it be stopped?’

      ‘The earth has a heavier mass. Eventually it would be affected, but what would be after the collision. By then it will just be a floating group of shattered rock. We could fire every single nuclear missile on the planet at the moon, but it won’t do much. Besides, the Pentagon has an orbital missile fleet up here - strictly top secret, but since we’re all going to die in twenty-four hours, I don’t mind telling you. They shot some high-intensity lasers at the moon, but the light bent—’

      ‘You can’t bend lasers.’ That was something Jake was sure about.

      ‘Black holes can. Even light can’t escape their gravity. And that’s what’s caused the moon to de-orbit. A black hole just appeared from nowhere. The hole itself is slowly moving in an elliptical orbit. Half an hour ago it was blocking sight of the moon, now it has moved around slightly so we can all see our impending doom. Our only hope is that the black hole will suck up the moon or at least divert it, like water sloshing around a drain. But according to my calculations, that’s unlikely.’

      ‘Twenty four hours?’

      ‘That’s an estimate. It could change. It could be sooner.’

      The sound of hailstones suddenly reverberated through the ISS. Mather looked around in alarm, and activated his headset.

      ‘What is it?’

      A stressed French voice spoke so loudly, Jake could hear it. ‘Meteor shower!’

      ‘Oh no...’

      Jake was puzzled, he’d see shooting stars from his garden on earth and remembered his sister telling him that they were meteorites burning up in the atmosphere. ‘How bad can that be?’

      ‘The black hole is affecting the entire region. It’s pulling any bits of junk floating through space and diverting it straight towards us!’

      The clattering increased as tiny meteorites, some no bigger than a grain of sand, struck the space station. The shimmying grew worse - and an alarm suddenly sounded. Seconds later a pressurised pipe in the module next to them broke, sending a stream of compressed gas into the confined space.

      Jake glanced out of the observation dome in time to see a rock, the size of a football, sail past and smash into one of the giant solar panel arrays.

      The delicate panels smashed into millions of fragments that spun in every direction. The twisted groan of steel reverberate through the space station as the solar panel gantry was torn away.

      The interior lights suddenly went off, only a handful of emergency lights remained.

      ‘We’re on emergency power!’ screamed Mather. ‘Everybody, get ready to abandon ship!’ He grabbed Jake’s arm. ‘Come with me kid. There’s a Soyuz craft docked on the other end of the station. We can leave in that.’

      Jake didn’t waste time arguing. He couldn’t teleport out until his power had recharged. He drifted after Commander Mather, down the length of the module, when something the size of a golf ball suddenly punctured through the fragile wall of the section ahead - and out of the wall opposite. The effect was instantaneous.

      Jake heard a roaring noise as all the air in the ISS rushed towards the hull breach. He bounced into the Commander as they were sucked towards the hull breach on a hurricane force wave of air. The cabin around them was suddenly filled with anything that wasn’t bolted down. A video camera ricocheted from Jake’s head.

      One second later the pressure door between them and the module ahead suddenly slammed shut - and Jake and Commander Mather careened into it. The pressure door had just saved them from being jettisoned into space.

      ‘Alpha!’ yelled Mather into his mic, ‘Come in!’

      ‘Commander, you’re alive!’ came a relieved voice. ‘We made it into the Soyuz. Where are you?’

      ‘On the other side.’ There was no sense of drama in the Commander’s voice, just the acceptance that he couldn’t leave with them. ‘Eject.’

      ‘Sir—!’

      The entire station shook again as meteors took out more solar panels. Jake glanced through a small viewing port and saw the earth spiral dizzyingly out of view - they had been knocked out of orbit.

      ‘Go!’ shouted Mather.

      They both felt the clunk reverberate through the space station as the escape pod jettisoned from the structure. Through the small portal they watched their chance of freedom drift away.

      ‘Can you magic us out of here?’ Mather asked, still gazing through the window.

      ‘Not right now.’

      ‘One more hit and we’re dead. Not that it matters. There’s not much oxygen left in this module. Most of it vented outside.’

      The station shuddered again as fuel tanks were pierced, streams of liquid jetting out.

      The Commander suddenly spotted something drifting in the module, knocked loose by the impact. It was an EVA spacesuit. He kicked himself from the wall and intercepted it. The look of hope was dashed when he realized there was only one.

      ‘Here. You put this on. It might buy you some time.’

      Jake was speechless. For the first time in his life, he was being offered something for purely unselfish reasons.

      ‘Don’t you have a family?’ asked Jake.

      ‘Wife and two kids; three and five.’ His firm expression quivered slightly as he thought about them. ‘I knew the risks coming up here. Put this on.’

      Jake was rocked. For the first time in his life he was looking at a true, selfless, hero. And he didn’t possess any superpowers. Jake felt a coward as his instinct was to accept the offered spacesuit. He glanced out of the portal - it was better than looking at somebody who was making him feel incredibly guilty.

      The manoeuvring boosters on the side of the Soyuz escape pod looked like small camera flashes as the pod positioned itself for re-entry into the atmosphere. What nobody could see from inside the pod was that they were positioning themselves for earth re-entry right in the path of a huge meteor, the size of a car.

      ‘Oh my God...’

      Commander Mather followed his gaze and gasped in anguish.

      ‘Radio them! Tell them to move!’ said Jake.

      ‘I can’t the external communication antenna was ripped off! I can’t reach them out there!’

      The five astronauts were about to die because of events Jake had set in motion. He’s done a lot of bad things in his time, and he was starting to regret his selfish actions. He hated feeling this way, but Commander Mather had stirred a moral compass in his head he didn’t know he possessed.

      He slid his phone out. Typical, he was probably flying right past the telecom satellite and he still couldn’t get a signal! And now his ability to manifest powers at will had faded, he felt useless...

      Then he remembered the raw power reserve built into the phone, designed for exactly the moment he had no signal. He had an idea. It was wild, but it might just work.

      He activated the powers and felt them kick into his body.

      ‘Put on the suit. I’m going out there to save them.’

      ‘What? How?’

      Jake didn’t have time to answer. He triggered the shield Lorna had downloaded from his phone. She had only formed a small shield over her arm, but Jake concentrated hard - forming a completely bubble around him. Then he apported, appearing in between the Soyuz and the meteor.

      The incredulous faces of the astronauts peered from the single porthole at the boy in casual clothes, surrounded by a bubble that was only visible against the inky blackness when debris bounced off it, causing it to spark blue.

      Jake fought the massive jolt of vertigo that swept over him as he gazed at the earth from 220 miles up. He broke out in a cold swept and focused on the lumbering meteor. His hands glowed bright green and he unleashed a stream of radioactive plasma.

      The meteor instantly exploded. Jake whooped at the ease with which he had averted disaster... until he saw that he had simply broken the meteor up into hundreds of smaller fragments that still headed towards the fragile capsule.

      Jake fired again and again - doing nothing more than breaking down the chunks and creating even more projectiles that would shred the Soyuz apart.

      ‘C’mon, Jake,’ he championed himself. ‘Think!’

      Stopping the meteor was impossible... and he only had about thirty seconds left...

      Then the obvious conclusion struck him. He zoomed over to the escape pod, thankful that his levitation powers worked just like flying when there was no fixed up or down to hamper them. He wrung his hands, as if cleaning off the radioactive power and initiated another power Lorna had used as a non-lethal alternative on Chameleon.

      He placed his hands on against the cold metal of the capsule and let the water jets pour from his hands. He’d never bothered listening to his physics teacher drone on about Newton’s laws of motion - and was surprised to find himself begin propelled away from the larger mass of the capsule. He countered that by flying towards the ship, while still firing the jets of water.

      The Soyuz began to inch forward, but it was painfully slow. Meteor grains started to fizzle against Jake’s shield, heralding the arrival of the larger devastating chunks.

      He pushed harder, the exertion causing him to sweat and feel faint. He wondered how much air was trapped in the buddle with him? Probably not enough.

      The escape pod rapidly picked up speed - drifting out of the path of the meteors. Jake’s shield exploded in a fury of impacts as he was struck. A sixth-sense warned him that the shield-power would expire at any moment, leaving him stranded in space. He apported back into the ISS module—

      Just as his shield fizzled away! He felt exhausted and slumped, but rather than drop to his knees, he lazily spun around the pod.

      ‘That was incredible!’ Commander Mather’s voice was muffled from beneath the closed helmet. He had the spacesuit sealed, ready for the inevitable.

      They both saw the Soyuz’s boosters fire as it rotated into position for re-entry.

      ‘Will they be OK?’ asked Jake with concern.

      ‘If the heat shield wasn’t damaged, and it looked fine to me, they’ll be fine. That was a brave and incredible thing you did.’

      Jake didn’t know how to respond to the rare complement; so he didn’t.

      ‘But I guess this is it for us,’ added Mather ominously.

      Jake gritted his teeth. He felt a surge of determination wash through him. He couldn’t die now, that would leave the planet helpless. Admittedly, helpless from a threat he had created, but that wasn’t the point.

      Jake gripped the Commander’s spacesuit with both hands. ‘I don’t think so.’

      The entire space station suddenly ripped open behind them and everything was sucked into space. Jake held his breath as he was dragged out at a phenomenal speed.

      A second later his body responded to the ice cold of space and he saw his skin turn pale as it iced up. Paradoxically his arms felt incredible hot as his blood started to boil. None of that mattered because his eyeballs were starting to freeze...

      That all started to happen within the first second. A millisecond later Jake sensed his teleport power had fully recharged and wasted no time in activating it. He and Commander Mather suddenly vanished in a silent boom...
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      The cup of tea tasted wonderful. Jake closed his eyes and relaxed back, feeling that he could go to sleep instantly.

      He recalled how he had teleported with Commander Mather in the middle of the lawn at the back of the White House in Washington DC. Since the Commander was American and Jake didn’t know from exactly where, he had brought to mind the most iconic American image he could think of. He had dismissed the Statue of Liberty, because he had already destroyed that and didn’t think it would go down well if he returned to the scene of the crime.

      Commander Mather had had tears of gratitude in his eyes, when he’d finally taken off the space helmet. Jake had felt elated. He didn’t know if it was from exposure to outer space, or if that was what it felt like to be a hero.

      The moment was interrupted by a squad of heavily armed Secret Service men thundering across the lawn to arrest the teenager and joker in a spacesuit who had just broken into one of the grounds of one of the most heavily guarded homes in the world.

      Luckily for Jake, they hadn’t recognized him as public enemy number one. But that was just a matter of time. As he laid spread eagled on the ground he winked at Commander Mather, then apported several meters out of the White House gardens.

      For the next thirty minutes Jake had played cat and mouse with the Secret Service and police who were combing the area for him. He didn’t need the hassle of a manhunt as he was starting to feel tired and ill. He waited for his teleportation to recharge... but it didn’t. It had expired - something that had never happened to him before. Jake was furious because of the time he had wasted. Luckily, his phone was still working so he could access the villain app.

      After all the danger he had been through, and with the annihilation threat approaching, there was only one place he wanted to be.

      He quantum tunnelled home.

      ‘Like your tea?’ asked his mum.

      Jake forced his eyes open, relieved to be back in his old house, with parents who no longer suffered amnesia as to who he was.

      ‘It’s great mum.’

      ‘Hungry? It’s nearly dinner time.’

      Jake’s stomach automatically rumbled at the mention of dinner.

      ‘These power blackout are getting worse,’ said Jake’s dad. ‘I haven’t seen anything like it before.’

      Jake noticed a look of concern cross his mother face. ‘I hope Beth is alright. Who’d have thought she would be the one to go off the rails and become a wild child?’

      ‘My money was always on him,’ said his dad with a smile.

      Jake had wondered what Eric Kirby had said to his parents when they woke up in a Foundation hospital to see everybody was chasing him, and Beth was claiming that she didn’t know who he was. But his parents appeared to buy into the cover story that they had both been assigned to specialist schools for behavioural problems. Jake didn’t push the issue.

      ‘Which leads us onto a serious matter, Jake,’ said his dad with the tone Jake knew spelt trouble.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘We haven’t seen much of you since you were, um, transferred to that boarding school. However, we’ve received a letter from them. It seems that you haven’t been to lessons for a week!’

      ‘You’ve been bunking, haven’t you?’ said his mum.

      Jake used all his willpower to stop the incriminating smile inch across his cheeks, but couldn’t. This was obviously some red herring Eric Kirby had thrown in to the situation to annoy Jake. Because the Foundation was using Beth, they had deemed the house to be a neutral location. Jake suspected the Foundation or Enforcers were watching him, but they had never made a move to apprehend him. These pranks were the only way Kirby could provoke him here; it wasn’t the first time they’d received letters from his phantom headmaster. The world was in peril, the moon was about to obliterate everything, and his parents were worried about him missing school that didn’t even exist!

      ‘It’s not a laughing matter,’ scolded his dad. ‘We’ve been very relaxed with you in the past, maybe too liberal, but this isn’t acceptable.’

      Jake forced himself to look chagrined. ‘Sorry. I’ve been busy...’

      He saw his parents look uncomfortable. What did they know?

      The doorbell rang, breaking the awkward atmosphere. Jake slammed the mug onto the table, spilling the tea, and leapt to his feet, instantly alert.

      ‘I’ll get it,’ his dad said.

      ‘Jake! You’ll stain the carpet! Go and get a cloth!’

      As much as Jake loved his parents and was relieved to have them back, he still couldn’t spend any length of time with them without getting irritated.

      He knew the Enforcers monitored the house: they were a United Nation run team of soldiers, who operated without superpowers, keeping those who had any in check. However, he was certain that they still couldn’t detect when he quantum tunnelled in. He was certain that the HERO Foundation had the house under surveillance, maybe even had bugs and cameras inside - but they had never attacked. He wondered if Kirby had, for some reason, declared it a neutral zone. Perhaps he didn’t want to alienate Beth by sending soldiers into her house? But with the world on the brink of destruction he guessed that such a truce wouldn’t hold.

      ‘It’s for you, Jake,’ drifted his dad’s voice from the hallway.

      Jake nervously thumbed his phone in his pocket. In his haste, he had only downloaded the one power to escape, and everything else had expired.

      He peeked into the hallway. His father was blocking the view of the visitor.

      It had to be a trap. He nervously positioned himself at the bottom of the stairs. At the first hint of trouble he would bound up them and tunnel away.

      His father called again. ‘Jake?’

      This time he moved just enough to reveal the visitor - it was Lorna.

      ‘Right here, dad.’

      His dad looked between them both with an idiotic grin, waiting for the introduction. When none was forthcoming he nodded. ‘Right-o,’ and made a quick departure into the living room, winking knowingly at Jake. Jake felt his cheeks blush - how come parents could always find a way to embarrass you?

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he said suspiciously.

      ‘Oh thanks. That’s very nice of you.’

      ‘I’m sorry... I just had a very bad... day. Sorry,’ muttered Jake.

      Lorna’s eyes narrowed. ‘For what?’

      ‘For... what I said back in Tibet, leaving you behind... missing your birthday. I didn’t mean any of it. Don’t take this the wrong way, but how did you know I was here?’

      ‘I have my sources,’ she said mysteriously. ‘Actually, I was just passing and thought I’d call by, see if you were around. You mentioned you come home every now and again.’

      ‘I’m not staying for long.’

      ‘I didn’t think so. I want to come with you.’

      Jake looked at her curiously. ‘Why? I thought we’d split?’

      Lorna hesitated, and Jake thought he look surprised by his comment. Then she shrugged. ‘Um... because we make a good team.’

      She seemed to be in much better spirits, which Jake was happy about. The less emotional baggage they had the better.

      Jake thought for a moment. ‘Sure. I have to get back to Leech. I left in a hurry.’

      Then they were suddenly plunged into darkness. Every streetlight went, and all the houses were nestled in blackness. A chorus of barking dogs started up.

      ‘My dad said this has been happening a lot,’ said Jake, wondering if it was something he had accidentally triggered.

      ‘Look at the sky,’ he said in awe.

      Without light pollution, they could see every star. Their eyes quickly adjusted to take in the white smear of the milky way. Even though he had almost died in space, it was still an awe-inspiring sight.

      ‘Incredible, isn’t it?’ muttered Lorna. ‘Look at the moon. It looks huge.’

      Jake followed her finger. The moon was low in the sky, and it looked bigger and clearer than ever.

      ‘Mmm,’ said Jake. ‘About that...’ He didn’t know how to break the news to her. ‘Let’s go. I have a lot of stuff to do.’

      He shouted into the house, saying goodbye to his parents. He didn’t have time to get into a discussion with them, so slammed the front door closed.

      ‘Jake?’ his dad ran out of the house in time to see a flurry of snow fall onto the driveway. He thought it was odd as there wasn’t a cloud in the sky and it was rather warm night.

      He also had the strangest feeling he wouldn’t see his son again.

      

      Jake and Lorna shivered. Once again they had been ill prepared for the snowstorm outside the monastery. A monk had been waiting with hot green tea for them inside. Then they were lead to a large hall Jake had never seen before. He was beginning to suspect that Leech was far more than the monk’s guest. The old man looked more full of energy than Jake. The Tibetan lifestyle was treating him well.

      The room housed a huge orrery. Mechanical arms extended from an orb suspended midway to the ceiling, holding dozens of other objects: planets, moons and comets. They all spun around on a complex array of gears that moved them in relevant orbit around the central sun, while each planet rotated on its axis, and their individual moons around them. It was an intricate, delicate machine.

      The grinding of gears was as loud as a factory floor. Leech had his back to them, watching the celestial ballet. He spoke without turning around.

      ‘Fascinating isn’t it?’

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ said Lorna.

      Jake was nonchalant. ‘It’s OK. Shouldn’t we be more worried about doing something to stop what’s happening.’

      Leech’s shoulders sagged, and he turned around.

      ‘You know what you need to do. The last two pieces are all that’s stopping you. The damage caused by the moon’s proximity is already echoing around the world.’

      Jake glanced at Lorna. He had briefed her when they trudged through the snow towards the monastery. She knew the moon was on a collision course, although Jake didn’t see the point in telling her where the last two pendants were.

      ‘I never heard anything about it,’ said Lorna.

      ‘That’s because half the world is experiencing major power outrages due to some crazy supervillain on the loose. But everybody is suffering.’ Leech indicated to the model earth with the moon orbiting in its right and proper place. ‘The moon’s gravity helps create the tides. But it is no longer orbiting the earth as it should. With the increased and constant gravitational pull, there are no tides. Weather systems are reacting to this, and major super-storms are already brewing, pounding coastal cities and causing flooding and devastation all over the world, and it will only get worse as the moon draws nearer. Get the pendants from Kirby and Necros and you can stop this. Kill them, and you can save the world.’

      Jake heard Lorna gasp. ‘Kill Eric Kirby? Jake, you never mentioned this.’

      ‘Lorna...’

      ‘I can’t let you do that.’

      There were tears in her eyes. Jake was puzzled; he could understand her anguish at the thought of killing Kirby, but he had caused Lorna no end of trouble, so why was she so emotional.

      ‘We haven’t got time to discuss this,’ said Jake calmly.

      ‘Don’t say that, Jake. Tell me that’s not your plan?’

      ‘He has the pendant. He’s just not going to give it to me.’

      Lorna brushed aside the tears with her sleeve. She was suddenly calm. ‘Last time, the Foundation used me to get at you, and I swore I’d never do it again.’

      Jake’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s how you knew I was at home. The Foundation told you?’

      ‘No, Jake.’ She slid a mobile from her pocket.

      Jake saw the distinct Forge logo on the screen - he was stunned. ‘No...’

      Lorna breathed sharply as she spoke into her phone. ‘You have the coordinates? He’s here.’

