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			Chapter 1

			Sometimes You Just Have to Shoot Your Sister.

			I stood next to the ruins of the Stellar Building, set a fake replica of my superhero device on the ground, and aimed my paintball rifle directly at Sam. “Ready?”

			About fifteen paces away, she planted her sneakered feet on the sidewalk near a rainwater puddle. The sun cast morning rays on her as the autumn breeze flapped her purple cape and black skirt, her skin protected from the cool air by long sleeves and thick leggings.

			She tightened her gadgets belt and called, “Fire away. Princess Queenie Unicorn Iris Ponyrider isn’t scared to be shot by Prince Edward Lionhearted Oscar Fruitloops Thunderman.”

			I set my finger on the trigger. “You shortened our superhero names.”

			“No, I didn’t. They’re nicknames.” She wrinkled her button nose. “You don’t expect me to say our full names every time, do you? That would be silly.”

			“I’d rather you not ever say my superhero name at all. It’s too much like our cat’s name.”

			“No, the cat’s name is—”

			I pulled the trigger. The ball popped from the barrel, exploded against Sam’s chest, and splattered her with paint.

			She grimaced. “Ow! That stung!”

			I lowered the rifle. “That’s what I was afraid of. You’re not invulnerable. My changes to the superhero device didn’t work.” I walked to her and touched her light brown tresses, now speckled pink. “Good thing for you the paint’s water based.”

			“You mean good thing for you.” She took the rifle and aimed it at me. “Your turn. You promised. If I feel pain, you feel pain.”

			“All right. All right.” I raised my hands and backed away several steps. “Let ’er rip.”

			Flashing a grin, she pulled the trigger. The ball zipped out and burst on my chest. Green liquid splashed across my outer shirt and into my face. I sputtered, spewing paint. “Happy?”

			“Very.” She squinted. “Didn’t it sting at all?”

			I touched the spot where the ball hit me. Just wet. No pain. “Strange. I don’t feel any stronger, but maybe I got some of the invulnerability when I used the device on myself.”

			“Better not test it. I mean, like jumping off a building or something.” She handed the rifle back to me. “Getting splattered with paint is better than splattering yourself on the ground somewhere.”

			“Right. If I did that once, I wouldn’t have the guts to do it again.” I smiled and winked, waiting for her to laugh.

			She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t get it.”

			“Wouldn’t have the guts. My guts would be … Never mind.” I picked up a sponge we brought for cleanup and washed the paint from my face, hair, and clothes. Most of it came off without a problem, though some green paint dotted my red outer shirt, making me look like a Christmas decoration.

			I handed the sponge to Sam. While she cleaned up, I attached the paintball rifle to my weapons belt and instinctively felt for Mastix, but it wasn’t there. I had left it at home to make Mephisto feel more comfortable about coming. “I thought Mephisto would’ve shown up by now. We’re running out of things to do.”

			“Maybe old Turnip Head thinks it’s a trap. Or maybe he’s just scared of me.” Sam dropped the sponge, picked up a fist-sized stone, and threw it completely over the Stellar building, ten times farther than normal, and a lot farther than I could ever hope to throw it.

			A twinge of sadness stung inside. Sam got all those powers even though I was the one who invented the machine. And I was the big brother. I was supposed to be her hero. How could I ever be that if she was stronger, faster, and better at everything than I was?

			I blew out a sigh and tried to block the thoughts. At least she was a great kid and never bragged. Well, hardly ever.

			Sam touched the spool line on her belt. “I could throw a claw to the Stellar roof and climb to the top. Maybe see if Turnip Head’s anywhere around. I’ve been practicing a lot.”

			“I know. And you’re getting really good at it. If he doesn’t show soon, we’ll both go up there.”

			She grinned. “Goody.”

			I scanned Nirvana’s downtown skyline. A lot of repairs had been completed since the earthquakes three months ago, including some at our apartment building. About ten blocks away, a new tower climbed well into the sky, a structure that could broadcast a warning signal in case of an impending disaster. Because of Mephisto’s earthquakes, the local government built the warning system and included speakers throughout the city that would allow the authorities to broadcast important announcements. They built the tower in quite a hurry, but, fortunately, they hadn’t had a reason to use it yet.