      Jake scowled and raised his hand to blow the phone apart - suddenly remembering that the quantum tunnel was the only power he had downloaded and that had expired in his constantly altering body. He knew he must investigate the side effects he’d suffering from the EMP pulse that engulfed him in Iraq, but he didn’t have time.

      ‘What have you done?’ he hissed. He hoped Leech would intervene at any moment, but the old man had vanished. Probably hiding like all Primes, thought Jake bitterly. They thought they were more valuable than Downloaders because he had been born with their powers.

      An amber light blazed from Lorna’s finger and Jake found himself paralysed. With a loud bang, Pete suddenly appeared in the room. He looked delighted to see Jake was incapacitated.

      ‘Hunter, great to see you, mate.’ He coughed, spitting blood from his mouth. He reached into Jake’s pockets and retrieved the four pendants. ‘Wow... they... they don’t look like much do they? I was expecting something pretty impressive like the thing Lord Eon had me chasing around for. You know, somebody should think of a better way of disposing things rather than leave them lying around all over the place. But, this has saved me a whole heap of trouble. Thanks.’

      Jake wanted to scream and shout. He wanted to shoot Pete in the face and scream at Lorna for being a traitor. Didn’t she understand that he was trying to save the world? Couldn’t she see that Pete and Chameleon were working together for their own selfish reasons?

      Pete slapped Jake on the arm. Since he was ridged, he rocked like a statue.

      ‘Word on the grapevine is that you’re losing your powers, mate. I was going to ask you to stop this virus you put in me, but... I guess that’s too late now. Chameleon reckons he can use this Core Power to reverse the effects. I have me doubts, I mean, it’s gravity, right? But he says Core Powers are at the heart of all superpowers. Maybe the gravity will drag your little virus out of me? Who knows how it all works? Fingers crossed anyway, eh? At least, if this is it for me, you will be dead before I am. We let the Enforcers know where you are. They’ve called an air strike in on this place. In a couple of minutes it will be rubble and you will be history.’

      The door behind them sudden slammed open - twelve angry looking monks in bright yellow and orange robes stood beyond, all standing in a martial arts stance.

      ‘Aw, give me a break,’ said Pete. ‘Kung-fu monks?’

      ‘Attack!’ roared Leech. Pete and Lorna saw the old man appear from the dark shadows. They had both been so focused with Jake, and assumed that the ex-hero was no longer a threat, that they hadn’t noticed him slip away.

      The monks charged forward with a battle cry.

      Several cartwheeled through the doorway, others somersaulted over their colleagues while the rear flank charged with a roar. It was a rapid, coordinated attack.

      Three monks kicked Pete in rapid succession, tossing him across the room into a display of astrolabes.

      The monks were just as violent to Lorna. One swept her feet away as another chopped her across shoulder – sending her reeling across the floor.

      Pete was overwhelmed with grogginess as the brass instruments clattered around him. His body swelled as it absorbed energy from the multiple impacts. Before he knew it, four monks were on top of him, trying to pry the pendants from his fist.

      Three monks advanced on Lorna. She opened her jaw hyperextend like a snake’s as she screamed a sonic wail that distorted the air – plucking the monks off their feet. One smashed into the large bronze mass of Neptune as it swept about the orrery. The other two spun back through the doorway.

      Jake could only watch helplessly as the fight escalated around him. The paralyzing power Lorna had administered would last several minutes more. His eyes were starting to feel dry and sore, and he desperately wanted to blink and rub them, but even his eyelids wouldn’t move.

      A monk landed in front of him. Jake recognized him as the monk who always greeted him into the monastery. All assumptions that the monk was a kindly, gentle, soul had now evaporated. They were warrior monks. As far as Jake could tell, they weren’t using superpowers, but moved with supreme skill and graceful fluidity that enabled them to fight as equals. The monk’s hands moved fast across Jake. He could feel stabs of pain as the monk hit several pressure points. Jake was confused as to why he was suddenly being attacked. With the final prod at the back of his neck, Jake was suddenly able to move. He flexed his arms in amazement. The monks obviously knew secrets that could overcome superpowers. Could it be possible that there were even greater types of power that he wasn’t aware off?

      A blast of heat caught his attention. The battle had progressed further. Pete had now alighted on top of Jupiter as it orbited the orrery. The largest planet in the solar system gave him a solid platform from which he hurled dozens of blue energy spheres that dogged the monks’ feet – ripping the floor up with their intensity.

      Across the chamber, Lorna was using an energy shield to defend herself against multiple attacks. Jake ignored her – she was a problem to deal with another day. This was the second time she had shifted alliances, and he vowed it would be the last.

      Even with no powers, Jake wasn’t prepared to let Pete steal the pendants; he’d bite his ankles off if he had to. The small orb representing the downgraded ex-planet of Pluto slowly revolved towards Jake. He used the supporting gantry arm to climb onto the outer rim of the orrery. Pete was slightly higher and further towards the centre of the machine… and he hadn’t seen Jake.

      Jake used Pluto’s slow orbit to position himself for a jump across the solar system – across Neptune’s path - landing on Uranus. His sweaty hands couldn’t gain a firm hold and he started sliding down the sphere, which was the size of a sofa. He glanced down, suddenly conscious that the base of the orrery was a sea of swirling gear shafts and cogs. Falling now would be like falling into a blender… and he didn’t have any powers to heal himself.

      His feet cycled out – his trainer finding a toehold on the thin metal ring that surrounded the planet. It was enough to stop him falling.

      Pete suddenly swung past, balanced atop Jupiter and on a quicker orbit than him. Pete did a double take as Jake roared past – then shot at him.

      Luck was on Jake’s side. Uranus’ rotation placed the bulk of the bronze planet in between Jake and Pete. Pete’s energy spheres reverberated from the large sphere, rocking it on its mounting. The metal ratchet holding it together wasn’t designed for such punishment. Jake leapt across the model - and landed on top of Saturn as it swung past him. This planet was much bigger, about the size of a truck, giving Jake a firmer footing. Because each planet was rotating on its axis as well as orbiting the sun, Pete had become disorientated and lost sight of him.

      ‘Let’s go!’ Pete shouted to Lorna. ‘The Enforcers are starting the air strike!’

      Lorna sonic screamed at the monks attacking her, sending them reeling into the wall. She turned to give him the thumbs-up - but then noticed Jake riding the huge bronze sphere that was tracking on an intercept course for Pete.

      ‘Watch out!’ she yelled.

      Pete only saw Jake when he was in mid-leap. It was a risky manoeuvre, but Jake had no other option. His aim was perfect.

      He crashed into Pete who fell backwards, trying to cling on to the largest planet in the universe as he slid down the other side. Jake went straight for his hand - not to help him, but to pull the pendants free. Pete’s other hand shot out, grabbing Jake’s wrist. Jake’s muscles twanged in agony as he suspended Pete’s weight.

      ‘Give me the pendants!’

      ‘No way, Hunter. You’re a wanted felon now. Everybody is looking for them. The word’s out. Every hero, villain and Forger is after your head! Now I’ve got them.’

      ‘You want them to hunt you down too?’

      ‘I’m not so stupid to try and use a Core Power. I’m working with people who want to stop what you’ve started.’

      ‘That’s exactly what I’m trying to do!’

      Pete laughed. ‘Oh, you’re trying to play hero now? For some reason... I don’t believe that.’

      ‘Give me the pendants back and once I get the others and put things right, I’ll reverse the virus in you. I promise.’

      Pete was surprised at the sincerity in Jake’s voice, although he didn’t believe a word of it.

      The girder supporting Jupiter groaned under their combined weight. They both glanced at the whirling gears below in alarm. Jake tried to shake Pete free.

      ‘Get off!’

      With a reverberating CLANG, the girder suddenly snapped and the massive bronze ball dropped from its pedestal, smashing the gears beneath. A hideous sound of twisting metal filled the hall as the orrery shuddered to a halt. Jupiter began rolling towards the outer rim.

      Jake was forced to walk backwards to keep his balance as the ball rolled beneath his feet. He only managed a couple of steps before Pete was carried under his feet like chewing gum on a football - knocking Jake over.

      Jupiter smashed through the other planets, its sheer weight demolishing the intricate mechanisms. A couple of monks who were nursing wounds on the floor suddenly found a new lease of life as the scrambled to avoid being crushed.

      Jake and Pete were tossed from the planet as it rolled across the floor, marble cracking under its weight. The planet picked up momentum - bursting through the wall like a wrecking ball, and into another hall beyond.

      Jake felt a bolt of pain shoot through his arm - he had broken it in the fall, and without a healing power he was bitterly reminded what it was like to be normal. He cradled his injury and looked around for Pete, hoping for inspiration to stop him... but Pete and Lorna had vanished.

      As the rest of the orrery shook and rattled behind him, Jake could only stare blankly at the spot where Pete had been. Double-crossed by Lorna, the pendants had been taken from him by the kid he used to bully in school.

      Jake could no longer stop the moon’s collision course.

      He had just run out of luck.

      And that’s when the Enforcer air strike launched a reign of hell down on the monastery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unexpected Help

          

        

      

    

    
      The air strike was a blur of light and noise.

      The first missile struck through the roof of the main hall, decimating the curtain-draped room and creating a massive crater in the floor. The shockwave made the dividing wall crumble and hunks of masonry rained down on Jake.

      The concussion blast made Jake’s ears ring and he lost his balance. Another GM-65 Maverick missile tore through the ceiling of the orrery - but miraculously didn’t detonate until it had passed through the opposite wall and into the courtyard beyond. The ground shook from the impact. Planets on the mangled orrery shook from impact - tearing them from their mounts and rolling towards Jake.

      Jake looked wildly around for Leech. Had he abandoned him?

      He tried to weave between the large bronze balls, but his coordination was off. He dodged Uranus as it rolled past, and bounced off Mars, further injuring his broken arm.

      Jake staggered, unable to stand as the ground shook. Fires broke out across the monastery, and he could feel the wall of heat from the room beyond. Chunks of roof had been torn off, admitting flurries of snow from outside - which melted in the strong black smoke updrafts coming from the building.

      Powerless, Jake was convinced his number was up.

      Then he felt something shoved into his hand. It was his mobile phone. He glimpsed Leech - the old man was furious as his home collapsed around him. Jake gripped the phone - just as Saturn broke free from the orrery and rolled over Leech!

      Jake looked away, but he heard the crunch of bones over the scream of a jet fighter zooming low overhead. Jake didn’t want to look at the damage Saturn caused, but there was no way Leech could have survived that.

      Jake dropped to his knees and tried to concentrate on the phone’s screen. His vision had blurred and another close explosion spewed debris over him, pushing him over.

      His numb fingers just couldn’t press the buttons.

      Jake slumped flat on the ground, defeated.

      Another explosion lifted him through the air like a crash test dummy. He rebounded of something solid.

      Darkness consumed him.

      

      ‘Pete? Pete? Hello? I’m talking to you.’

      Pete tore his gaze away from the pendants and finally looked at Orsina. There was a dreamy expression across his face.

      ‘Are you OK?’ she asked.

      ‘Mmm? Yeah... sure.’ It’s just, well, do you know the power I’ve got in my hands?’

      ‘Of course I do. Do you realize the risks we took to get them?’

      This sobered Pete up. ‘Of course I do. Where’s Chameleon?’

      ‘He’s on his way up. He was taunting the prisoner in the basement.’ Orsina looked nervous. She was far from happy about how their plan was unfolding. ‘Surely you don’t trust him?’ Pete gently stroked a pendant, as if expecting a genie to pop out of it. His short attention span was irritating her. ‘Pete!’

      ‘What? Oh... him. Why wouldn’t I trust him?’

      ‘Because of what he has done to his old friends. He abandoned you, he’s turned his back on the Hero Foundation—’

      ‘They’re ancient history anyway. He can see Forge is the new power.’

      ‘And because of what he just did to Lorna! Plus you can see the madness in his eyes. I saw him downloading from The hero website.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘He’s a Prime. He’s not supposed to mix his powers. It’s driving him crazy. He’s out of control!’ she hissed.

      Pete looked at her suspiciously. ‘Don’t you think I can keep him in check?’

      Orsina didn’t dare speak her mind. She had heard the stories of Pete losing his temper with some other Forge members and it hadn’t worked out well. ‘What would Emily think?’

      Pete froze. He had been talking to his old friend Emily on several occasions. She had contacted him, thinking she could bring him back to the Foundation to cure his illness. Emily was also Lorna’s best friend, and Pete had gone out of his way to ensure the two friends didn’t run into one another at Forge. Orsina could tell Pete liked her a lot.

      ‘How would she find out?’ His tone was flat, but there was no mistaking the veiled threat.

      Orsina sighed with frustration. ‘Can’t you see how this Core Power quest is making you obsessive. You’re getting hooked on its potential power. Even Jake didn’t—’

      Pete slammed his fist on the table. ‘It’s not affecting me,’ he bellowed. ‘And for your information this power... this could be the cure to the virus inside me!’

      ‘That’s what Chameleon told you. But how? It is gravity... how can that cure you?’

      Pete sneered. ‘You really are stupid. Core Powers form the base of all other powers. This could be manipulated, used to create a cure!’

      ‘It’s used in flying, levitation and probably a hundred other defence and attack powers, but I can’t see how its use in healing. I think Chameleon’s lying to you!’

      Ever since they had heard of Jake’s search for the Core Power, Forge had been researching the subject. They discovered Core Powers intoxicated those around them. The lure of such mighty power was too much for some to bear and they went crazy trying to use them.

      Pete had been surprised that Jake wasn’t affected, and if he was honest with himself he could feel a hazy cloud blot his reasoning skills, whispering to him about the amazing things he could achieve with such power. From what he had discovered when he hacked the Foundation database, Leech was too weak to endure such an attachment to the powers again, and Jake had been his perfect tool to send out to retrieve them. Pete was convinced that, with experimentation, any Core Power might produce a cure to the virus Jake had unleashed in him.

      Now it was a race against time. The virus was making him weaker by the day. Without a cure he would be dead. His own survival had to outweigh friendships. Even that of Emily and Lorna.

      The door opened, cutting off Orsina’s sharp retort. Lorna entered with a smug smile plastered across her face.

      ‘The Enforcers are reporting total destruction of the monastery. Nobody survived. They’re sending ground troops in to make sure.’

      Orsina didn’t want to hear any more, and quickly exited the room.

      ‘Where are the pendants?’ asked Lorna greedily.

      Pete hesitated showing them. He gestured to Lorna, from head-to-toe. ‘Erm... you staying like that?’

      ‘Huh? Oh... in all the excitement, I forgot.’

      With a crunch of bones and wet flesh, Lorna morphed back into Chameleon’s normal form. He stretched his neck left and right, his spine clicking into place.

      ‘That’s better,’ sighed Chameleon. ‘Now, the pendants, if you please.’

      

      A vague warmness roused Jake back to consciousness. He opened his mouth to speak, but could only whimper.

      ‘Ssssh,’ whispered a voice.

      The darkness clouding Jake’s vision slowly changed to white. It took him a moment to realize that he was staring straight up as a blizzard descended. He propped himself up on his elbows, whimpered from the pain in his fractured arm, and slumped back against the snow. He could see the monastery about half a mile away. Most of the structure was ablaze, the strong winds fanning the flames.

      A buzzing sound permeated the wind. He could see figures on snowmobiles driving up the slope towards the ruins. Jake could just make out the weapons and familiar Enforcer uniforms.

      He looked up at his saviour - and was surprised to see Orsina watching the Enforcers from their vantage point on a plateau. Her hands were glowing bright red, melting the snow around him, and providing the warmth so neither froze to death.

      ‘What...?’ Jake managed.

      ‘We don’t have much time. Can you use your phone and download powers? You need to get fighting fit and you need to do it fast.’

      Jake’s trembling good-hand wiped the frost off the phone’s screen. He was relieved to see the phone was still working despite the temperature. He selected a strong healing factor and immediately felt waves of warmth course through his body, repairing internal bleeding, cracked bones and torn muscles. His whole body made peculiar crunching noises as everything reset itself.

      He clambered to his knees and watched the Enforcers who were now combing through the rubble.

      ‘Leech...’

      Orsina laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. ‘Take it easy. I haven’t seen Leech anywhere. I’m not sure if he got out.’

      Jake hung his head. ‘I saw him crushed to death next to me.’

      ‘I didn’t see the body, but there was not much left of the building for him to have hidden in. And in a couple of minutes, the Enforcers will be announcing that you are dead too. They knew you didn’t have any powers and since everybody in the world is hunting the Dark Hunter, who would be stupid enough to attempt a rescue?’

      Jake looked sidelong at her, but she was staring at the ruins. ‘Why did you rescue me?’

      Pete’s glazed expression had frightened her, and Chameleon’s duplicity had convinced her that she was on the wrong side of things. Orsina had once been a member of the Foundation, but had left when she started to disagree with the direction to organization was taking. She had hoped Forge would provide the world with the protection it needed. Her new home had been great, until Jake had triggered the virus in Pete and Chameleon had turned up. Now she was convinced Forge was no better than the Council of Evil, both run by dictators. Bizarrely, she saw Jake now as the only hope to stop all three super-players from letting the world fall apart as they squabbled amongst themselves.

      ‘Because... because what they did to you wasn’t right. I joined Forge to get away with all that political double-crossing, and that’s exactly what Chameleon is turning it into.’

      ‘Chameleon? But he’s Foundation...’

      ‘He’s left. He didn’t agree with Kirby’s methods. Now he’s using Pete’s stupidity to help him steal the pendants from you. Sure, he’ll probably stop the path of destruction you started... but then he’ll use the pendants for his own wants and desires. You were different. The Core Powers never affected you in the same way. They usually turn people crazy with power lust. I can see them starting to affect Pete. Only the stronger willed can resist, like Necros and Kirby. And, surprisingly, you.’

      Jake didn’t pick up on the subtle insult. He had suddenly remembered Lorna’s betrayal. Next time he saw her... she would pay.

      ‘Is Lorna with them?’

      Orsina hesitated. She wanted to tell Jake the truth. Tell him that Chameleon took Lorna prisoner, and placed her in the Forge dungeons. Then he impersonated Lorna when he arrived at Jake’s house. She should tell him... but Lorna had been a bit of a jealous pain, and Orsina was starting to like Jake, and it meant her competition was safely behind bars. She changed the subject.

      ‘We need to leave.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘To Forge. Pete’s computer worked out the correct sequence to align the powers so they can control them properly. In a couple of minutes they will assemble the pendants to vanquish the black hole. After that, we must get them back.’

      ‘They can’t.’

      ‘Can’t what?’

      ‘They can’t get rid of the black hole even if they correctly assemble the wand. Do you really think I wanted to hurl the moon into the earth? I’m not crazy! The only way of truly mastering the power is with all six parts. All they will do is probably open another one...’

      He trailed off as they both realized the deadly implications.

      

      ‘It doesn’t fit properly. This one’s got a slight ridge.’

      ‘Let me try,’ said Pete, gently nudging Chameleon out of the way. He looked at the instructions on the monitor and pushed the two parts of the pendant together, but they repelled like similar magnetic poles on a magnet. He caught the pendant before it sprung across the room.

      ‘Wait, I see. These two symbols are slightly different,’ Chameleon pointed out on the screen. He eased the pendants from Pete and tried another combination with the same result. ‘If Hunter can do it, it must be fairly basic stuff.’

      The door opened and a young Forge member stepped in - abruptly stopping when he saw the thunderous expression of Chameleon and Pete’s faces.

      ‘What?’ snapped Pete. ‘Can’t you see we’re busy?’

      ‘Um... Chameleon wanted to know the moment we heard reports about the Dark Hunter...’

      ‘Chameleon doesn’t give the orders around here. I do!’ bellowed Pete.

      ‘It’s OK, Pete.’ Chameleon’s voice was calm, which added to undermining Pete’s aggressive attitude. An attitude he had fostered after watching TV shows about successful business people. Apparently they were all unpleasant. ‘What have you heard?’

      The kid smiled, relieved to not be shouted at. ‘Dark Hunter is dead. It’s all across the networks we’ve intercepted.’

      Pete smirked. He felt zero remorse for the boy who had made his life a living hell while in school. Chameleon felt odd. He had dreamt about getting his revenge on Hunter, but hearing the news and not actually being the one who caused it, felt disappointing. He had lost a nemesis who, despite his ambivalent feelings of hatred and loathing, had been his equal.

      The kid hurried out of the room, leaving them to absorb the news.

      ‘Hurry up,’ said Pete.

      Chameleon pulled himself together. He didn’t want to show any weakness in front of Pete. Chameleon glanced at the diagram on screen and suddenly realized what they were doing wrong. He flipped the end of one of the pendant he was holding and it suddenly snapped together. Both parts began to glow.

      ‘It’s working! That means the other two should be straight forward.’

      Chameleon clung onto the glowing sections as Pete delicately applied the third pendant. He felt it pluck from his fingers as he got close, and locked into place.

      ‘This is it,’ breathed Chameleon. Greed glinted in his eyes. ‘Now, the last piece. Hurry!’

      Pete hesitated. ‘Why don’t I hold it and you lock the last piece in?’

      ‘Does it matter?’

      ‘If it doesn’t matter then let’s swap.’

      Chameleon narrowed his eyes and tried to pull the last piece from Pete’s hand. ‘We haven’t got time to mess around! Give me it!’

      Pete quickly pulled away.

      Chameleon sighed. ‘Look, it doesn’t matter who is holding the thing. The power radiates out and we’re both here. Just do it.’

      Pete had never entirely trusted Chameleon from the first moment they had met, but they were all running out of time and he was relying on Chameleon to keep his word and help cure him. Reluctantly, Pete attached the end segment. It clicked into place, and the whole array suddenly glowed bright.

      ‘We’ve got it!’ said Chameleon in awe.

      He started to rise up from the ground, giggling as he did so. ‘See? Flying... that uses part of this power. It’s incredible, I—’

      A radioactive green sphere hit Chameleon so hard he dropped the wand as he was smashed through three sets of reinforced steel walls, falling outside the Foundation HQ. The wand rolled towards the door.

      Jake and Orsina quantum tunnelled into the room and Jake shot another radioactive bolt at Pete. The impact hit Pete square in the chest, knocking him into the corner of the room. Rather than damage him, Pete had the uncanny ability to absorb the energy. His body reacted by growing in bulk. His clothes stretched as he did - Pete had long since worked out that he had to wear expanding clothes since he was tired of being naked in the middle of a superpowered showdown.

      Orsina headed for the computer to download the pendant data.

      Jake ran for the assembled pendants.

      Pete held up his hand - and the pendant wand telekinetically leapt into his palm.

      ‘Mine,’ he growled.

      ‘Trust me, Prof,’ said Jake, using the detested nickname he had given Pete, ‘You have no idea what you’re doing.’

      Pete flicked the power-pendant in Jake’s direction. A swirling cone extended out for two meters, creating a powerful suction that hurled everything towards it.

      Jake was plucked off his feet, but his hand snagged the doorjamb, supporting him. Orsina swept through the air, grabbing Jake’s leg at the very last moment.

      A table, chair and computer were the first items sucked into the vortex. The further they drifted down the cone, the smaller they got - compressed by gravity into nothing bigger than ball bearings before they vanished.

      Jake could feel his belt was beginning to unbuckle from Orsina’s weight - she would fall into the cortex with his jeans if he didn’t do something.

      The wood around the door cracked as it started to give into the relentless assault. Jake knew if he shook Orsina free it would buy him more time, but he couldn’t bring himself to abandon the person who had just saved him from certain death.

      Wall, ceiling and floor panels worked loose and were swept into oblivion. One smashed in half across Jake’s head - almost making him lose his grip.

      Holding onto the splintering frame, he tried to fly forwards, but his power wasn’t strong enough to counteract the vortex.

      He squinted above Pete - duel beams shooting from his eyes, cutting a circle in the roof above Pete. An entire section of the floor above - complete with a couch, TV, and console - which was being played by two Forge members, fell onto of Pete, crushing him to the floor and extinguishing the wand’s power.

      The two Forge members stared at Jake in astonishment - before one fired lightning bolts from his fingers.

      Orsina moved so fast she appeared at the attacker’s side and knocked him out with a punch. The remaining Forge member turned and fled, flying through the hole left by Chameleon.

      Orsina reached for the wand - but was knocked off her feet as Pete flung the wreckage of the sofa and TV at her. She moved quick enough to avoid being splattered - but that positioned her at the end of the room.

      The attack had made Pete swell even bigger.

      ‘Like a cockroach, you just won’t die will you?’ he bellowed at Jake.

      ‘Is that any way to talk about your old friend?’

      Jake and Pete moved for the pendant-wand at the same time - and grabbed either end. They invoked the power simultaneously—

      A gravitational force welled up - blasting a huge section of roof away above them as an invisible wave shot out so fast that the clouds mustering above were dispersed like smoke.

      They wrestled for the pendants. Despite Pete’s greater bulk, their strength was equally matched. The gravity rod swung one way - then another. A monumental gravity force washed out - taking out one entire wall of Forge’s headquarters, that included a high-powered server room. Both wall and servers were hurled a hundred miles across the Rocky Mountains and into the farmlands of Montana, where they smashed through a barn and startled many chickens.

      The wave swept in the other direction, ripping the building’s generator off its concrete foundations with ease. The gravitation force was so immense that the generator soared clearer into Canada, landing in a lake.

      Still, neither gained control of the pendants.

      A massive hand suddenly gripped around Pete’s chest - fingers the width of thick rope. He was hoisted in the air, the pendant slipping from Jake’s grasp. Now Jake could see Chameleon was hovering just outside the remains of the base. His arm extended out, growing disproportionately in size so he could hold Pete up with little effort.

      ‘That’s mine!’ he snarled.

      ‘You traitor!’ shouted Pete. ‘Here - have this instead!’

      He flicked the rod at Chameleon. A small black ball shot out and hovered between them for a moment before it exploded into a tiny black hole, no bigger than a cup.

      Every item of debris in the area was sucked towards it. Jake’s feet skidded on the floor as he struggled, yet again, from being pulled into the hole. Only Pete and Chameleon were unaffected. Pete looked at the shape-changer quizzically.

      ‘Anti-gravity,’ smiled Chameleon ruefully. ‘Apparently your new toy is useless against me.’

      Jake managed to distance himself from the immediate pull of the mini black hole, although the air roared around his ears. He watched Chameleon and Pete lunge for one another - Chameleon using his new downloaded powers to swat Pete aside.

      ‘Like it? Got it from The villain website,’ snarled Chameleon. ‘Some cool stuff on there.’ That confirmed he was mixing hid natural powers with downloaded ones, something no Prime had ever successfully done before.

      Jake could have kicked himself for not planning ahead. He had seen the anti-grav power on the Villain system. Back at the Council he had once scrolled through every icon, asking technicians what they meant. He tried to recall the icon for anti-gravity as the two Supers battled behind him. The black hole vanished with a loud pop, and now they were hurling fireballs at one another.

      Across the rubble, Jake could see Orsina hiding. She glanced at him - and he suddenly heard her voice as she telepathically talked to him.

      ‘What do we do?’ It was as loud and clear as if she was standing next to him. Jake didn’t know how to respond, he didn’t have telepathy and he didn’t want to shout the plan across the room. Sometimes girls just didn’t think things through, they...

      ‘I can hear your thoughts, you know, doofus.’

      Jake blushed and tried to clear his mind. He glanced at the struggling Supers. Pete had Chameleon pinned down but they both had their hands on the wand, which was glowing so bright that neither could look at it. Gravity waves snaked out, resembling electric blue streamers that made everything they struck, rise to the ceiling.

      A plan formed in Jake’s mind, which, telepathically, Orsina suddenly understood. Jake liked the way she was easy to talk to - but immediately regretted thinking that she was really cool... and quite cute. Luckily she didn’t reply, and Jake hoped she had been out of his head.

      Orsina spurred forwards at lightning speed. All she had to do was knock the pendant from their hands so Jake could swoop in and pick it up. She didn’t want to touch it herself, just in case the power started to corrupt her own morals.

      She was fast - but didn’t know about one of Einstein’s revelations. Gravity had a peculiar effect on time.

      From her point of view, travelling fast simply meant that the rest of the world appeared to slow to a crawl. To Orsina, it could take minutes to cover a mile, but everybody else would see her cover the distance in seconds.

      She bore in on her target. As a keen soccer player she was ready to boot the wand from their greedy hands. However, as fast as the rest of the world seemed, the gravity waves still moved as fast as they had done in real-time. There was no way to avoid them. Just as she was centimetres away, a streamer struck out - hitting her in the face.

      Jake saw Orsina vanish - almost instantly appearing next to the duelling ex-heroes as a streamer hit her. It didn’t cause any physical damage, but instantly made her lighter than gravity. She began to rapidly rise in the air - her arms and legs windmilling in a futile attempt to stop her ascent.

      ‘Aargh! Help me!’

      Jake hesitated. Pete appeared to be winning the battle on the ground and Orsina seemed to be accelerating the further she rose. If she didn’t stop then she would be ejected from the planet and hurled into space.

      ‘Why does stuff like this always happen to me?’ grumbled Jake before he shot in the air in pursuit.

      Orsina was facing the ground as she rose and saw Jake hurtle towards her... but he appeared to slow down.

      ‘What’re you doing? Help me!’

      From Jake’s point of view Orsina was rising ever faster and he couldn’t keep up. A quick glance down revealed they had already cleared the top of the highest mountain peak in the vicinity. The air was becoming very cold.

      Jake was flying as fast as he could. Perhaps when he had the ability to create new powers, he could have pushed himself faster, but on downloaded energy he was running flat-out.

      His hands and face started to sting as his skin frosted over. Orsina was far ahead and accelerating. Jake assumed she would freeze to death before she punctured through the atmosphere.

      There was only one thing he could do.

      He stopped dead in the air.

      Orsina peeled upwards, faster than her screams could reach Jake. Jake formed an energy bubble around him; took a deep breath; and hurtled back towards the ground.

      Pete was throttling Chameleon. The shaper-shifter was rapidly morphing shape under his grip, but Pete wasn’t letting go. The pendant finally slipped from Chameleon’s grasp. Pete rolled aside and picked it up, ready to strike Chameleon.

      ‘A-ha!’ he exclaimed victoriously.

      Just as a whooshing noise caught Pete’s attention. He glanced up to see Jake descend so quickly that the friction around his energy bubble turned into intense flames.

      Jake was on course to slam into Chameleon at close to the speed of sound. The floor ripped away in a massive crater. Forge headquarters quivering from the violent impact. Pete couldn’t fly in his enlarged state, so was forced to leap aside as a shock wave rolled across the floor, toppling more internal walls.

      Then silence.

      Pete cautiously edged to the hole in the floor as steam rose up. Jake had splintered through some of the stilts holding the building onto the side of the mountain, and even through the bedrock below. Pete could see a smouldering crater, but there was no sign of Chameleon or Jake. Pete wondered if they had been incinerated on impact.

      Then he felt a shock to his back and suddenly found he was paralyzed.

      Jake walked into Pete’s field of view and snatched the pendant from his hand. He concentrated and held it aloft - sending a gravity streamer upwards, hoping it would strike Orsina. Then he turned to Pete.

      ‘You have no idea what I’m about to do to you.’

      Pete felt pangs of fear. The very same ones he had experienced when Jake had bullied him at school and given him a wedgie. They now felt like certain death.

      ‘The worst thing was... whatever you did to make Lorna betray me.’

      Pete wanted to plead that Lorna was safe and had no idea about the deceitful act Chameleon had conjured up... it was possibly the only thing saving his life, but he couldn’t move his tongue.

      Jake was iridescent with rage. ‘You know what I’m going to do to you to make you pay? Nothing. Nothing at all.’

      Pete liked the sound of that, but couldn’t express his relief.

      Jake continued. ‘That virus I put inside you... that’s going to eat you from the inside. Painfully. And you’ll be permanently paralyzed so there is nothing you can do about it except just stand there and endure the pain. Watching your extremities get eaten away and feeling every moment of pain.’

      Jake had no idea if that was true or not. He knew the virus would kill him eventually, but it would probably be a painless poisoning. He knew he should feel bad for the pain he was causing, but his old bully instincts were still alive and well. Besides, how could he forgive somebody who had tried to kill his parents?

      However, he planned to keep Pete permanently encased in an amber block, as he had done to Chameleon once before. At least we would suffer under the belief it would be painful. Psychological torture was just an effective bullying device.

      Jake suddenly heard whistling. He looked up to see Orsina in free fall. He remembered that she had no flying powers. He extended the pendant-wand and she abruptly stopped a metre above the floor, unconscious.

      Jake ran to her side and gently lowered her to the ground. Her face was covered in frost, her lips tinged blue. He felt for a pulse, and picked up the faintest trace.

      With trembling hands, Jake held his phone close to her face and accessed a healing power. The light strobed across her skin... but nothing happened.

      Jake panicked. She couldn’t die... he wouldn’t let her. He gripped the Core Powers... but they could do nothing to fight life and death. That was another power all together.

      ‘Orsina, don’t die. Please.’ It was a lame thing to say, but it made him feel less helpless. Then he recalled that the website system used to transfer the superpowers through a finger of energy that flexed out of the screen; the new system relied on looking at the screen as the powers were strobed into the Downloader’s eye.

      He forced one of Orsina’s eyelids open with one hand and accessed his app with the other. The power strobed into her eyes, and he immediately saw her pupils dilate.

      Her breathing slowly became stronger and a colour came back to her face. Jake couldn’t help but smile as her eyes opened.

      ‘Did we get it?’ she asked weakly.

      Jake held up the pendants. ‘Got it.’ He turned to gloat some more at Pete - but he was missing.

      Jake leapt to his feet, searching the area, expecting Pete to leap out at any moment in an ambush. But there was no sign of him.

      Puzzled, Jake knelt next to Orsina.

      ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Pete vanished, and I suspect Chameleon teleported away just before I could pound him. We should leave. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’

      He helped her stand.

      ‘It won’t take long for the Council or Foundation to detect that gravity pulse either,’ she warned. ‘Then they will be here like a shot to take the pendants. And I don’t think I can fight much more. Where’s my phone?’ she added urgently.

      They found it amongst the debris. Orsina smiled as she checked it was working.

      ‘Good news,’ she said, holding the screen for Jake to see. The pendant’s correct assembly instructions spun slowly around. ‘I transferred it off the system.’

      ‘Excellent.’ That wouldn’t have occurred to Jake. However, his good mood didn’t last for long and his smile vanished. ‘But the worst is yet to come. Kirby has one pendant and Necros has the other. Without them we can’t stop the moon from colliding with the earth.’

      They instinctively looked up. Even in the daylight, the moon was clearly visible, much larger than it should be.

      Jake’s phone suddenly vibrated. He glanced at the damaged screen. Somebody had sent him a video message. Perhaps Lorna, begging for forgiveness?

      He accessed it - and almost dropped the phone when Eric Kirby’s face appeared on the screen.

      ‘Hello, Jake. I believe I have something you are looking for?’ Kirby held up the pendant that was around his neck. ‘We should meet to talk. As surprising as this sounds... I need your help.’
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      Chameleon glanced at the prone figure on the floor next to him. He was experiencing a sudden rush of guilt, which he held in check when he reminded himself of what was at stake.

      ‘This is the right thing to do,’ he whispered to himself.

      Perhaps he had used a little too much force on the prone hero lying on the floor, but he couldn’t run the risk of being discovered. He hadn’t officially left the Foundation, but it was clear in his mind that the organization was inward facing and not going anywhere. Eric Kirby had built up a formidable power that could have long vanquished the villains of this world, but he had refused to do so as if some higher authority was holding him back.

      Chameleon had had enough. He had to take matters into his own hands for the good of the planet. He was still alive, stronger than ever and convinced that it was because he was the mixing of powers from both the hero and villain sites, something he knew no Prime should try. He needed every trick up his sleeve to stop the Dark Hunter.

      The Gravity Core Power was not safe in Hunter’s hand, and Chameleon was baffled as to why neither the Foundation nor Council had sent any major taskforce to retrieve it. Chameleon had played by the rules when he had used the Enforcers to take Hunter out – but as usual, they had failed.

      Chameleon’s path was clear. Claim the Core Power, reverse the moon’s destructive path, and then make Forge the single superpower that will strike in the heart of evil in a way the Foundation never did. Chameleon didn’t see it as a political coup; he saw it as his duty.

      He had sneaked back into the Foundation, although he knew there was no real need for his furtive actions, as nobody knew his plan. He’d heard loud music coming from the control room. It sounded like a party was taking place. Chameleon felt instantly grumpy, what did the fools possibly have to celebrate as the world fell apart around them?

      He headed straight for the subterranean bunker facility deep under the main building. Amid the backup servers and raw powers held in a bombproof hall, the Foundation kept some of its secrets and mistakes.

      Chameleon counted through the wide aisles, until he came to Row 33. At the end of the passage lay a single door. Frost covered the metal, even on the outside. He ran his hand over the viewing window, clearing a layer of accumulated ice. A huge dark shadow could be seen beyond. Cryogenically frozen to place out of harm’s way.

      Chameleon’s hand danced across the keypad built into the wall. As Kirby’s second in command, he knew all the high-level access codes.

      It was time to start throwing everything he could at Jake Hunter.

      

      The moon hung larger than ever in the night sky, and was now often visible in the daytime too. Twice as large, features never seen before with the naked eye became clear on the pitted grey surface.

      The celestial sphere had already passed the small black hole lurking just beyond earth’s orbit. Without any other influence, the moon would have started to orbit the black hole, like a soap bubble circling the drain until it was inexorably pulled into the hole’s event horizon and destroyed forever. However, the earth’s own gravity had now hooked the moon and was reeling it in at speed that was increasing with every passing hour.

      Across the earth, the close moon was having devastating effects on the weather. Tides had gone crazy. One side of the planet was experiencing extreme low tides. In some instances the water had pulled back beyond the horizon, exposing delicate coral reefs. At the same time, on the other side of the planet, oceans bulged causing extraordinary high tides that flooded the coastlines like a tsunami – destroying cities, nature reserves and farmland.

      Animal behaviour was changing as the shadow of the moon was cast over the ground. Birds endlessly flocked, confused by the intense glow of the moon, while domesticated dogs continually howled around the clock.

      While half the planet’s electronic systems were out due to supervillain activity, the half that had been functioning began to short circuit as the planet’s magnetic field reacted to the moon’s proximity, threatening to flip the magnetic poles – a disaster that could wipe out the world’s electronic systems.

      

      Intense sunlight burnt Jake’s brow. This time he had remembered his sleek designer shades, but had forgot his cap. At least he remembered the suntan lotion. When he had possessed his mutating powers, he had been unable to stand even weak sunlight. However, now those powers had apparently gone, so had their side effects, which meant he was now able to enjoy the heat on his skin.

      He stood atop the central Khafre pyramid in Giza, Egypt. It offered a stunning view of the desert ahead, the other two pyramids of Khufu and Menkaure either side of him, constructed slightly out of alignment from one another in an arrangement that had puzzled archaeologists for years, until it was discovered they were built in exactly the same layout as the constellation of Orion’s belt.

      Behind him lay the back of the impressive, and nose-less, Sphinx, a silent guardian to the netherworld, beyond which was the uninspiring view of downtown Cairo, where the desert suddenly ended in a sprawling mass of tower blocks and urbanization.