			At ground level, orange barrels stood here and there on the narrower roads. Although the police had not yet allowed traffic back into the city, the dredged-up streets were filled in, electricity and water had been restored, and many of the buildings had been either patched or demolished to make way for new construction.

			Most people thought Mephisto and his mischief were gone forever, but I knew better. At some point, he would strike with the hypnotizing gas he mentioned the last time we heard from him. We had to strike first.

			“Eddie,” Sam said, prodding my shoulder. “You zoned out again. You’re like a zombie lately.”

			I looked at her. “Yeah. I know. Sorry.”

			“So do we climb the Stellar building?”

			“We can wait a little while longer.”

			“If Turnip Head doesn’t come soon, let’s go to Magruder’s and get a foot-long hoagie and a bottle of Mr. Splash. I’m starved. And I got gas. I need to let out a whopping burp. Mr. Splash’s bubbles will help.”

			“Mephisto will come. The bait’s irresistible.” I used my foot to nudge the top of the fake device, a metal box about the size of a home gaming machine. “He got a taste of having super strength. He’ll want it again.”

			Sam squinted at it. “The real one has three buttons, not two.”

			“Shhh! He might be listening. Gilbert said Mephisto has drone spies that look exactly like real birds.”

			“All right. But it’s boring just standing here listening to my stomach growl.”

			“Try to occupy your mind with something.” From my pants pocket, I withdrew a phone I had borrowed from Milligan and started its puzzle game. “You have a good vocabulary. Maybe you can help with a crossword puzzle.”

			She huffed. “Not at the super genius level you play.” She mimicked a computer voice. “What’s a thirty-letter word for nose hairs?”

			“Actually the words are pretty short, but when I figure them out, I have to make them into anagrams to enter them correctly.”

			“What’s an anagram?”

			“A scrambled word. It’s tough because I don’t know how to scramble them until I see what fits in the puzzle, but I like playing this level because a woman in Nirvana invented it. She calls it Anna Anne’s Anagrams. That’s her name, I guess. Anna Anne. Anyway, the more I play it, the more hits she gets. I’m just supporting her, though sometimes I have to do some hacking to get to the next level.”

			Sam yawned. “Listening to you made me more bored than ever.”

			“I was just trying to help you—”

			“Look!” Sam pointed upward. “There’s a weird bird. Could it be a spy?”

			I slid the phone back to my pocket and followed her pointing finger. A penguin sat on the ledge of the Stellar’s highest remaining window. One of my recent tweaks to the superhero invention had given Sam super sharp eyesight that always lasted long after her strength faded. She never missed anything.

			I whispered, “Yeah. Maybe one of the drones. But how could a penguin get there? Penguins can’t fly.”

			Sam shrugged. “Penguins don’t use elevators, and they can’t climb stairs, so maybe fairy dust.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Sure. That’s the most logical guess.”

			“I thought so. Princess Queenie has a new poem about fairies. Want to hear it?”

			I sighed. “Go ahead. I’m watching the penguin to see what it’ll do.”

			Sam took in a breath. “There once was a fairy named Tears, who led the fairy choir for years. Although she sang with a bleat, she gave everyone treats. They all just wore plugs in their ears.”

			I laughed. “Actually, that’s pretty funny. And it’s called a limerick, a special kind of poem with a rhyme and rhythm pattern like that. Dad used to make up a lot of them.”

			She nodded. “Limerick. Got it.”

			The penguin dropped from its perch. A parachute opened behind it, and it landed gently on the pavement. It waddled close and grabbed the superhero device with a hand-like appendage. Wheels emerged under its feet, and it sped away.

			I touched Sam’s back. “You know the plan. See you in a minute.”

			She took off after the penguin at super speed, more than three times faster than I could run. In fact, we recently raced, and she ran backwards to give me a chance and still won.

			The twinge in my gut returned. Once again I just had to deal with her being the real superhero in the family. I couldn’t let it get to me.

			In the distance, her form shrank, then stopped. A few seconds later, she returned and skidded to a halt, slightly out of breath. “Good enough?”

			“We’ll see.” I withdrew the phone again and started its GPS app. On the screen, a flashing red dot moved along the city map, tracking the location of my device. “The penguin slowed down. Mephisto probably thinks he got away with it. Now we’ll track it to his new hideout.”

			“Coolio. Better update Mommy.”

			“Yep. But first Milligan. I want to see if there’s any news about Mephisto’s hypnotizing gas.”

			She grinned. “Say hi to Uncle Weasel Nose for me.”

			I switched the phone to its dialing app. “You know he doesn’t like that name.”

			“True, but you gotta admit his pointy nose makes him look like a weasel.”

			“Can’t argue with that.” I punched in Milligan’s number and held the phone to my ear.

			“Eddie,” Milligan said in his usual mafia-boss accent. “You got good news or bad news?”

			“Good news. Mephisto took the device, just like we planned. We can see it on the tracker app.”

			“Perfect. Where are you now?”

			“At the Stellar. How about you?”

			“Gas company watching for sabotage. And I got some muscle checking the other utilities. Nothing yet on the hypnotizing gas.”

			“All right. We’ll wait for you here.”

			“I’ll be there on my bike in five. I might have to dodge some road barrels, so maybe longer.”

			I imagined the route, including the barricades. It would be exciting to do some of that dodging myself. Milligan had let me drive his motorcycle several times with Sam behind me on its extra large seat. He turned out to be a pretty cool uncle. “Okay. That’ll give me time to call my mom.”

			“She’s probably still on her shift at Magruder’s. She’ll have to meet us down the road somewhere. See you in a few, Eddie.”

			“Yeah. See ya.” I pressed the End button and punched in Mom’s cell number. After a few rings, her voicemail picked up. After the prompt to record a message, I said, “Mom, everything’s going according to plan, and we’re on the move. When you get off your shift, pick up Gilbert and give me a call.”

			The moment I pressed the End button again, the phone let out a high-pitched squeal, nearly making me drop the phone. When it stopped, the screen showed a photo of Sam and me. Mephisto’s voice came through the speaker. “These two seemingly innocent children are actually dangerous villains. Their names are Eddie and Samantha Hertz. If you see them, kill them.”

			“Kill us?” Sam said. “Why would—”

			“Sam.” I set a finger to my lips. “Just listen.”

			The photo on the screen switched to a portrait of Damocles wearing his cowl. “Many of you probably recognize Damocles,” Mephisto continued. “If you see him, do not approach him. He is far too dangerous.” An icon appeared on the screen. “Download this app and use it to report to me if you see Damocles or if you are successful in killing Eddie or Samantha. That is all for now.”

			I tried to close the app, but it stayed on the screen. I pressed the Off switch to reset the phone. When it rebooted, it seemed to be back to normal.

			Sam furrowed her brow. “If Turnip Head thinks he has the real superhero device, why is he trying to get help? I mean, he’ll have superpowers. Who needs normal people?”

			“Maybe to test the hypnotizing gas. If people try to kill us, that means it works.” I punched in our home number. “Let’s see if Gilbert has an idea. He said he might come to our apartment to work on my artificial intelligence version of Damocles.”

			Someone answered after the first ring. “Hello, this is the Hertz residence, Gilbert G. Godwin speaking.”

			“Gilbert, it’s Eddie.”

			“Eddie,” he said, his tone spiking with alarm. “It’s terrible. It’s tragic. It’s traumatic.”

			“Calm down, Gilbert. What’s going on?”

			“I wanted to call you, but I didn’t have the number for the phone you borrowed. Considering the crisis, contacting you immediately was my highest priority.”

			“Fine. Just tell me what the crisis is.”

			“Of course. Mephisto deployed the hypnotizing gas in a most unexpected way. We thought he would use gas, water, or sewage lines, but, no. His method was far craftier. Rather ingenious, I think.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Just spit it out, Gilbert. What did he use to deliver the gas?”