      Orsina stood next to him, arms seesawing to steady herself atop the steep slope of the pyramid’s apex. Her NY Yankees cap protected her from the desert sun.

      ‘I don’t like this, Jake. I don’t like it one little bit. It smells like a trap to me.’

      They had discussed the pros and cons of believing Eric Kirby’s video message. Why would the leader of a super-power want to speak to Jake, who was still his enemy?

      Jake knew that the Foundation wasn’t functioning properly, and they had both seen Chameleon go crazy, and heard his ravings. On that basis, Kirby’s request didn’t seem so strange.

      On the other hand, Orsina speculated that Chameleon’s craziness could just be an elaborate rouse designed to lure Jake into a false sense of security so they can steal the pendants off him.

      The flaw to this argument was the fact that Chameleon had already taken the powers, and they had both seen him grow corrupt with the thought of such immense power in his hands. That had been no act.

      Before they had left the Rockies, Orsina had left Jake sifting through the debris for any further information on the pendants while she ran around the remains of the Forge building, under the pretence to look for survivors. She had been feeling guilty about keeping Lorna locked away, and had freed her.

      Luckily, Lorna blamed Pete and Chameleon for her incarceration and was relieved to be free again. Especially as she had been helpless when the building collapsed around her.

      Orsina had copied the Forge data onto Jake’s phone, and handed Lorna her own. With it, Lorna was able to log it onto Forge’s servers, which fortunately operated from another site, so she could access The hero website. Orsina was feeling guilty about the way she had treated Lorna and tried to interfere with her relationship with Jake. To make a mends she had vowed to help her. She quickly briefed Lorna that the phone contained the history of the pendants that Pete had downloaded from the Foundation. She had a sneaking suspicion that there was more information there that would prove useful.

      Orsina had made sure Lorna teleported away before she could ask any awkward questions about Jake. Then she had joined Jake and they had prepared for Cairo.

      Jake glanced above. The huge moon hung in the morning sky. When replenishing his powers on Villain, he had read news reports that the moon was already casting a permanent shadow over parts of the world, spurring superstitious people into madness. Lunatics was the buzz word, taken from the origin of the word.

      ‘I can’t see anyone,’ commented Orsina. ‘Not even tourists.’

      Jake’s thoughts drifted from Chameleon, to Lorna and the girl standing next to him. He cleared his throat, which felt dry in the desert air.

      ‘Don’t take this the wrong way... but how do I know you are not part of all this? Part of a backup plan to try and win my confidence, just in case it all goes wrong? Lorna let me down... why won’t you?’

      Again, another opportunity to tell the truth about Lorna passed by. Orsina shrugged. ‘I guess you can’t know that for sure.’

      It wasn’t the denial Jake was expecting, and although it was a vague answer, it was somehow reassuring.

      Jake gave the area one last sweep. He could see no Foundation or Enforcer vehicles anywhere, unless they were hidden in the suburbs. Maybe Kirby had come alone as he had said in the video message.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      For reasons he couldn’t fathom, several downloaded powers refused to stick to Jake’s system. He was still having problems flying, and a couple of his favourite attack powers were nothing more than damp squibs. He needed to get somebody to look at what how the EMP had altered his body - the last thing he needed was his body rejecting every superpower. That would be a disaster.

      Jake apported behind the Sphinx, the power was only suitable over short distances. He had to jump again to arrive in between the statue’s extended front legs. Orsina joined him seconds later with her super-speed.

      They gazed up at the weather worn sculpture. Scaffolding had been erected to one side as conservation efforts tried to repair the damage from wind erosion. At one point, the desert sands reached up to the shoulders, which helped sandblast the details on the face away.

      Around them, stood the remains of ancient buildings known as The Temple of the Sphinx, with the Valley Temple of Khafre adjacent. Once magnificent structures, they were now nothing more than ruins. A reminder of how even the most powerful empires could tumble.

      A whispering voice suddenly caught Jake’s attention. Orsina was about to speak, but Jake put his hand over her mouth, and a finger across his lips.

      Somebody was making a phone call. Curious, Jake tiptoed towards the ruins. An opening passed into what once would have been a splendid hall. The remaining stone blocks were huge, and many interior walls stood much taller than Jake and were open to the blue skies above.

      Jake crept inside, the sand smothering his footsteps. The voice grew louder as he approached a wall... then it suddenly fell silent mid-sentence, as if the speaker sensed Jake.

      Jake’s heart hammered in his chest. He knew he had to face Kirby as the fate of the world hung in the balance, but he wasn’t looking forward to the encounter, even if Kirby had invited him. Jake took a deep breath and turned the corner.

      ‘Hello, Jake,’ said Eric Kirby.

      Jake eyed the old man cautiously. He had seen pictures and video of the creator of The hero website, but in the flesh, he didn’t look quite as old as he had expected. Kirby leaned on a cane, which Jake knew was just a prop. A lethal sword was concealed within.

      ‘So what now?’ was all Jake could think of saying.

      Orsina stood behind Jake. Kirby politely nodded.

      ‘Ah, Ms Moretti. A pleasure.’

      Orsina was surprised. ‘You know me?’

      ‘I know everybody who passes within the Foundation, even if they feel restricted by our rules and decide to leave for Forge.’

      Orsina felt her cheeks burn. It was like being told off by the headmaster.

      Kirby’s steel gaze moved back to Jake. ‘Do you have the four pendants?’

      Jake thought about lying, but didn’t see the point. You didn’t get to be the leader of one of the most powerful organizations on earth by being fooled by a young boy.

      Jake licked his lips as his mouth was uncomfortably dry. ‘You know I do. And you?’

      Kirby smiled. ‘Straight to the point. You really are quite a forceful chap, just like they say you are. Yes. I have mine. You are aware that all six are needed to prevent this disaster you have set in motion?’

      Jake wanted to snap back that it wasn’t his fault... but everybody knew it was. He nodded. ‘And Necros has the last one.’

      ‘Ah, yes. Necros. He’s quite a foe. Powerful, very powerful. But often you will find your worst enemies are those closest to you. The ones you trust.’

      Lorna popped into Jake’s mind, and he trembled with anger.

      Kirby stared at Jake as if he saw his future. ‘The most powerful opponents are often the most easily beaten,’ he said enigmatically. ‘Chameleon was the Foundation’s Second in Command. A firm believer in justice and doing things by the rulebook. However, it turns out that if he doesn’t like the rulebook he is following then he chooses another. Or worse, writes his own. And that’s such a shame. Such a waste of talent.’

      ‘I’ve never really been his biggest fan,’ said Jake sarcastically. To his surprise, Kirby smiled.

      ‘I think the feeling is mutual. I’ve been watching your progress with interest, Jake.’

      The desert heat and increasing feeling of anxiety was making Jake feel irritable. He didn’t want to listen to a sermon, he just wanted to get the fight over with. ‘And you’ve been unable to stop me.’

      ‘Stop you? That was never my intention. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t harm others.’

      ‘You wanted to experiment on me, to find out how I was able to create new powers! You wanted to kill me!’

      Kirby nodded amiably. ‘Well, not kill you. But certainly get under your skin to find out what made you unique. And if the Foundation couldn’t do that, then falling into the Council’s fold was the best way to keep you out of harm’s way. That’s why I arranged it with Necros.’

      Jake’s chain of thought suddenly derailed. ‘Arranged it? How can you arrange that?’

      Kirby’s gaze focused on nothing as he marshalled his thoughts. ‘The Foundation and Council are two sides of the same coin. Ultimately they can each do unique things. To make sure the world doesn’t fall apart, a select group called the Inner Circle watch over things. Both Necros and I are part of that.’

      ‘You’re friends?’ asked Jake incredulously.

      Kirby laughed. ‘Hardly. In fact, Necros was quite happy to have me... retire from active life...’

      It took Jake a moment to work out that was a euphemism. ‘He wanted to kill you?’

      ‘He wouldn’t kill me himself, but he would be quite happy to step back and let somebody else do it. My death would bring about a much-needed change to things. The Inner Circle is the reason the Core Power you have was split across the world between both sides. It was the reason I was able to give my brother’s son to Necros to be raised, which, of course, you know all about. It’s all boils down to politics.’

      ‘Politics are boring,’ said Jake, thinking of how his parents got so excited every time there was an election.

      Kirby laughed. ‘Indeed. But that’s what makes the world turn. Which side are you on?’

      ‘I’m on my side.’

      Kirby treated him to a long hard look. Then eventually nodded. ‘That’s what makes you so different, Jake. You really are on your own side. The lure the Core Power offers doesn’t affect you. That is a very rare quality.’

      ‘I just want to stop the disaster, put things right.’

      ‘And destroy the Foundation and Council in the process?’ said Kirby with a knowing smile.

      Jake nodded. ‘After all the trouble they caused me? Totally.’

      Kirby prodded the sand with his cane. ‘That’s not the solution Jake. As I said, they are two sides of the same coin. No matter how much you chop the coin in half, it still retains two sides. Chameleon has left the Foundation, he thinks I have led it to ruin. And perhaps he is correct. However, he plans to turn Forge into the new face of heroes. As Ms Moretti will attest, that is not the point in Forge at all. The Inner Circle have forced me out of the Foundation...’ Jake was about to interrupt, but Kirby headed off his question. ‘The Inner Circle are more powerful than you can imagine. Necros and I are the weak links in that organization. I don’t trust Necros as far as I could throw him. I know, like me, he couldn’t resist the lure of the pendants. Which, bizarrely, leaves the Dark Hunter to save the day. That is why I am going to give you my pendant.’

      Jake was instantly suspicious. ‘You’ll give it to me?’

      Kirby held up his cane and indicated to the end. The pendant was suspended in a glass orb on the tip.

      ‘And you don’t even have to kill me for it,’ said Kirby with a knowing smile. ‘You see, I know how my own brother thinks. He wanted me dead.’

      Jake nodded in agreement. ‘And now he’s dead. Killed when the Enforcers attacked.’

      He studied Kirby’s face for a reaction. There was none.

      ‘You are aware that there are six Core Powers in all?’ said Kirby suddenly.

      ‘Yes. Gravity, the time manipulation Lord Eon had... what are the others?’

      Leech smiled. ‘They are too powerful for you to consider right now. Core Powers can do the impossible, Jake. Remember that.’

      Jake felt like he was taking part in two different conversations. He pulled it back on track.

      ‘So if you give me your pendant, what’s the catch?’

      ‘The catch? The only catch is that you still have to get the piece from Necros, and he won’t willingly give it. You have to promise me you will avert this disaster, Jake. It’s ironic; the most wanted villain in the world is now the planet’s only hope for salvation.’

      That made Jake smile. He was still on guard, but something told him that Kirby was telling him the truth. If he had walked into a trap then it would have been sprung immediately.

      Kirby closed his eyes and clutched his temples. ‘They’re coming,’ he said urgently.

      Jake remembered that Leech and Kirby shared the same power that allowed them to view events around the world.

      ‘Who is?’

      ‘Everybody.’

      

      It was a terrifying scene. From the south, dust plumes rose as a platoon of Enforcer tanks crested sand dunes. They had taken the long way round in an attempt not to be seen. Gunship helicopters flew low the armoured column.

      From the north and east, and the sprawl of Cairo, figures came in 4x4s, motorbikes, flying or on foot using super-speed, raced towards the pyramids.

      They were Forge neutrals, heroes and villains - Primes and Downloaders - using whatever they could to reach the scene first. They were all prepared to fight to the death for the ultimate prize.

      The more experienced Supers suddenly appeared around the Giza site in a cacophony of thunderclaps as they teleported in. Others quantum tunnelled. One set of foes appeared opposite each other and raced out of their portals, only to run into the open tunnel opposite. Before they realized their mistake, a group of villains had found themselves in the Foundation headquarters while a budding group of amateur heroes walked straight into the Council of Evil’s assembly chamber.

      Jake, Orsina and Kirby stood on the highest wall they could find to see the madness heading towards them.

      ‘This is nuts!’ said Jake. For the first time in his life, he was experiencing stark terror.

      ‘Every one of them wants the pendants. They want to save the world... then they want to use the power for themselves which will ultimately destroy it.’ Kirby gave Jake a meaningful glance. ‘They must not have it, Jake. It’s up to you. You’re the only one who can put things right.’

      ‘I’m not a hero,’ snapped Jake.

      ‘You are today. Sometime, even bad guys can be heroes, Jake.’

      ‘We can’t fight them all!’ said Orsina. Her voice trembled with panic. ‘I didn’t sign up for this... I shouldn’t be here.’

      ‘I can teleport away,’ said Jake confidently.

      ‘Not any more,’ said Kirby. ‘You see those Enforcer vehicles?’ He pointed to a line of fast moving trucks that raced over the dunes on caterpillar tracks. A sphere was mounted on the roof of each. ‘Dampener trucks. The latest Enforcer weapon. There are too many assault powers for them to be able to dampen them all, so they concentrate on specific powers: teleportation, apporting and tunnelling. That way they can effectively trap their enemy. We won’t be able to leave the area - we got here just before they activated the machines. We’re all trapped. They’re very effective. I helped design them,’ he added with a trace of pride.

      ‘Great. You’ve helped get us killed.’

      A voice suddenly echoed across the ruins, closer than the approaching mob. ‘Hunter!!’

      ‘There!’ exclaimed Orsina, pointing to the Sphinx.

      Chameleon stood on the Sphinx’s head, staring down at Jake.

      ‘There you are! And Kirby? You too? This is unexpected.’

      ‘I came to put a stop to your madness,’ said Kirby levelly. He was calm, not betraying the slightest worry that they were surrounded by hordes of angry Supers. ‘You still have time to give yourself up and come back to the Foundation for some conditioning therapy.’

      ‘You mean mind control?’ scoffed Chameleon. ‘Just like he did to Jake’s sister,’ he addressed Jake directly. ‘Speaking of which...’

      Beth suddenly landed with a thump on one of the Sphinx’s paws. She looked a little puzzled at seeing Kirby standing with the enemy.

      ‘Commander Courage?’ she used Kirby’s superhero name. ‘What...?’

      Chameleon interrupted her. ‘I told you, Kirby is a traitor.’

      Beth looked crestfallen.

      Kirby shook his head in wonder. ‘You have become a liar, too? How did this happen?’

      ‘You have destroyed the Foundation! I’m going to put things right now!’

      Three figures suddenly landed on the ruins of the Khafre’s temple, close to Jake. Jake was alarmed to see it was Pete and his old hero friend, Emily.

      Pete glanced around in astonishment. The Enforcer tanks were spreading out just beyond the pyramids. Their choppers circled noisily around, attacking the horde of approaching Supers. An assortment of energy projectiles: lightning, fireballs and streams of plasma shot out in all directions as the battle started. The Enforcers retaliated with rockets that blasted the approaching vehicles.

      ‘Wow,’ said Pete. ‘This is going to be one heck of a party.’

      With a base heavy thrum, the ground started to shake. Several metres away, a patch of sand suddenly turned black as it fused into glass. Then it shattered and a hulking figure leapt out with smoke rising from his black ceramic plated suit.

      ‘Hunter! You’ve betrayed the Council. I have evidence that you assassinated Amy, Mobius and Armageddon! Your treachery has been uncovered and you will pay!’

      An all-encasing helmet concealed the newcomer’s face, but the four lupine eye slits, two pairs just above one another, could only belong to one of the surviving Council of Evil members:

      ‘Fallout!’ growled Jake.

      Fallout was about to make a witty remark when he suddenly became aware of the standoff developing around him.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ he demanded.

      ‘It seems Jake has just about managed to annoy the entire planet,’ quipped Chameleon.

      Fallout pointed a clawed hand at the ex-hero. ‘You? This is turning out to be a great day. I’m gonna kill you too!’

      ‘I thought this might get a little intense. That’s why I brought some extra muscle. And old friend of yours, Hunter.’

      Chameleon pulled a small remote control out of his pocket and thumbed it. The air on the Sphinx’s other paw shimmered, revealing something that had been invisibly cloaked - a huge figure with muscles the size of tree branches budging under his bodysuit. A metal collar was fixed around his throat, which was the only way Chameleon could control the fiend.

      ‘The Teratoid...’ gasped Kirby. That had been one experiment that he didn’t want to repeat again. The mutation that Scuffer had become was almost as uncontrollable as he was indestructible. Chameleon must be dancing on the edge of madness to have taken him from cryogenics.

      ‘Scuffer?’ exclaimed Jake. The Teratoid used to be Warren Feddle, one of Jake’s gang before he had betrayed him on a job in Moscow. The last time he had seen Scuffer was in Scotland, and only by a stroke of luck did Jake manage to defeat him then.

      ‘Quite a little reunion of friends, family and enemies, eh?’ smirked Chameleon. ‘Hand the pendants over and this can all end quickly and without a fight.’

      Jake cracked his knuckles. His face was set in grim determination. The old confidence he exuded in school as a notorious bully was coming back to him. He had nothing to lose.

      ‘Without a fight? Where would the fun be in that?’
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      The first attacks came in waves that seemed more pre-planned rather than the chaotic mess they really were.

      Scuffer leapt from the Sphinx’s leg and charged at Jake with a roar. He had picked up the scent of his old foe, and didn’t need the command to kill. He bulldozed his way through an ancient wall to get at Jake - massive stone stabs spinning in every direction.

      Upon sighting Chameleon, Fallout momentarily forgot that his primary orders were to eliminate Jake and retrieve the pendants. Chameleon had been a thorn in his side for many years, and as soon as Scuffer charged for Jake, the villain saw his opportunity to strike at Chameleon.

      Pete and Emily hesitated. After Emily had quantum tunnelled in to rescue Pete from events at the Forge HQ, she had persuaded Pete the best course of action was not to fight Jake, but to help him - although Pete was extremely reluctant to do this. Emily had convinced him that, even if Jake still didn’t have his powers, he was still Pete’s best hope to remove the illness inside him. They had to do whatever it took to get Jake on their side. The appearance of Eric Kirby had persuaded Emily that they were doing the right thing; she was still a downloading hero and proud of it.

      What made them hesitate was the noise of multiple explosions around them as Enforcers, heroes and villains - all who had unexpectedly turned up at the same time - fought amongst themselves.

      There was fighting in every direction.

      Kirby and Orsina both leapt for Chameleon at the same time leaving Jake alone to take the full brunt of Scuffer’s initial attack.

      Another massive wall collapsed in front of Jake, as his old friend powered through. A shield formed on Jake’s arm, so he was able to bat the stone blocks aside - but the weight of it sent him sprawling backwards. Before he could recover, the Teratoid was on him, pinning him to a wall. Scuffer roared like a lion, spittle and bad breath washing over Jake.

      ‘Scuff... mate... don’t you freaks clean your teeth?’

      Jake instantly regretted the jibe - he should have been ready to defend himself. Scuffer shoved Jake so hard that they both fell through the thick stonewall.

      

      Chameleon didn’t know who hit him first.

      Fallout bounded through the air in a single leap, landing next to the shape-changer. A pointed staff materialized in the villain’s hand and he swung it through the air in a series of twists and direction changes that beat the eye. The staff tips glowed as radiation surged through it, causing the air to sizzle as it missed Chameleon’s nose by millimetres.

      Chameleon backpedalled - only to find his way blocked by Kirby and Orsina.

      ‘This is a little unfair.’

      Kirby drew his sword. ‘You shouldn’t have betrayed the Foundation, then.’

      Kirby swung his sword - Chameleon ducked - and the blade clanged with Fallout’s staff that was swinging towards Chameleon’s head. There was an explosion as the two weapons clashed.

      Chameleon was prepared. He pulled out a pair of nunchucks from the recesses of his coat and flung them around with fierce speed - blocking both assaults.