			“Burritos.”

			“Burritos? You mean, like, Mexican food?”

			“Exactly. Burritos, fajitas, tacos. He used them all.”

			“But they’re not a gas.”

			“No, but they produce gas. I don’t think I ever told you that I discovered the gas by accident. It comes from a bluestar, a rare flower that grows in relatively dark confines. It produces a liquid that is a powerful hallucinogen. To make a long story short, I created the gas from the liquid by exposing it to acids that the human stomach manufactures.”

			“Okay,” I said. “How could Mephisto spread the gas using stomach acid?”

			“I heard about the circumstances from your mother when she called earlier. It seems that a young hoodlum broke into Magruder’s last night and tried to add the bluestar flower’s liquid to their Mexican food ingredients, but he was caught in the act. He confessed to successfully doing the same at the warehouse for Bart’s Burrito Barn, a local Mexican restaurant chain, several days ago. I went to the closest Bart’s, purchased a burrito, and tested it. Indeed, it was infused with the bluestar liquid. Therefore, anyone who has recently eaten at Bart’s literally creates the hypnotizing gas with his own stomach acids. Then, when the gas is expelled through, shall we say, exhaust from one or both human digestive system extremities, anyone who breathes the gas is highly susceptible to hypnotic suggestion.”

			“You mean, they’ll obey what someone tells them to do?”

			“Precisely. A certain high-pitched signal causes the brain to respond to the next suggestion it is given. With my birds, I showed a video of a member of its species sleeping, and the bird fell asleep almost immediately. I assume humans will respond to the first spoken command they hear after the signal.”

			“Yeah, we heard the signal through my phone. Mephisto hacked into the network somehow. Then he talked through a phone app and told people to kill Sam and me. I have no idea how many people have the app.”

			“Then you should trust no one,” Gilbert said, “not even your mother. She told me that she ate at Bart’s yesterday.”

			“What about you?”

			“Of course you can trust me. After many years using the gas, I am immune, though the times of testing the gas in its early days often sent me into a highly suggestible state. During my experiments, I fetched a cracker for a parrot every time he said ‘Petey wants a cracker.’ I fed him three boxes of crackers before I realized what I was doing. Fattest parrot you’ve ever seen. In any case, I am no longer susceptible. But, then again, if I am under the gas’s influence at this moment, I could be lying to you about being immune.”

			“You’re probably safe. I’m just worried about my mom.” The sound of a motorcycle drifted on the air, drawing closer. “Listen. Just be ready for when my mom picks you up. Stick with the plan.”

			“Very well. I also have some news regarding the Damocles artificial intelligence device that you will find quite interesting.”

			“Good. Tell me about it when—”

			The motorcycle engine drowned my voice. Milligan careened around a corner and zipped to my side. Wearing his gangster-like pin-striped suit and no helmet, he nodded toward the space on the seat behind him. “Room for both of you, but you’d better stow that paintball rifle in the saddlebag.”

			I stared at him. He seemed kind of glassy-eyed. He, too, might have been hypnotized. Could I trust him? “Sure, Milligan. Just a second.” I spoke loudly into the phone. “Gilbert, I have to go. The tracker’s working, so you can monitor where the device is going.”

			“I will do that. Good-bye, Eddie. Be careful. Be cautious. And, above all, be courageous.”

			“Right.” I punched the End button once more and switched to the tracking app, then detached the rifle and set it in the saddlebag. I shouted above the motorcycle’s roar. “Um … Milligan, have you had any burritos lately?”

			He blinked. “Burritos? What kind of crazy question is that?”

			“I was just wondering if maybe—”

			“No time to talk about food.” Milligan grabbed my wrist and pulled me to the motorcycle. “Get on.”

			Unable to fight his strong grip, I gave in and straddled the seat. Sam climbed on behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist. The moment we settled, Milligan zoomed away, nearly throwing us off the bike.

			“Which way?” he yelled.

			Thinking about where I was sitting and remembering what Gilbert had said about exhaust from human extremities, I tried not to breathe. I reached the phone forward and showed him the screen.