      

      Orsina watched in awe as the three-way fight erupted on the Sphinx’s leg. Chameleon was trapped between the hero and villain. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement and saw Beth take to the air to save Chameleon.

      Orsina couldn’t fly, but she wasn’t helpless. She ran and leapt as fast as she could - soaring through the air on a perfect intercept—

      She grabbed Beth around the waist and plucked her off course. They both impacted into the statue’s chest and dropped into sands.

      

      Jake groaned as he fell flat on his back. There were only so many walls he could be pushed through before he was worn out. Scuffer wasn’t even out of breath.

      ‘Do we have to do this now?’ wheezed Jake as dust clouded the air from more toppling rubble.

      Scuffer didn’t comprehend. The only thought in his tiny brain was to kill his enemy. Scuffer effortlessly picked up a massive stone block weighing over five tons. He hoisted it over his head and bellowed.

      Jake raised his feeble energy shield. He doubted it was sufficient protection from the crushing force he was about to receive.

      The Teratoid hurled the stone block down with such immense force that it split in two. Scuffer’s dull senses realized that there was something wrong when he didn’t pick up the scent of blood. His victim should have been pounded into slime.

      The dust cleared revealing somebody else leaning over Hunter. Somebody who had risked their life to protect him.

      Jake blinked in surprised at his saviour. ‘What...?’ was all he could manage.

      It was Pete.

      The huge rock hadn’t hurt him - in fact his body had absorbed the energy of the impact and he swelled to over three times his size. Muscles inflated under his cracked cyan skin. He was now an equal match for Scuffer - and a whole lot angrier as memories of how Scuffer had helped Jake bully him in school came flooding back.

      ‘If anyone’s gonna pound Hunter apart, it’s going to be me - not you!’

      Jake scrambled away. Scuffer ignored Pete, and attempted to follow Jake - but was stopped when Pete grabbed his ankle.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere, mate!’ growled Pete.

      Jake watched in astonishment as Pete spun Scuffer around his head like an Olympic Hammer thrower. He released him. Scuffer sailed through the air, completely out of control. They all watched as the brute slammed into the side of the Pyramid of Khufu, shattering stone blocks and causing a mini avalanche down the slope. Pete bounded after him.

      Jake stood up, still baffled by Pete’s sudden alliance. He looked around for Kirby - right now, he was the most important person in the fight. Jake needed that fifth pendant from him.

      

      Orsina was hurting all over as she tried to stand. Beth picked her off the floor and pinned her to the side of the Sphinx. Her stumped arm suddenly glowed brightly and a translucent hand formed, made from pure energy. Orsina could feel the intense heat even before Beth had shoved it close to her face.

      ‘I am the Reaper,’ growled Beth. ‘And if you’re fighting with the Dark Hunter then you’ve picked the wrong side!’

      Orsina tried to pull Beth’s arm away, but it was like hitting metal.

      ‘I know who you are!’ cried Orsina in desperation. ‘Beth Hunter... Jake Hunter. Same name! He’s your brother!’

      ‘Lies!’

      ‘Why do you think you don’t see your parents any more?’

      Beth hesitated, her glowing hand centimetres from Orsina’s face. Orsina could feel the heat burning her cheeks. ‘They think you’re as bad as Jake. He told me. The Foundation has brainwashed you—’

      ‘Enough!’ roared Beth. ‘Your time is up!’

      

      Chameleon leapt over a leg sweep from Fallout’s staff, and his nunchucks blocked a decapitating blow from Kirby. The attacks were fast and unrelenting and Chameleon was beginning to tire. He hadn’t expected a mass riot with everybody Jake had ever annoyed in the world.

      He booted Fallout in the chest. The, villain reeled backwards; buying Chameleon enough time to morph into his more dexterous lizard form. He then somersaulted over Kirby’s head as the old man lunged forward—

      Kirby couldn’t stop his attack - the blade missed Chameleon and hit Fallout straight in the chest. The ceramic armour deflected the blade in a shower of sparks.

      Fallout roared in fury - his entire black armour suddenly glowing bright green as he charged it with his radioactive power.

      Chameleon spun twice through the air - making a perfect landing on the Sphinx’s chest. He had to drop his weapon so his claws could find purchase on the rock. He hung, inverted, and watched as Fallout and Kirby battled one another.

      Kirby sidestepped Fallout’s glowing staff. The impact caused an explosion between the now radioactive staff and the statue. Kirby tried to sidestep the reverse thrust - but the staff struck him across the face.

      Chameleon lost count of how many times Kirby pirouetted through the air as he fell off the statue’s leg. He was so entertained by the spectacle that he didn’t see Fallout point his staff towards him and fire a thick green streamer of radioactive energy.

      

      Orsina’s skin burned as Beth’s hand hovered millimetres away - but they both collapsed to the ground as Eric Kirby dropped onto them both. It was a tangle of limbs as they tried to stand - all three suddenly looking up to see Fallout’s radioactive blast strike the Sphinx, just above Chameleon.

      The ancient neck was severed, and the Sphinx’s head rocked, stone grinding on stone before it fell.

      Kirby, Orsina and Beth could only watch in horror as the colossal stone head dropped straight on them.

      

      ‘Beth!’ screamed Jake as he raced toward the Sphinx.

      The head crashed against the outstretched forelegs with such force that a huge plume of sand rose up, obscuring the scene.

      Fallout hadn’t anticipated such destruction. The Sphinx’s unusually small proportioned head rolled forwards, pinning him down under its crushing weight.

      Jake didn’t stop running. He gagged on the dust as it filled his lungs and stung his eyes.

      A breeze helped clear the cloud a little - and he saw that the head now rested on the front two legs. Kirby, Orsina and Beth were safely in the hollow between the legs. They looked amazed to be alive.

      Jake felt a wave of relief.

      Beth saw him - and raised her glowing hand. The energy hand shot forward, trailing a glowing plasma rope that stayed connected to her. The energy fist clobbered Jake with tremendous force. The heat seared the skin off his cheek, burning through to the muscle and bone beneath.

      Jake screamed, dropping to the sand. Having his face torn off was starting to be a regular occurrence, and his healing power was already fixing the injury, but it still hurt.

      Beth raced over to finish the job.

      ‘This is for my parents,’ she snarled.

      ‘Reaper! Wait!’ Kirby ran after her. ‘Don’t hurt him.’

      Beth hesitated. Until a few minutes ago she had trusted Eric Kirby implicitly, but now Chameleon had confused the situation by calling him a traitor. She didn’t know who to believe.

      ‘Reaper... Beth... Jake really is your brother. We made you, Chameleon and I. We erased your memory to use you as a weapon to bring the Dark Hunter in.’

      Tears weld in Beth’s eyes. She looked between Hunter, who was still a stranger to her, and Kirby, the man she had trusted. ‘Why?’

      ‘It was a mistake. I see that now. I have made... errors of judgement at the Foundation and now they are all coming back to haunt me.’ He gave Jake a look heavy with meaning. ‘It’s time other people did the right thing instead of me.’

      ‘I don’t believe you. Chameleon called you a traitor!’

      ‘I can’t restore your memory. The only one who could do that is dead now. Your brother will tell you that. He used the last of that hero’s power on your parents. Beth... you must believe me.’

      

      Pete landed next to Scuffer on the pyramid’s flank, and almost slipped off as the stone crumbled beneath his feet.

      Scuffer swung at Pete, but missed, pummelling the surface to small debris with the single punch.

      An Enforcer chopper circled around, a pair of troops hanging from the doorway. They had rocket launchers over their shoulders and didn’t hesitate to open fire the moment they had the shot.

      Pete was expecting missiles to strike them - not the wide nets that enveloped both giants.

      ‘Gah! You idiots!’ shouted Pete. ‘I’m trying to help!’ He didn’t think it was wise to add that he was trying to help a notorious villain.

      Both Scuffer and Pete became entangled in their separate nets and slide down the side of the pyramid. By the time they hit the bottom, Pete saw the head of the Sphinx blow off. He saw the tiny spec of Chameleon flying away just in time.

      ‘Wow!’

      The distraction got him a punch to the stomach from Scuffer. The Herculean winding was exactly what Pete needed. The energy from the impact traversed through his body, causing him to grow even larger. The net wasn’t designed for such strains and ripped apart.

      The chopper was hovering low over them, kicking up sand. Pete had had enough. He leapt vertically up, high enough to grab the helicopter’s tail. The machine couldn’t support the sudden weight and lurched down with him.

      Before the pilot could recover, Pete grabbed the chopper’s tail with both hands, careful to keep the whirling rotor blades away from him, as he swung it around—

      He swatted Scuffer as hard as he could with the helicopter. The blades snapped on compact with the Teratoid’s impenetrable skin, and the fuselage buckled around him.

      ‘That’s for all those damn wedgies in the school yard!’

      

      ‘How do I know who to believe?’ said Beth in confusion. She looked between Jake and Kirby.

      Orsina was the only one who was not focused on the family drama. She was all too aware of the danger around them. She could see that Fallout wasn’t moving, slumped under the Sphinx’s head. That was one less opponent to worry about. Then she saw Chameleon land on the severed neck of the Sphinx. The huge full moon was framed dramatically behind him, now tinged blood red from the mass of dust kicked in the air from the battles unfolding around them.

      ‘Such a touching family reunion!’

      Beth glared at him. ‘So it’s true?’

      ‘Beth Hunter; Jake Hunter... and I thought you would have been bright enough to work that out. You even look the same, you moron! That doesn’t matter. Look around, hell has come into town.’

      He gestured like a ringmaster and everybody looked. The various battles that had started around them were drawing to a close and the surviving good guys and super-criminals were drawing nearer. A trio of middle-aged Downloaders led the pack, their clothes scorched and bloodied.

      ‘Oi! You’re the Dark Hunter aren’t you?’ shouted the leader.

      ‘Yeah, I recognise him from the Council canteen. Never sat at our table, the snob.’

      The lead goon smirked. ‘You got a strong power that a little boy like you shouldn’t have. Better give it to me, or else.’

      ‘OK. You can have it.’

      Jake raised his hand - and fired a radioactive steamer that sent the leader spiralling into the ruins. The other two reacted in surprise at the ferocity of the attack.

      One suddenly caught fire as Chameleon hurled a fireball at him. The other suffered a violent plasma blast from Beth’s stump.

      ‘You see,’ quipped Chameleon. ‘We could be fighting these imbeciles all day. We should just get this over with, and say I won.’

      More fortune seekers were drawing nearer. Jake was exhausted and Kirby looked worse for wear. The injury he sustained from Fallout wasn’t healing and his face still heavily bled.

      They may be able to beat Chameleon, but they were unlikely to defeat the weaker masses, and with the Enforcer’s power dampeners still working around the combat zone, there was little chance of walking away.

      Jake noticed Beth was staring at him.

      ‘You really are my brother?’ She nursed her stump. ‘My own brother did this to me?’

      Jake sighed. Same old Beth, worrying about the wrong things at completely the wrong time.

      ‘You were trying to kill me,’ he pointed out. ‘And it was an accident.’

      ‘Give me what’s mine!’ shouted Chameleon impatiently.

      

      Emily landed next to Pete as he fought two hero-types who were determined to bring him back to the Foundation for questioning. Lasers pulsed from his eyes, knocking the two do-gooders out.

      Emily watched them writhe on the floor in their own world of pain. She felt sorry for them.

      ‘This is madness,’ she said.

      ‘It’s just one thing after another,’ said Pete, watching a group of villains bouncing across the sand in dune buggies; blasting lightning bolts at everybody they passed.

      ‘We have to put the Enforcer dampeners out of action. They’re just keeping everybody here and forcing them to fight. We need to give Jake a chance to get away and put things right.’

      Pete sighed. ‘That sounds so wrong.’

      ‘Pete... you promised. And even Kirby is helping him.’

      Pete sighed and nodded. ‘OK. Let’s go beat up some Enforcers.’

      

      ‘You lied to me!’ Beth shouted at Chameleon. ‘You used me!’

      Chameleon’s tail twitched. ‘Get over it,’ he shouted back.

      Beth shot a venomous look at Kirby. ‘And you. I trusted you.’

      Kirby wanted to say he was sorry - but Beth suddenly flew up towards Chameleon as fast as she could. Twin pulses of energy shot from her arms, exploding around Chameleon’s feet. He hopped aside - then tried to fly away, but a well-aimed blast from Jake caught him in the chest.

      Chameleon landed on the Sphinx’s outstretched leg, next to Fallout. He groaned in pain, Jake’s shot has broken his rib.

      Beth landed on the Sphinx’s severed head, and looked down on the lizard.

      ‘What you made me do... is villainous.’

      ‘Sometimes you have to do bad things to get the right outcome,’ retorted Chameleon.

      Beth’s phantom hand blazed to life. Chameleon shifted back to his human form. He looked pale and coughed ‘Look... I surrender. Please...’

      Beth hesitated and dropped down to his level.

      Jake frowned. From his vantage point he couldn’t fully see Chameleon on the ledge above him. ‘Beth, no!’

      Beth’s hesitation was all Chameleon needed. He shot a fireball at her point-blank range.

      She screamed, falling off the Sphinx and landing hard on the floor. Jake was foaming with anger and apported next to Chameleon.

      ‘You little—’

      Chameleon moved too quickly. He snatched Fallout’s staff from the villain’s dead hand and whirled it around his head. As the staff sliced through the air, it glowed a vibrant green. Chameleon struck the Sphinx’s head as hard as he could.

      The resulting collision with Fallout’s staff was like a pocket-sized nuclear bomb detonating.

      The stone head shattered in the explosion. Chameleon and Jake were carried a hundred metres, crashing to more ruins.

      The head broke apart and collapsed on Beth.

      Kirby sprung forward, showing agility beyond his years. He managed to grab Beth around the waist to yank her away.

      But it was too late.

      Tons of broken stone collapsed down on them.

      With his ears ringing, Jake could feel the change. His teleportation and jump powers had come back - the dampeners had been destroyed. Pete and Emily suddenly appeared to report the good news... but remained silent when they saw Beth and Eric Kirby’s bodies poking from the rubble, twisted and bloodied.

      Jake could only stare.

      His sister was dead.

      A cackling laughter drifted over from Chameleon, who was pulling himself from the ruins. He was badly burnt from the explosion. He stopped laughing when he saw what he had done.

      Jake felt numb. The moment his sister had accepted who he was, Chameleon had killed her. Kirby’s cane lay to one side, the pendant held on the tip. Jake snatched it up, his super-strength crushing the glass orb.

      He didn’t look at Pete, Emily and Orsina, all standing around him, unsure what to do.

      ‘You better go,’ Jake muttered darkly. Once he had the pendant extracted he looked up and met Pete’s eye. Nothing needed to be said between them, and Pete knew it wasn’t the right time to ask Jake to remove the virus inside him.

      Pete and Emily took to the air and headed towards downtown Cairo. Orsina nodded and teleported away.

      Jake pulled the pendants out of his pocket and attached them together. He didn’t need to fiddle with the pieces as the assembly order was burnt into his memory. They slotted together effortlessly.

      The pendant wand pulsed orange and felt different from the last time he used it. Jake could feel the Core Power welling up in his hand.

      ‘You killed my sister.’ It was a cold statement.

      Chameleon held up his hands, ‘It was an accident.’

      Jake bellowed, tears suddenly filling his eyes. He pointed the wand at the floor, with no clear idea what he was doing, but the Core Power seemed to have a mind of its own.

      A gravity wave spread out from his feet. Sand rippled like water as the wave extended out faster than the speed of sound. The weaker ruins trembled and collapsed from the shock wave. The pyramids quivered, the apex of Khafre broke apart and collapsed, shortening the pyramid’s height by several metres.

      The gravity wave built up to a wall - slamming into the circling Supers and Enforcers with a crushing force. Vehicles were destroyed and people flung with such force that some landed miles away.

      A massive cloud of dust rose over the scene of death and destruction - and still Jake Hunter screamed at the loss of his sister.

      He raised the pendant, intending to open a black hole within Chameleon’s own body... but the cowardly killer had teleported the moment Jake had looked away.

      Jake just caught sight of the moon as the new dust pall obscured it. That brought him to his senses. He snapped the pendants apart and tucked them in his pocket. Then turned to the bodies of Kirby and his sister.

      One of his greatest enemies had died trying to save his sister and undo a terrible mistake. Jake felt no hatred towards Kirby any more. The old man had given his life to help him.

      Now Jake intended to finish things off.

      That meant destroying Necros.

      Then he would tear the world apart to find Chameleon so he could unleash his full fury.
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      Deep in the NORAD bunker, the anxious General had long dismissed the notion of going to the barbeque he had planned. Most of the Western world was out of power, while the rest of the planet struggled under the yoke of impending moon-fall.

      The latest data now showed that the moon was on a firm trajectory that made it increasingly visible over just one part of the sky. In a couple of hours the moon would no longer be visible to the West, and would permanently hang over Asia.

      Technician Campbell was still at his post, sweating profusely from the stress of it all. His latest calculations showed that the moon would impact in the Pacific Ocean. There was no danger of a cataclysmic tidal wave because the impact would cause the ocean to vaporize in seconds, before it clove the earth in two.

      Every instrument they had and every weapon system that was in place was useless. The General thought that he shouldn’t have cancelled the barbeque, it would have made zero difference to the inevitable outcome.

      A blip on the monitor caught the Technician’s eye.

      ‘Oh no...’

      The General spun on his heels. ‘Oh, no what? This situation can’t go down the pan any quicker than it is doing already.’

      The Technician tapped a spread of red dots on the screen that hadn’t been there earlier.

      ‘We have multiple inbound targets ahead of the Moon.’

      ‘What kind of targets?’

      ‘It appears that a field of meteors has been slingshot by the black hole’s gravitational pull. They’re heading straight for us.’

      ‘Meteors hit the earth all the time.’

      ‘Sure. And a single one supposedly wiped out the dinosaurs. The good news is, if one of these is big enough... then we won’t be around to watch the moon collide.’

      ‘We must have some missiles to deflect them?’

      ‘No sir. Every military asset is off-line. The only things we have control of is NORAD itself. We’re completely on our own.’

      

      Night skies around the world were illuminated by a fantastic display of shooting stars as thousands of meteors burned up in the atmosphere. Streaks of fire shot through the heavens like fireworks.

      A few meteors survived and crashed to earth in blazing fireballs, but the resulting clumps of iron were no bigger than a penny - although several impacts smashed windows, crashed through ceilings and, in two instants, ploughed through the bonnets of parked cars.

      Because the swarm of meteorites was so huge, the larger ones were packed too close together and collided with one another in the upper atmosphere, thus preventing a fatal attack.

      The amazing display lasted for hours, but there were few people to witness it as they were all locked inside their homes, fearing for their lives.

      And that was only the first wave.

      

      Jake returned home, but had found his parents had gone and the entire town was under a layer of fine dust - the handiwork of a villain called NanoMite that the heroes were dealing with. His parents had left him a note saying they had left town, heading for the countryside where his uncle lived.

      Jake didn’t see the point in following them. They were probably safe, and he didn’t want to be the one who broke the news about his sister.

      He had never really got on with Beth as they grew up. When they were both much younger that had laughed and joked together as siblings do, but as they became teenagers, their interests drifted apart and they had very little common ground left. Beth went to a private school and was a star pupil; Jake went to a regular school and was a problem child.

      He still couldn’t bring himself to cry, not properly. A few tears had rolled down his cheek, but otherwise he had been filled with nervous energy and had restlessly paced the house preparing himself for the final confrontation with Necros.

      He slapped his face, the sharp pain forcing him to focus. He had no idea how much time he had left to stop the impact, so couldn’t afford to waste any. He had five out of the six pendants - and the final one lay around the neck of the fiercest supervillain of them all.

      And he had to do it on his own - ironic since he had just been surrounded by people who used to be his enemies, all fighting together for the same goal.

      The sudden thoughts of loneliness made him think of his sister again. He couldn’t let himself be weak.

      ‘Jake?’

      Jake jumped at the sound of his name. He whirled around to see Orsina standing in the living room doorway.

      ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he mumbled, although he was happy to have company.

      Orsina didn’t look him in the eye, she felt awkward talking to him.

      ‘I’m... sorry about your...’

      Jake waved her into silence. He had been to a family funeral before when his Gran had died and had been baffled why everybody said “sorry”, as if they were responsible for what had happened. It was something he didn’t want to hear.

      ‘I think I can help you with Necros.’

      Although having a sidekick would be useful, Jake couldn’t bring himself to ask her to fight Necros. There was a high probably that she would die.

      ‘Thanks, but—’

      ‘Hear me out. We don’t have time to argue. The moment I left Cairo I tried to round up the others. Pete and Emily ran into more trouble and they’re back at the Foundation hospital. Chameleon... nobody knows where he is.’

      ‘So that leaves just us.’

      Orsina shifted uncomfortably. ‘Not quite. There’s somebody else you should talk to.’

      She stood to one side - revealing Lorna.

      Jake scowled. Electrical sparks snapped from his fingers. He was ready to attack.

      ‘Just give me one reason—’

      ‘It wasn’t me!’ said Lorna. ‘Chameleon locked me away and pretended to be me.’

      Jake was still suspicious, until Orsina nodded and filled him in on Lorna’s captivity.

      Jake had mixed feelings. The overriding wave of relief that Lorna hadn’t betrayed him was tempered by the fact Orsina had kept it quite. He would never understand how girls worked.

      Jake calmed down and managed to smile at Lorna. ‘So you really didn’t betray me?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      In a movie, this was the part where he hugged Lorna. But Jake wasn’t feeling in the mood. It was enough that she wasn’t one of the bad guys after all.

      Lorna shouldered past Orsina, the animosity between the two crackled in the air.

      ‘In fact, I’ve been doing some research that will help you a lot. Proper research with books in libraries, not surfing the net to see what people are blogging about.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘I should show you.’

      Jake sighed. He was never one for libraries. ‘Lorn... I don’t have the time to—’

      ‘You better make time. The three of us don’t stand a chance against Necros. Even Eric Kirby wouldn’t have stood a chance without the might of the Foundation behind him. So your choices are: make time to listen to me, or walk into the Council and give the pendants to Necros. Sure, he’ll stop the cataclysm, but without Kirby running the Foundation, the Inner Circle won’t be able to stop him from twisting the world to his own dark vision. So, what will it be?’

      

      Jake was expecting the musty smell of collected books. Lorna had quantum tunnelled the three of them into the Reading Room of the Library of Congress in Washington DC.

      The massive multi-level circular room amplified the tiniest noise. Lorna nudged him in the ribs and shushed him - her own noise echoing eerily through the large chamber.

      The lights were out. The only illumination came from the semi-circular windows high above, and with no moon or streetlights working, it provided very little light.

      Lorna had warned them that they couldn’t risk venturing outside as running into the supervillain NanoMite would just add unnecessary complication to their mission, and every second counted. She had ensured she and Jake had downloaded night-vision. Orsina hung back, refusing to download any powers, as she was a Prime and had seen the effects of Chameleon downloading powers – it was driving him mad. She stayed at the librarian’s central desk while Lorna led Jake to one of the many branching alcoves around the room.

      ‘Orsina gave me the information Forge had hacked from the Foundation’s secure servers. It appears that Leech was not the victim he claimed to be out. He was a collector, specifically of Core Powers. That’s why he was expelled from the Foundation. He was considered dangerous, so Kirby took Leech’s son into foster care, only handing him to the Council when he discovered the boy had the same crazy thoughts of his father,’ whispered Lorna. There was no guard on duty; in fact the entire city was locked down, so they were in no immediate danger. Whispering just seemed the appropriate thing to do in the grand library.

      ‘So Leech was a bad guy?’

      ‘Not exactly. Misguided, corrupted by power. The online records show that he was looking for a Core Power more powerful than the gravity one.’

      A shudder ran down Jake’s spine. What exactly had Leech lead him into. Lorna continued:

      ‘In the footnotes of the report, it mentioned some very old books. I traced them here. I hid them somewhere I could find them again, and nobody else would look.’

      ‘Why didn’t you just take them out?’ asked Jake. ‘It would have saved time.’

      ‘Because I don’t want to keep breaking the rules! No matter what you think, I’m supposed to be one of the good guys! The only reason there are some 188 million books, maps, leaflets, whatever, in these three buildings is because you can’t take them out unless you are a high ranking Government employee, like a senator, or a law maker. It’s a reference library and it has some amazing things tucked away most people would overlook... unless you knew precisely what you were looking for.’

      She carefully pulled a pile of books from a shelf and reached to the back, extracting a heavy tome she had hidden there. The cover was made from cracked leather. Faded gold leaf writing revealed the title: ODDITIES AND UNUSUAL TRAVELS.

      ‘Here we go,’ she said, delicately resting the book on a table and opening the cover with both hands.

      ‘I bet this is all on the internet,’ said Jake. ‘Everything is.’

      ‘It’s quite sad you think that,’ said Lorna as she carefully turned the heavy pages. ‘The internet’s got billions of web pages, but how much of that is copied from somewhere else? It’s easy enough to write something incorrect and see it being used by everyone else as a fact.’ She giggled. ‘That’s funny when people do that and you hear about those kids who copied answers from the net and used them in exams - only to find out it was all wrong. That’s sad.’

      Jake remained tight-lipped. He had done exactly that. Rather revise for exams, he had printed a few pages off the internet and memorized them. He had taken great pride in being the first in his year to finish the exam, and that was even when he checked through twice so it didn’t look like he was cheating.

      He had been more shocked than his parents to discover he had obtained the lowest grades of the year.

      ‘Will you two hurry?’ hissed Orsina, her voice echoing across the library as she kept watch.

      ‘Here we go. Look.’ Lorna angled the aging yellow page towards him.

      It appeared to be an account of a First mate who was onboard a ship caught in a storm in 1846. They had discovered a chain of islands in the Pacific Ocean. It was difficult to read the old spellings, but as far as he could tell, the chronicler spoke of the captain turning into a sorcerer who killed most of his crew then raised the dead to protect the islands. The captain became lord of the island that gave him power over life and death. Jake laughed when he read the name of the author.

      ‘Brier Icky? What kind of stupid name is that?’

      ‘An old one. Besides, Brier’s a nice name.’

      ‘Why do I think this is a giant waste of my time?’ said Jake irritably. He found the cavernous library spookily like the museum.

      Lorna was feeling unappreciated, so snapped back. ‘Maybe because you are an idiot! Keep reading.’

      Jake didn’t argue. Lorna was the only person who could get away with being so blunt with him. He read through to the end, but was still none the wiser. He shrugged helplessly.

      ‘None of that sounds familiar?’

      ‘It’s about a wizard on an island, fighting some mad pirates.’

      ‘Whose power comes from a star found on an island and then hidden in the caves beneath. Didn’t you read that part? Does none of it ring any bells? He’s talking about Necros!’

      “Necros” echoed through the library. Jake read through again. It made some sense: the chain of islands and Pacific Island matched the Council’s location. He wasn’t certain what Necros’s powers were, but raising the dead seemed to fit.

      ‘But there are a lot of things wrong. This was written in 1846. How old do you think Necros is?’

      ‘Eric Kirby is much older than he looks. Looked,’ she corrected herself. ‘There’s something about their powers that make them last longer than normal people. Back then, superpowers would look exactly like magic powers. That’s why Necros built the Council of Evil there. He built it on the source of all his power. How many times have you ever seen or heard of him leaving the island?’

      ‘A few. He does do it... not very often though.’

      ‘But he gets everybody else to do his dirty work for him. According to the text he draws his powers from whatever is in the cave. Perhaps when he leaves the island he can only do so for a short while, or he’s weaker.’ Lorna turned the page and pointed to another paragraph. ‘This tells of how the chronicler escaped by severing the sorcerer’s connection with his power source. It made him weak and vulnerable. That’s what you need to do if you’re doing to beat him.’

      Jake ran through the possibilities as Orsina joined them, she was fed up with only hearing bits of the conversation.

      ‘You think this guy is Necros? If he draws powers from under the island does that make him a Prime or what? Could that be that he has another Core Power?’

      Jake was thinking hard. ‘Maybe, or maybe he downloads them too, but rather than digitally, through a more basic set up. Like radio waves or something. He gets his powers from being close to their source.’

      ‘Whatever’s under there gives him his strength. So, theoretically, we should be able to use it to weaken him. What are his powers anyway?’

      Jake looked blank. Every Prime had their main ability, like Orsina’s super-speed, and some, like her, had less powerful secondary powers. Stronger Primes, like the Council members, usually possessed a terrifying array of powers. But Necros was just known for being a formidable opponent. Jake couldn’t recall any tales describing his powers.

      Orsina suddenly looked up into the darkness. She had heard something.

      ‘Somebody’s in here,’ she whispered. ‘They’ve found us.’

      They ducked behind the shelves, then peeked down the dark aisle. A glimmer of light hovered in the air, it was an open portal. Beyond the portal they could see daylight, and a room laid out with electronic equipment. Some technicians were visible in jeans and t-shirts with the Forge logo on.

      Jake tensed when he recognised the figure through the portal.

      It was Chameleon. He peered into the dark library and allowed two other Forge members to step through. They were huge men, built like professional wrestlers. The leader carried a heavy-duty gun of a design Jake had never seen before. A cylinder, the diameter of an old record, was mounted over an unusual wide barrel.

      Both Lorna and Orsina gripped Jake’s arms and shook their heads as anger took over reason.

      ‘He’s going down,’ growled Jake.

      ‘Not yet. Jake... you can’t waste time on him until you stop the collision course. Think about it.’

      As much as Jake wanted to fire every superpower he had downloaded at Chameleon’s grinning face, he forced himself not to.

      ‘The portal is stable,’ declared a technician from the room beyond. ‘The trace works.’

      The scientists in the background clapped and cheered their achievement until Chameleon silenced them.

      ‘Shut up, fools. They can hear you through there.’ He addressed the two goons. ‘Bort, Hammer. Begin your recce. Hunter tunnelled through here no so long ago. We should be able to pick up the quantum flux if he has moved on.’

      Orsina whispered. ‘They got the tunnel detector to work! Forge scientists stole it from the Council of Evil. Since quantum tunnelling was almost undetectable, they wanted to find a way to detect and re-open portals so they could chase people through them.’

      ‘Then that’s no longer a safe way to travel,’ said Lorna.

      ‘Not unless you want Forge on your tail. That place was... is, our research lab away from the main headquarters. I’m guessing that’s the only part of Forge still up and running.’

      Bort and Hammer spread out along the concentric aisles. They walked with confidence, which meant they had night-vision powers too.

      ‘So what do we do?’ whispered Lorna.

      They both looked at Jake. He pulled out his phone.

      ‘Since none of us bothered downloading teleport, I think I better do it and get out of here.’

      He accessed The villain website. Immediately a small device on Bort’s arm PINGED for attention.

      ‘He’s here! Pickin’ up cell phone activity!’ He pivoted around until he was facing Jake’s hiding place. ‘Right there!’

      He fired his rifle. Spinning discs shot from his rifle. They resembled circular buzz-saw blades and moved like bullets. The round blades chewed effortlessly through the books and shelves - nicking Jake’s ear.

      Jake blasted a radioactive volley. The energy arced out and struck Bort who was lifted into a bookcase. Pages fluttered in the air, some catching fire from the extreme heat.

      Lorna shoved Jake’s arms aside.

      ‘Stop it! You’ll destroy the library! It was bad enough with the museum and the Great Wall. Try and do something less destructive!’

      Her interference gave Bort a chance to roll aside and pat out his smouldering t-shirt.

      Hammer swung a punch - his arms extended a dozen metres, his fists forming massive sledge hammers that obliterated the bookcase shielding Jake.

      Lorna got caught by a backstroke of the hammer fist and was thrown into the reading room, crashing in the darkness.

      Jake thrust his fingers into his attackers retreating arm and delivered a powerful electric shock. Hammer screamed as the voltage coursed through his system.

      Jake leapt to his feet since his hiding place had been destroyed. He had a perfect shot across the library at Chameleon framed in the glowing portal. Jake switched powers and pointed at Chameleon.

      ‘Close the portal!’ Chameleon screamed at the technicians. ‘Hurry!’

      Jake felt raw energy surge through his body, but he restrained himself from firing. His hands throbbed painfully as they acted like stoppers in a bottle, desperate to be freed.

      Just as Jake thought he was going to burst from the energy building inside him, he let loose the solid blue beam from his index finger.

      The energy was colossal and finely focused from one finger. Jake’s aim was perfect - but the Forge scientists managed to pull the plug in time. The portal snapped shut as the beam was about to hit Chameleon. It shot across the other side of the library and blasted a massive whole through the wall, into the courtyard beyond.

      ‘Jake!’ wailed Lorna’s disapproving voice through the darkness. ‘What did I tell you?’

      ‘It was an accident!’

      Bort had found his feet again and fired multiple discs at Jake. The circular blade dashed through several bookcases. Jake sprinted for cover - one blade embedding into the stone above his head.

      If Lorna was going to give him earache for damaging the library, what could he use against his two attackers?

      ‘Get us out of here,’ shouted Orsina.

      Jake’s hand went for his mobile - it had fallen from his pocket and was lying across the chamber, the screen still glowing.

      ‘Rats!’

      He took a deep breath and ran for the phone. Bort’s shots sliced the ground behind Jake, the sharp discs bouncing off the stone floor like skipping stones across a lake.

      Orsina suddenly appeared next to Bort and slugged him across the face with the heaviest book she could find. Several of the thug’s teeth dropped out and he collapsed on the floor.

      Jake reached out for his phone - just as a sledgehammer fist smashed it apart, the tiles cracking from the impact.

      ‘You ain’t going nowhere, boy!’ laughed Hammer.

      Jake’s radioactive power dripped from his hands. His temper snapped and he didn’t care what damage he caused in the library—

      Hammer’s arms snapped back to normal size, but still resembled hammers. He drew back for a punch. Lorna suddenly appeared from the darkness behind the thug and blew on him. An ice blast flowed from her mouth, freezing Hammer on the spot. Icicles formed from his arm as he was completely encased.

      Lorna gave Jake a disapproving look.

      ‘You can’t go smashing your way through everything in your path. No matter how angry you are.’

      Orsina examined Lorna’s handiwork. ‘Nice job.’

      The complement made Lorna smile; at least someone appreciated her effort. Jake huffed, typical that the girls were sticking together. He picked up the remains of his mobile. It was unidentifiable. ‘Now what do we do?’

      ‘We go to the Council of Evil as planned and end it all.’

      ‘But Chameleon will still be able to track us if we don’t teleport,’ Jake pointed out. ‘I can only tunnel.’

      Orsina shrugged. ‘We’re heading into the heart of darkness. I don’t think it matters too much if he wants to join us there.’

      Jake looked at them both questioningly. ‘Us? I don’t want you coming with me. This is way too dangerous. I can’t guarantee your safety, especially after what happened to...’

      The girls approached him, and hooked his arm, one on each side.

      ‘We weren’t giving you the option,’ said Orsina.

      ‘We thought we’d come along and guarantee your safety, actually.’

      Jake couldn’t think of a suitable argument. He opened up a portal and stared at his Council Chamber beyond.

      ‘This is it then. The last step.’

      He led the way through.
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      Jake stepped out into his private Council of Evil chamber. The first thing that stuck him was the fact the entire place had been ransacked. Word of his treachery had obviously spread across the island. Jake instantly regretted walking back into his own office, he should have picked somewhere a little more secluded on the island.

      Lorna and Orsina followed him in.

      ‘Do you always keep it this tidy?’ said Orsina.

      ‘Funny, snorted Jake as he headed straight for the remains of storage cabinet. The locked doors had been blown open and the contents thrown onto the floor. He searched through the junk until he found what he needed: several spare mobile phones. He took one and thumbed it on and Villain immediately appeared.

      Lorna moved to the door. She could hear a faint whooping alarm from outside. ‘What’s that noise?’

      ‘I think it’s the evacuation alarm,’ said Jake, pocketing the phone. ‘We should move quickly.’

      He opened the door - surprising a pair of Duradan who were standing outside on the narrow walkway that connected his chamber to the mainland. They wore full-body black ceramic armour that sported numerous sharp fins and angular vents that made the soldier look like a cross between a shark and a porcupine. They were the Council’s private security that could instantly download whatever powers they needed from the island’s Wi-Fi. They were specially trained not to have a sense of humour.

      Jake blasted one with a radioactive pulse. Orsina charged the other with her super-speed - the impact caused the guard to stagger over the walkway barrier. He fell a hundred and seventy metres into the crashing waves below.

      ‘Come on!’ shouted Jake as he charged across the bridge. The Duradan were only deployed in times of absolute crisis, the Council’s last line of defence. Now there were only two Council members left, Necros and Abyssal... and Abyssal was not known for his courage. Jake guessed the villain had fled the island as soon as he was able.

      It was dark as the trio ran across the bridge towards the main island. They could see bright meteors shooting across the sky with violent fury. Everything was dominated by the moon that now stretched from horizon-to-horizon. In the distance, fireballs dropped from the sky and hit the ocean in violent explosions.

      As they watched, a chunk of meteor streaked down and took out the bridge connecting Chromosome’s old private island that lay next to Jake’s. The burning bridge collapsed into the raging water below, the sound of twisting metal reverberated over the evacuation alarm.

      It felt like the end of the world.

      Jake stopped. His legs would no longer carry him. The scene around him was a nightmare, and he could only guess how the rest of the world was suffering. And it was all his fault.

      Kirby, his sister... dead because of him.

      If only he hadn’t set events in motion...

      ‘Move!’ Lorna screamed down his ear as she shoved him towards the door that would take them to the main land.

      Jake broke from his reverie and blasted the door open, knocking out a Duradan standing behind. Jake jumped through the hole as a second guard opened fire with energy darts firing from his gloved fist.

      Jake returned fire, but missed the guard. Lorna tried her freezing breath again, but the Duradan’s armour melted the ice. The guard swung a punch at Lorna, holographic spikes forming on his gloved fist. Lorna just managed to sidestep as the spikes solidified and crunched into the wall - momentarily sticking the Duradan’s hand in place. He tried to extract the spikes before realizing he could just as easily turn the hologram off - by which time Lorna booted him so hard he sailed up like a football, crashing into the corridor’s low ceiling, where his armoured fins held him in place, unconscious.

      ‘How many more of these guys are there?’ asked Lorna with concern.

      ‘Lots. We’re going to have to fight through them to get wherever it is we’re heading.’

      ‘Down. Whichever corridors leads down.’

      Without a clear mental picture of where they were heading it was impossible to teleport or quantum tunnel. That meant there would be a lot of adversaries to fight: Duradan, ambassadors who ran the evil empire and every have-a-go-villain who lived and worked on the island and was stupid enough to hang around during the apocalypse.

      The main body of the island was a vast, multi-level city that housed the Council of Evil’s research labs, countless administration offices and the entire The villain website server farm and raw powers. It was home to tens of thousands of technicians, engineers, caterers, and administration staff - a whole city devoted to keeping the forces of evil running smoothly and efficiently.

      ‘We can’t fight them all,’ said Lorna.

      The earth shook as a meteor hit close by. The Duradan fell from the ceiling with a clang. Jake nudged the prone guard with his foot.

      ‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said with a smile.

      

      The squad of Duradan jogged down the corridor in formation. The base rumbled as another meteor struck. The lights flickered and the constant siren suddenly choked off. The whole island was plunged into darkness for a couple of seconds before the red emergency lighting illuminated the corridor.

      Through a cracked panoramic window, the Duradan squad watched as a mushroom cloud rose from the island’s main power station. Luckily the Council of Evil had been very environmentally conscious and had employed solar, wind and, more importantly, tidal generators on the island. The constant swell of the ocean was more than enough to keep vital systems online such as emergency power, air conditioning, core computer systems and The villain website.

      A secondary explosion blossomed from the power station, casting debris into the water. Another meteor screamed by, missing the island by half a kilometre.

      Although highly trained, the Duradan were still awed by the spectacle, and unaware that other troopers had joined them to gawp out of the window. The Duradan Sergeant suddenly became aware that his squad was larger.

      ‘What’s going on here?’ came his amplified voice through the helmet. He had a distinct Welsh accent. ‘Who’s not supposed to be in me unit?’

      A chorus of voices confirmed they all should be.

      ‘Obviously not!’ barked the Sergeant. ‘There were six of us minutes ago, and now I’m counting nine. Come on, some of you should be with another unit. Who’s just joined?’

      One trooper suddenly became aware that a finger was pointing at him. He reacted instantly. ‘It wasn’t me, Sarge!’ He turned to his accuser. ‘Who’re you under there? Is that you, Neil?’

      ‘No, I’m Neil,’ said another voice.

      ‘No, I am,’ declared another.

      The Sergeant’s patience was wearing thin. That was the trouble with all wearing identical uniforms and helmets, you were never sure who was who. His musings were interrupted by a sudden laser blasts from three of the Duradan. The squad hadn’t been expecting the attack - and two of them were blasted through the window, which shattered under their weight.

      Another was hit by a sonic wave that came from another guard’s arm - while two more accidentally shot one another.

      One Duradan unfurled a crackling light whip from his sleeve - and a female voice shrieked from his intended victim.

      ‘Jake, no! It’s Lorna!’

      The whip fizzled in Jake’s hand and he pulled off his helmet. He was sweating heavily beneath. The Sergeant recognised him immediately.

      ‘Hunter?’

      The third Duradan struck the Sergeant with a lightning bolt. He fell against the wall, his armour short-circuiting. Orsina pulled her helmet off and admired her handiwork.

      ‘I love these suits!’ Rather than download the powers into the user, the suits handled the powers directly, meaning Orsina could download any power from the server without worrying about side effects. The suits had been a brilliant disguise and they had managed to make it halfway across the city.

      Jake unclipped the Sergeant’s helmet, and tossed it aside. The man inside had a cropped marine haircut, and was drooling from the shock. His eyes rolled, unfocused and he was lucky to still be alive. Jake gently slapped the man’s face to focus him.

      ‘OK big guy. We need directions.’

      ‘Urrrrgh...’ More drool rolled from his lips.

      ‘Focus. Come on. We need to get under the island. There are some caves, right?’

      ‘Uck.’

      ‘Caves. Do you know what’s in them?’

      The man’s eyes started to focus. ‘For... bidden...’

      ‘That sounds like them. Where are they?’

      ‘Forbid...’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. I know. How do we get there?’

      ‘Doc...’

      ‘I’ll get you a doctor if you answer the question.’

      ‘Doc... doc...’

      Jake shook the man roughly, but he fell unconscious.

      ‘Well that didn’t help.’

      Lorna took off her helmet. ‘What if he didn’t mean doctor? The caves were found by a sailor. So would they be up here? This high?

      The answer struck Jake. ‘The docks... of course. This place gets a regular supply in from boats. I’ve just never been down there.’

      He slid his helmet back on. A HUD appeared over the visor. Like his SkyByke, the onboard computer tracked Jake’s eye movement and moved the pointed across the display. Using the optic-interface, Jake opened a 3D map of the island.

      ‘Plot a path to the dock.’

      Ordinarily, the chirpy voice of Ernie, the Council’s artificially intelligent computer system would narrate directions, but with everything running on emergency power, Ernie’s more human functions had been deactivated. Instead, a solid line appeared on the map, showing the quickest route.

      ‘It’s eight minutes away. Let’s go!’

      

      Waves slammed into the huge wharf that had been constructed across the bay. It was one of the few places where the island didn’t meet the ocean with a vertical cliff.

      Jake, Lorna and Orsina exited the elevator at a run, but quickly stopped. Even though the bay was sheltered, the waves hammered the concrete quayside. The remains of smaller boats were littered across the wharf, what alarmed them most was the 120,000 ton oil tanker that had been lifted from the water and hurled across the dock. One enormous propeller was still turning and they would have run straight into it. It didn’t rotate quickly, but had gouged the concrete walkway. The steel structure was on its side and slowly collapsing from its weight, spewing millions of gallons of oil into the bay.

      According to Jake’s map, a “Forbidden Zone” lay at the end of the wharf, just beyond the tanker. Jake was unable to fly over the lake of oil that was welling from the fractured hull. The girls took to the air, hooked him under each arm and carried him over the oil slick.

      Ahead they could see a huge tarnished steel door built into the side of the cliff face. It was two stories high, and even in the intense moonlight, it looked impenetrable. Jake’s HUD map indicated that the Forbidden Zone lay beyond. They were in luck, ordinarily the wharf and door would have been heavily guarded but the disaster was providing them with the perfect opportunity to break in.

      They had just cleared the bridge, some thirty stories above the spinning propellers, when Jake glanced across the water and saw a fireball crash into mouth of the bay, almost a mile away. The problem was the rough seas had already carried the oil that far.

      The oil on the water’s surface caught fire, and raced towards them at a phenomenal speed.

      ‘Fly faster!’ he yelled.

      ‘This armour’s weighing us down!’ Lorna snapped back.

      The entire bay suddenly erupted in a wall of fire fifty feet tall. The trio were nothing more than specs arcing over the tanker. They cleared the ship and made it half way to the reinforced door as the flaming sea connected with the huge oil tanker.

      Jake doubted any of their powers could protect them from the impending explosion. He did the only thing he could - and opened a quantum portal directly in front of them.

      They passed through and closed it with milliseconds to spare.

      Jake, Lorna and Orsina suddenly appeared on a tropical beach. It would have been daylight if the gargantuan moon hadn’t been blocking the sun. They dropped on the white sands, the gentle surf lapping around their feet. It was very peaceful.

      ‘Where are we?’ asked Orsina.

      Lorna looked around and saw the remains of a mansion house on the tiny island. It had been battered by a hurricane. Only a few internal walls were left standing.

      ‘This used to be Pete’s’ she said.

      ‘Safest place I could think of,’ said Jake. ‘Now, time to go back.’

      He opened another portal and leapt back into the Council’s dock.

      It was hell on earth.

      Everything was on fire. The supertanker had split into several huge chunks during the explosion. One section, about the size of a tower block, was still spinning through the air - crashing against the furthest cliff wall.

      Every centimetre of floor and cliff was coated with burning oil. Peering from the portal, Jake thought it was as if they were inside the sun.

      ‘Make yourselves fireproof,’ he said as he stepped out.

      The Duradan battlesuit absorbed the intense heat as they waded through the fire. Burning oil sloshed around their feet, sticking to the armour so that their legs were aflame. If it weren’t for the suits’ internal oxygen generator, they would have suffocated as the fire sucked the air.

      Jake had thought the wildfire in California had been bad. It was a candle compared to the furnace around them.

      They pushed towards the steel door, and were glad to see that the explosion had buckled it partially away from the wall. It was three metres thick, and if it wasn’t for the explosion, Jake wondered how they would have managed to get through. Now, all they had to do was squeeze inside.

      It was like walking into a wind tunnel. Air was being sucked through the narrow fissure to feed the oil fire outside. The airflow was so intense it immediately extinguished the fires on their legs. All three were forced to lean forwards at an acute angle to the ground in order to walk forward, using their hands against the wall to propel them forward.

      It was pitch black, and they could only see the path ahead with their night-vision. Orsina’s visor downloaded the necessary power so she wasn’t blind.

      The tunnel angled gently down and eventually opened up into a larger chamber. The intense air flow eased as the space increased. Jake saw lights had been strung across the wall, but they obviously didn’t warrant emergency power as they remained dark.

      He switched the suit from internal to external oxygen. He was expecting the air to smell stale as they ventured down, but he could detect the strong scent of saltwater.

      The tunnel suddenly opened up into a cavern about the size of an aircraft hangar. The floor dropped away a few metres revealing a subterranean saltwater lake. The pathway continued to spiral around the cavern edge, leading to a wooden quay.

      What surprised Jake most was the pirate galleon berthed at the jetty.

      It was battered. Fragments of the burnt and rotting sails still clung to the charred masts.

      ‘That’s... not what I thought we’d find,’ breathed Lorna.

      ‘It’s awesome,’ said Jake. As a kid, he had always wanted to grow up and be a pirate. Typically his parents had never approved.

      ‘Just as the book described said Lorna as they descended to the quay.

      Something Leech said stirred in the back of Jake’s memory. He had once called Necros a pirate. Obviously he knew.

      From the jetty they could read the boat’s name: THE BUCCANEER. A gangplank led onto the deck.

      ‘That’s nuts...’ breathed Orsina.

      Jake tested his weight on the gangplank. It creaked, but held. ‘Think about it. 18... whatever, he discovers these islands, and something here gives him his powers. The guy who wrote that book escaped as he massacred the crew...’

      ‘Eric Kirby!’ exclaimed Lorna. ‘Brier Icky, what a stupid name. It’s an anagram for Eric Kirby. He was with Necros… he must have been a pirate too!’ She was shocked by her deduction.

      Jake didn’t have the mental gymnastics to work out the anagram, so he took Lorna’s word for it.

      ‘Kirby was a pirate… you know, I always suspected he had a bad streak. So, they were both here. Necros, or whatever his name was back then... Sec Nor,’ he guessed glibly.

      ‘Crones,’ added Orsina with a giggle.

      Lorna sighed. It was never easy being smart around dumb people. ‘It doesn’t mean everybody’s an anagram. I reckon Kirby was here with his brother - Leech. He knew about this place too. Something here provides Necros with his power. And I bet it’s on the boat.’

      Jake ascended on deck. The water was as calm as a millpond and the ship was rock steady. The old wooden planks griped under his feet. Two large hatches were spread across the deck. The sterncastle rose at the back, covered in florid Spanish designs.

      ‘Why would he hide the power here? Why not keep it close? Whatever it is.’

      ‘Perhaps he can’t move it. This is a Forbidden Zone. Who comes down here?’

      ‘It wasn’t exactly well hidden,’ said Jake. ‘I mean, the door was in plain sight.’

      ‘According to the map on my HUD, there are radioactive symbols all over this area. I’d say that’s enough to keep the most persistent snoop away. Besides, who else suspects Necros is drawing his powers from the island?’

      Jake wasn’t convinced. ‘It could be anywhere down here. We don’t have time for a treasure hunt.’

      Lorna ran through her options on the HUD. As it was connected to a battery of sensors on the island, she could access almost everything. ‘We don’t have to waste time looking everywhere. Those goons in the library gave me an idea when they traced your mobile phone signal. We just need to lock onto a Higher Energy signal that isn’t us.’

      A radar-like map appeared on her HUD. Concentric circles radiated out from her suit at the centre. They highlighted Jake and Orsina’s Higher Energy signals radiating through their suits and bodies - and a third target below decks.

      ‘Bingo! Follow me.’

      Lorna lead them to the hatch closest to the fo’c’s’le. Lorna remembered her history lessons. ‘The forecastle was where the crew slept. I bet this is the galley.’

      She had to use her super-strength to pull the hatch back. Dust fell from the heavy wood and it slammed against the deck like a tombstone, echoing through the chamber. They waited for the echo to subside before descending the wooden steps.

      It was the galley. Long benches were filled with rusting metal plates, knives and lanterns. A wild assortment of fungus now lived on the table, having long ago spawned from the decaying food. The stench was overpowering, making the trio return to their suits’ oxygen supply. The stench didn’t come from the fungus. It came from the bodies.

      A dozen skeletons lay about the cabin. They were over a century old. Several had been pinned to the wall by swords thrust through their chests. Others lay in the position they had fallen when sliced apart by a wicked sword blade. Another’s skull laid a metre away. It was carnage. The wood was stained black from the spilled blood.

      ‘Somebody went axe-happy,’ whispered Orsina.

      ‘Necros,’ stated Jake. ‘He killed his crew. I reckon he didn’t want anyone else to know his secret.’

      Lorna nodded. ‘And Kirby escaped to become his arch-enemy.’

      ‘This is creeping me out,’ whispered Orsina.

      Jake became aware that all the bodies lay as if they had been facing the same direction. He speculated they had been facing Necros at the head of the table, presumably as he opened the chest that still stood there.

      ‘That’s where the Higher Energy is coming from,’ Lorna confirmed. ‘It’s in the chest.’

      Jake stood in front of the chest. It was no bigger than a shoebox and was covered in naggingly familiar looking ornate carvings. It looked much older than the galleon. A rusted metal clasp held it closed. Inside, held the source of Necros power.

      And his weakness.

      ‘I guess we open it,’ he said nervously.

      ‘Wait,’ said Orsina urgently. ‘What if the same thing that drove him to kill the rest of the crew... if still in there?’

      A faint reverberation from another meteor impact shook the cavern. Debris trickled from the ceiling, splashing into the water.

      Jake took a deep breath. ‘We really don’t have time to debate that.’

      He opened the chest.
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      Jake didn’t know what to expect, but he didn’t expect a deep sigh to reverberate through the boat, shaking the timbers. He had positioned the chest at an angle, so it opened away from him, just in case anything popped out jack-in-the-box style.

      He cautiously peered around. Mist swelled from the box. Inside, he could just make out a dark crystal that glowed deep purple. The crystal seemed to regularly expand and contract like a heart.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Lorna.

      ‘It’s just a breathing rock,’ said Jake. It seemed harmless enough.

      Orsina moved closer. She had been taking cover behind a wooden stanchion. ‘Try and smash it. If it’s linked to Necros we don’t want it around.’

      Jake pulled one of the swords from the decaying skeleton. It felt heavy as he weighed it in his hand, making a few experimental cuts through the air.

      ‘We don’t even know what power it gives him,’ Lorna pointed out. ‘Maybe we don’t have to destroy it?’

      Jake hesitated from swinging the sword. He had seen something similar before. Then it came it him.

      ‘Leech had a chest like this one. I saw it back in Tibet. And inside there was something glowing purple like this. Wrapped away.’

      ‘Then Leech and Necros have the same powers?’ asked Orsina.

      ‘They’re certainly linked’ said Jake. ‘He could have stolen it. Lorn, you said he was a collector, right?’

      ‘Yeah. Possibly. But does it matter? Leech is dead and whatever this thing is, I guess we’d be better off without it.’

      Jake nodded. He swung the sword down as hard as he could. It hit the crystal with a dull clang and bounced off, rust flaking from the blade. The crystal was unharmed, but he swore it appeared to be beating faster.

      Purple streamers suddenly arced from the crystal. They licked across the wooden ceiling like static electricity bursts. The air buzzed loudly as they lashed out, searching for something.

      Jake backed away. Lorna was already at the base of the steps, Orsina had super-sped back to the deck.

      The purple sparks suddenly struck a skeleton - then all the power seemed to focus on the one set of bones before pinballing around the cabin, striking the other skeletons. The purple lightning curved around Jake and Lorna to reach its dead targets.

      ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this,’ Jake muttered.

      ‘Close the lid!’ Lorna shouted.

      Jake swung at the chest’s lid with his sword. It slammed back over the crystal, instantly cutting the lightning off.

      ‘That was weird,’ said Orsina. ‘Do you think that’s what killed the pirates?’

      One of the skeletons suddenly bolted upright in front of Jake. It moved fluidly, its bony hand unsheathing its sword. Jake was shocked as the blade whirled close to his head - and he only raised his one sword at the last second to parry the blow.

      The other skeletons suddenly leapt into action, removing the blades that had killed them and using them as weapons.

      ‘What’s going on?’ cried Jake.

      He swung his sword, but the skeleton expertly blocked it. Dust fell from the old bones as the skeleton shook from the impact.

      Lorna hurled a fireball from her suit - the flames passed through the skeleton opposite her and blew a hole in the wall. The skeleton was unfazed by the attack. It lunged for her as another struck her from behind. The ancient blade snapped against her tough ceramic armour - but she was surrounded by four of the animated skeletons.

      Jake parried another thrust and punched the pirate skeleton in the face. The skull cracked diagonally in half, but the skeleton was unrelenting in its attack.

      Orsina ran in and helped Lorna boot her assailants away. Three of the skeletons smashed apart against the interior hull, but the others continued pressing their attack.

      Jake panicked and used his own powers rather than the suit’s - not the smartest move. A radioactive blast from his hand shattered the armoured glove he was wearing as the blast was forced out.

      The skeleton attacking him was torn apart - ribs, femurs and assorted bones clattering against the wall.

      Jake regrouped with Lorna and Orsina, standing back-to-back as the other bone warrior circled around them. The only noise they made was the clatter of bone on wood, which made the hollow skulls appeared scarier.

      ‘This is freaking me out,’ said Lorna.

      The skeletons they had broken against the walls, started to stir. The bones rolled across the floor, reforming the skeletons. The team watched in astonishment as the skeletons began reforming.

      ‘We can’t kill them,’ said Jake.

      ‘They’re not alive in the first place,’ Lorna pointed out. ‘Whatever it is in that box is reanimating them.’

      ‘Or bringing them back alive,’ said Orsina ominously.

      ‘That’s impossible,’ said Lorna.

      ‘Yes, but so is this,’ retorted Orsina as she fired spherical energy pulses from her hand. Two of the skeletons exploded, but almost instantly began to reform.

      ‘They might be unstoppable,’ said Jake, ‘but we came here to get rid of Necros’s main source of power. What’s in that chest is keeping him alive?’

      ‘Makes sense.’

      ‘Then we have to get rid of it. Cover me.’

      Lorna and Orsina stood in front of Jake and fire shots at the horde. Some passed through their attackers’ ribs, damaging support beams or tables below deck. A few lucky shots blasted the skeletons into piles of bones, only to quickly reform.

      Orsina staggered under numerous swords blows as four skeletons rushed her from the side. Luckily the blades were no match against her armour, and she ran through them, shattering the bones apart like bowling pins. It was a standoff, with neither side winning.

      ‘Jake, whatever you’re doing, do it faster!’ shouted Lorna.

      Behind them, Jake took off his helmet and threw it at the skeleton captain who was getting too close for comfort. The armoured helmet knocked the captain’s head off, and the body blindly fumbled around trying to retrieve it.

      Jake pulled his remaining glove off to free his hands so he could pull a section of his thigh armour off to reach into his pocket. His fingers wrapped around four of the pendants. He was trembling as he tried to fit them together correctly.

      ‘Hurry!’ shouted Lorna as the girls fought off another rush attack.

      The four sections snapped together. It was the minimum force Jake could use, and he was more than conscious of what could happen. He just hoped Kirby had been correct when he said Jake was beyond being corrupted by power.

      The pendant wand glowed in his hand. He closed his eyes, easing his temper. The calmer he was, the more control he could exercise.

      ‘Hold on to something!’ he shouted.

      He wrapped one arm around a wooden stanchion. Lorna and Orsina immediately understood what he meant and did the same.

      Jake pointed the wand at the chest. Black particles shot from the end, a swarm of gravitons. They formed around the chest, orbiting faster and faster as they opened a tiny black hole. Jake was trying to be careful, and concentrated on opening a portal no bigger than a pinhole.

      Everything on the table slid towards the black hole. The black hole was sucking the air from the boat, and Jake’s ears popped from the sudden change in air pressure.

      The ship lurched as the entire structure tried to implode.

      The chest started to rock - and then was suddenly plucked into the tiny black hole. Jake couldn’t tear his gaze away as the chest crushed in on itself. Debris around the room flowed in, and Jake was dragged towards the hole. He increased his grip on the stanchion.

      The dozen skeletons were dragged across the floor, arms scrambling to hold on to something. Some managed, but their arms were torn off. In seconds, all the skeletons had been sucked into the vortex along with half the ships fittings.

      Jake banished the black hole - junk that was still flying through the air clattered to the floor.

      The mysterious chest had gone.

      ‘Well that worked,’ said Jake with a smile.

      ‘Where do those things go when they’re sucked into a black hole?’ asked Orsina.

      ‘I think gravity just tears them apart. Why?’

      Orsina looked thoughtful. ‘If it brought those skeletons back to life, maybe it could bring other people... like his sister?’ she whispered.

      Lorna nudged her in the ribs and gave her a look to silence her. ‘Not now!’

      Orsina nodded. Jake hadn’t guessed anything and the less Jake was distracted, the better. Fortunately he hadn’t heard their exchange.

      ‘Well, I have no idea if that is going to make Necros any weaker, but I think now is the time to find out. This is where we part.’

      Lorna frowned. ‘What do you mean? We’re coming with you.’

      Jake shook his head. ‘Too many people have died. I can’t have anything happening to you on my conscience.’

      Lorna was furious. She put her hands on her hips. ‘Jake Hunter, how dare you—’

      ‘Sorry, Lorn. This wasn’t a discussion.’

      With a loud bang he used a downloaded power to teleported out of the cavern. He knew they couldn’t follow him as neither had been in the Council’s assembly chamber or even seen pictures of it, so they couldn’t envision his destination.

      He was ready to face Necros alone for the final showdown.

      

      The very moment Jake appeared, he shot a laser pulse across the chamber. He reasoned whoever was in the chamber must be a foe. The shot exploded in an empty alcove, destroying the seat it held. That had been his own seat.

      Jake looked around the dark chamber. Not so long ago he had taken his seat here as a member of the Council of Evil. Each alcove held a Council member, the most diabolical supervillains the world had known. Jake had eliminated most of them, with a little help. Only Necros and Abyssal remained, and true to form, he could see Abyssal’s jacuzzi-style throne was vacant. He was always the first to flee when trouble started.

      If he hadn’t decided to topple the Council of Evil in revenge for how they used him, he could still be here enjoying power beyond the reach of most mortals, and the moon wouldn’t be minutes away from destroying the earth.

      But because of events he set in motion, the building around him trembled as meteors reigned fire from above.

      ‘Necros!’

      Jake was aware that his night-vision wasn’t working. He doubted that it would have expired so soon. He recalled Necros always had the power to be wreathed in shadows. That meant he must be somewhere close. Red emergency lights provided the only illumination.

      He became aware of ragged breathing and tracked the source to the arch-villain himself, who was seated on his throne.

      ‘There you are,’ growled Jake. He held the pendant wand in his hand, ready to use absolute force if necessary.

      ‘The Dark Hunter...’ wheezed Necros. He didn’t sound his usual self. ‘Bringing destruction wherever you go.’

      ‘I’m here for the last piece of the pendant, Necros. Give it to me so we can stop the collision. Then we can settle everything between us.’

      Necros laughed, although there was zero humour in it. ‘Then why didn’t you simply ask. Maybe then we could have reached an agreement rather than you side with Leech.’

      ‘How did you know about him?’

      ‘You told me yourself. An unfortunate choice of words when you told me Lorna had leeched your powers. I knew you had been in contact with that collector.’

      Jake was puzzled. Why hadn’t Necros attacked him? Time was running out and they couldn’t afford the casual chat they were having. Jake saw the pendant around Necros’s neck and took a step forward.

      A hand suddenly swiped the pendant from Necros and held it up in the dim light. It was Leech. The old man stepped out, dangling the pendant for Jake to see. He didn’t look so old this time. He was more youthful than ever.

      ‘The last piece, Jake,’ said Leech with a smile. ‘We did it.’

      ‘I thought you’d died in the air strike?’

      ‘Apparently not. Some powers can transcend even death.’

      ‘Give me the last piece and we can stop this,’ said Jake, although he had already guessed what was coming next.

      ‘Why don’t you give me the five pieces you have. I promise you, I will stop this disaster.’

      Jake was so used to betrayal that he no longer felt surprised. He thought back, covering any clues he may have missed. The answer suddenly came to him as the abstract clues locked together.

      ‘You can’t die, can you?’

      Leech smiled. ‘Good guess. When the moon slams down, one of us will survive even if the rest of the world does not.’

      ‘You have the same power as Necros?’

      ‘You mean the powers that he had before you got rid of it? Yes, he was so much stronger because he had a bigger chunk of the pie. It was another Core Power: the power over life and death. Now it seems only I control that.’ Leech’s eyes twinkled.

      Necros wheezed, and slumped in his chair. He barely had the strength to move. Leech continued.

      ‘You came here expecting to battle the most dangerous villain in the world. Little did you realize that the powers the leader of the Council of Evil possessed were little more than smoke and mirrors, no more effective than any other villains’. What Necros was good at... was not dying. He was immortal as long as the other Core Power we found remained intact.’

      ‘”We found”?’

      ‘Oh yes, I was with our good captain when we discovered this island. I was the navigator that led us here. Me and my brother, the first mate of The Buccaneer. The captain went mad with power and killed the crew. Kirby and I escaped, but not after we both stole a small fragment of the rock. Fragments that kept us alive all these years. It gave the power to extend life, take life or return from the dead. The Captain became Necros as the power consumed him, and I think you know the rest of his history.’

      ‘If it was so valuable, then why didn’t he keep it secure?’

      ‘He kept it in the bowels of an impenetrable island that few people outside of the Council knew the location of. Guarded by the most terrifying villains on the planet, and a horde of other supervillain sidekicks. It was the most secure location on the planet. And you were the only one who could break it down.’

      The ground shook, more terribly than before. Chunks of the chamber roof crashed down behind Jake but he didn’t flinch. He was just realizing what Leech had helped him do.

      ‘This was all a heist?’

      ‘Exactly. Nothing more than an elaborate bank job. Everything that has taken place has done so because I wanted everything that Necros had. I already had a piece of his immortality. Like him and Kirby, I didn’t age as fast as everybody else. Alas, the fragments we stole were weakening, we started to age. Only by periodically using my stone could I temporarily reverse the process. But the power ebbed with each use.’

      ‘So you’re dying of old age?’ said Jake. ‘Tough luck.’

      ‘Why should I? Why should I wither and die while Necros keeps the lion’s share of what we found?’ Leech was becoming angry. ‘I wanted it. In fact, I saw it as an opportunity to get everything! I don’t just leech powers from others, I collect them. I had hoped you would retrieve his source of life and death for me, but instead you foolishly destroyed it. I could have had it, taken it far from here so Necros’s powers would have been torn from him. But still, it is gone which made the next task easy. To collect his piece of the Gravity Core. Since you had done all the hard work for me, I could obtain another glorious Core Power for my collection.’

      ‘I’m not going to let that happen,’ snarled Jake. He fired a cluster of gravitons at Leech. It was a perfect shot - but nothing happened. Leech held up Necros’s pendant.

      ‘That’s the problem, Jake. I have this. Even one part of the whole is enough to prevent me from coming to harm with any gravity effect you care to throw at me. In fact, it links us together. Whatever you conjure up with it, I will have partial control too. We could fight all day, or what is left of it, but your Core Power wouldn’t harm me at all.’

      ‘Then how about this one?’

      Jake fired his trusty radioactive blast at Leech. The old man wasn’t expecting the attack and it burnt a hole on his shoulder. He howled, dropping behind Necros’s throne for cover.

      ‘You haven’t got anything to fight back with, have you?’ goaded Jake.

      Leech grabbed Necros by the arm and drained what little power the villain had left.

      ‘Now I do!’ exclaimed Leech.

      Jake rolled for cover as Leech hurled a fireball at him. The ground cracked as it struck and the chamber rocked as the island was bombarded again from the outside.

      One of the many doors circling the chamber, each leading to a Council members’ own private quarters, suddenly opened. Jake couldn’t think who would be foolish enough to still be on the island as it was disintegrating. He was surprised to see Chameleon run into the chamber. The ex-hero looked around in surprise as he realized where he was.

      Jake realized that he must have used the Forge equipment to trace him every time he had quantum tunnelled. Chameleon must have traced the tunnel to the Council’s secret island when Jake arrived with Lorna and Orsina.

      Chameleon quickly took stock of the situation - just as Leech shot at him. Chameleon jumped, transforming in mid-air to a lizard and scampered up a column.

      Jake tried to track him but it was too dark. Instead, he threw another radioactive blast at Leech. It exploded at the base of Necros’s throne, toppling it off the ceremonial steps it was built on. The head of the Council of Evil was tossed to the floor, and Leech was left as a standing target.

      Jake motioned to shoot the fiend down - but Chameleon sprung from the darkness and knocked him down. The impact caused Jake to drop the pendant wand. It skidded across the floor, out of his reach.

      ‘Nooo!’

      Like a dog after a stick, Chameleon bounded for it at the same time Leech did.

      Chameleon reached it first.

      He triumphantly held up the wand and activated it with a roar.

      Leech was a metre away - when Necros’s gnarled hand reached out and grabbed his ankle. Leech yelped as he fell, the last section of the pendant falling from his hand, sliding to Chameleon’s feet.

      Leech tried to boot Necros away, but the old villain’s grip was like steel.‘We belong dead,’ growled Necros.

      Chameleon only had to point the wand at the stray piece and it leapt into place, constructed under its own gravitational forces. The assembly glowed so bright the entire chamber was illuminated for the first time since its construction. Swirling graviton tendrils extended out from the wand and snapped through the air.

      ‘I have it!’ screamed Chameleon. ‘I have the ultimate power!’

      Jake recognized the formation of a black hole at the tip of the wand. The air above Chameleon started to attract loose debris. The black hole was seconds away from forming.

      Spacetime bent around Chameleon as he unlocked the universal power of gravity. But something wasn’t right.

      Chameleon’s winning smirk faltered as he saw Jake was standing boldly in front of him.

      In his fist, Jake clenched a piece of the pendant. He had only placed four pendants together to banish Necros’s chest as he was too afraid of combing more. Now Leech’s words rang in his ears - as long as he had one part, he could influence the whole. And all he wanted to do was influence it by a tiny amount.

      In the skies above the Council of Evil, the descending meteors suddenly altered trajectory as a new centre of gravity attracted them. Blazing fireballs bent impossibly towards the island.

      Jake grinned ruthlessly as he stared at Chameleon, Leech and Necros.

      ‘All it takes, is the tiniest change,’ he growled.

      The ceiling above them exploded as a dozen meteors slammed into the heart of the Council chamber.

      

      Lorna and Orsina teleported to Jake’s private island chambers. It was the only place on the island they could correctly visualize. The chamber was on fire and half the wall had been demolished in a meteor strike. They could see clear across the ocean to the main island.

      Lorna gasped. It truly looked like the end of the world.

      The moon covered the sky, appearing blood red through the polluted atmosphere. Some of the taller lunar mountains were breaking away under the earth’s gravitational pull, and lunar rocks rained down on the atmosphere, becoming meteors that hit the island.

      Millions of tiny meteors bombarded the ocean - which was on fire in a circle around the island as the oil fire continued to spread.

      They could only watch helplessly as countless meteors bent towards the centre of the island and struck one after another with such ferocity that buildings toppled and entire chunks of the central island cracked away and collapsed into the flaming water like calving icebergs, kicking up a tidal wave of fiery water.

      Lorna screamed Jake’s name, but it was lost over the carnage.

      Then the meteors stopped bending towards a single focal point and continued to descend normally. Whatever had caused them to deviate course was no longer there.

      Orsina and Lorna flew over to the mainland.

      

      Jake had downloaded the best shield he could find on The villain website, although he doubted that it would be enough to suffer the onslaught he knew was coming. He had hoped that his patchy Duradan armour would help him, but the island’s Wi-Fi had been obliterated under the celestial bombardment.

      He gripped the pendant tight as the first meteor smashed down on Chameleon. In the blink of an eye more followed pummelling an expanding crater in the floor.

      The entire chamber collapsed around him as meteors ripped through the roof. From Jake’s perspective it looked like columns of fire had descended from the heavens.

      The destruction was absolute - and yet Jake, and the patch of ground he was standing one, remained intact. Nothing could reach him inside his shield. He suspected that, in ways he couldn’t fathom, part of the Core Power had fused with his shield to give him the ultimate protection. After all, that’s what superpowers were, descendants and spin-offs of the original Core Powers.

      When the smoke cleared, there was no sign of Necros, Leech or Chameleon - just an eight-metre deep impact crater, the walls of which bubbled with molten stone. The chamber was flattened, and Jake had an unrestricted view around him.

      Lorna and Orsina hovered around him. Apart from the small column of floor he stood on, there was nowhere close to land.

      ‘Are you OK?’ asked Lorna with concern.

      Jake nodded as his shield disbanded.

      Orsina looked up at the sky. The moon was seconds away from colliding.

      ‘Hate to be the party pooper... but that little fireworks show really didn’t do anything to save the day.’

      Jake instinctively held out his hand holding the pendant. Something stirred in the molten rubble - then the five-part pendant wand shot out - connecting perfectly to the single pendant in his hand. The bright glow turned pale blue as the Core Power was completely assembled for the first time in decades.

      Lorna looked at Jake, her eyes filled with hope. ‘Do you know what to do?’

      Jake shook his head. ‘Nope. I’m just going to click and point.’

      He held the wand at the moon and unleashed the gravity force held within. He wanted to disband the black hole that had thrown the moon out of orbit, and he wanted to put the earth’s satellite back where it belonged...

      For kilometres around, the column of blue energy could be seen rising from the tiny island. It hit the moon. The entire moon glowed blue as it was gripped by gravitons that had helped shape the universe...

      

      In the NORAD bunker, Bryce Campbell was so wound up staring at his screen that he accidentally farted next to the General.

      One second, alarms had been squawking and collision detectors ringing - and the next...

      Silence.

      Campbell opened a tightly scrunched eye and stared at the screen.

      ‘What’s happened?’ demanded the General.

      ‘Uh... the moon... it’s back to where it should be,’ squeaked Campbell. ‘And the meteors... they’ve stopped.’ He found his voice. ‘It’s back to normal! Everything’s back to normal!’

      A massive cheer erupted inside the command centre. Even the surly General was overwhelmed by good cheer... until his nose twitched.

      ‘What on earth is that smell?’ he demanded.

      

      Jake sat at the top of the mountain peak, enjoying the new day’s sunshine on his face. The sky was clear blue and hordes of sea gulls had appeared from nowhere to peck at the wreckage around him.

      Half the Council of Evil’s Island was decimated. The other half was damaged, but serviceable. There he had found hundreds of technicians and engineers who did have superpowers. They had been cowering away in bunkers as the villains they worked for fled around them.

      A quick assessment of the remaining equipment revealed that the bunker holding the villain’s store of raw powers was still intact, and the server farm would be in operation once power was restored.

      Jake mused that while he had destroyed the Council of Evil, The villain website remained.

      He had defeated Necros and the Council leaders, a goal he had set for himself but never thought he could achieve. He had brought down the Hero Foundation, although in reality that had imploded from within as Chameleon vied for power and Kirby was fired from his position at its head. Eric Kirby, the leader of the Foundation and Jake’s archenemy was dead... even if he had turned into, not a friend, but an ally, in the end. Kirby had risked his life to defend Jake’s sister. That was something Jake was trying to wrestle with.

      No matter how much he thought of Beth, lying under the rubble, he couldn’t cry. Maybe that’s because he had seen, even in a small way, that there was a Core Power that could control life and death. Necros had had it, as did Leech.

      Perhaps if Jake could find it, he could...

      Lorna appeared next to him. She was carrying a picnic box and had been home to change. She laid the basket at Jake’s feet.

      ‘Thought you might be hungry.’

      Jake smiled and gratefully ate his way through the sandwiches she had made.

      Lorna looked over the devastation. ‘Does this mean you’ll be going back to school now?’

      Jake gave her a look: are you serious?

      Lorna smiled. ‘A lot of things have changed. The Foundation’s still running, trying to clear up the mess. I don’t know how they’re going to do it though. I think the world has finally come to accept that superpowers are very real. I can’t see the Enforcers being able covering all this up.’

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘Surprise, surprise, the Foundation is eager to have me back. Looks like my brother has carved himself an important position there. Pete’s there too, in hospital. Something happened to him and... well, let’s just say he won’t be a threat to you any more. But never mind me. What about you? And where’s what’s-her-name?’

      Jake smiled at the jealous tone. ‘Orsina? Oh, she headed back to Forge to see what was going on there.’ He saw Lorna’s face cloud. ‘What’s the matter? What have you heard?’

      Lorna poked the ground. She felt uncomfortable. ‘Just rumours. Nothing substantial. But... but I heard Chameleon might still be alive.’

      ‘That’s impossible. I saw...’ Jake trailed off. He wasn’t hurt by the meteor storm, was it really inconceivable that Chameleon had survived? He had been channelling the power of five of the six pendants.

      ‘They’re only rumours,’ Lorna reminded him. ‘But the good news is that the clean-up teams found parts of Leech. He didn’t survive for sure. Try and enjoy your victory. You just saved the world.’ She laughed, that still didn’t sound right. She looked out across the island. ‘So what about this place?’

      ‘They think they can get The villain website up and running again.’

      ‘So you’re serious about that? What kind of villain are you? You’ve just overthrown the Council of Evil and saved the entire planet from annihilation. There’s no hero in the Foundation who has managed to do all that!’

      They both chuckled in silence before serious thoughts filled their minds. Lorna was the first to speak them.

      ‘About your sister...’

      ‘Lorn, you know me. You know why I want to see the villain site up and running again.’

      ‘Some things were not meant to be tampered with, Jake. Death is pretty ultimate.’

      ‘Unless we’re right about Chameleon. Somewhere out there is a Core Power that will prove you wrong. The worst thing is, we both saw it.’ It was the one bolt of hope that had stopped Jake from crying with grief. He didn’t see the point in telling his parents what had happened - he planned to bring Beth back before they had noticed she’d gone.

      ‘There are lots of things out in the universe we don’t understand,’ said Lorna philosophically. ‘That doesn’t mean we should poke them with a stick.’

      Jake was silent for a moment. Then he remembered something and reached into his pocket. He held out his fist.

      ‘I forgot. Happy birthday.’

      He dropped a small polished black rock into her palm.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘A piece of the moon that destroyed the Council chamber. I told you I’d get you something special.’

      Lorna beamed at him. Jake took another sandwich and lay on his back, enjoying the sun. He closed his eyes and listened to the gulls circling for a scrap of food. The waves crashed against the cliff below, and, for the moment, he was content he had won. The thoughts of saving his sister fended off any feeling of grief.

      As a villain, he realized there couldn’t be a “happy ever after”. The sheer fact there was an “ever after” was good enough. It meant he’d lived to fight another day.

      Dark Hunter had achieved his goals and done the impossible. He had to make the journey into becoming a hero, and it had been worth it. He savoured his victory.

      He looked sidelong at Lorna, watching her gaze across the ocean. He thought of the old proverb: every cloud has a silver lining. In this case, the cloud had been the impending destruction of earth. Lorna had been the lining. Jake couldn’t have made it through the ordeal without her. He had a lot to be thankful for, even with the weight of the loss he had suffered.

      When he woke up tomorrow; he knew with absolute certainty, he would achieve the impossible again.
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