			He grabbed the phone and held it in front as he drove. “Got it. Looks like it stopped in Peace Valley.”

			“Peace Valley? You mean where …” My throat tightened. As before, I didn’t want to breathe, and hearing that name made it nearly impossible to suck in a breath.

			“What’sa matter, Eddie?” Milligan shouted. “Cat got your tongue?”

			I forced out, “That’s where my …” I couldn’t say another word.

			“Yeah, I know. That’s where your father took a dive into the drink. And you never saw the crash site. Right?” He revved the motorcycle and accelerated. “Maybe it’s time for you to see it.”

			I swallowed hard. It was true. Milligan was hypnotized and under Mephisto’s control. What could we do? At this speed, jumping off would be dangerous. Yet, if I stayed with Milligan, he might try to kill us. I turned to Sam and whisper-shouted, “He’s hypnotized. We have to jump.”

			Her eyes flared. “No. You jump. You got the invulnerable thing, not me. When you’re out of my way, I can take care of Uncle Weasel Nose.”

			“I’m sure you can.” I looked around. We were zooming through a suburb. Houses lined the road with browning grass in every yard, much better for a soft landing than pavement. I twisted to the side, rose to a crouch on the seat, and leaped toward a lawn in front of a house. I threw my body into a sideways roll, then half-tumbled and half-skidded across the rain-softened turf.

			When my momentum stopped, a white paper bag blocked my view of the street. Its logo said Bart’s Burrito Barn. That couldn’t be good.

			I batted the bag out of the way. About fifty paces down the road, the bike lay on the curb. At the edge of a yard, Sam straddled Milligan as he lay on the grass. She pointed at him as if daring him to get up.

			I climbed to my feet, my limbs sore and my elbows and knees scraped, but not too bad. Either my device really did make me sort of invulnerable, or the lawn cushioned my fall.

			The front door of the house flew open. A man and woman emerged. The man, short and stocky, carried a table lamp with the power cord dangling, and the woman, tall and lean, clutched a metal trash can lid. Both lumbered toward me like a pair of zombies, ready to pound me with their weapons.

			More doors banged open. From houses all around, men, women, and children marched in my direction, each wielding something that would probably hurt even if I really were partially invulnerable, especially the huge, snarling Doberman one girl guided at the end of a leash.

			I sprinted toward the motorcycle. The girl released the Doberman and shouted, “Molly! Kill!”

			The dog shot toward me, its sharp teeth bared. Still running, I ducked under a frying pan swung by a wrinkled old woman and skidded to a stop next to Sam and Milligan. I spotted the phone on the grass and snatched it up. “Let’s go.”

			We set the motorcycle upright and leaped onto the seat. After starting the engine, I looked back. The Doberman closed in. Just as it lunged, we zipped away, barely escaping its snapping jaws.

			“Whew!” Sam hugged me tightly from behind. “That was close!”

			“No kidding.” As we zoomed down the road, I looked at the GPS tracker. Just like Milligan had said, the red dot flashed in Peace Valley at a bend in the river, which meant that he would know where to find us. Even worse, Mom might be hypnotized as well. How could we battle against our own mother? Not only that, how could we take on Milligan, his cronies, and the entire city?

			I let out a sigh and rode on. Danger didn’t matter. Sam and I had to save Mom, Milligan, and all of Nirvana.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Are Superheroes Allowed to Cry?

			After riding the motorcycle out of the city limits north of town, I turned onto highway 454, a narrow, two-lane rural road, the very same road where our dad crashed into a river and lost his life.

			I tried to bury the thought as we cruised down a long slope into Peace Valley, dense forests at each side. When we neared the river, I decelerated and looked again at the phone’s screen. The penguin had stopped at the river’s edge, or at least the tracking device was there.

			Not wanting Mephisto to hear us coming, I pulled off the road into a section of grass and shut off the engine. I whispered to Sam, “Let’s be quiet from here on out.”

			She pointed toward the nearby woods. “You can hide the bike in there.”

			“Good idea.” We dismounted and rolled the motorcycle into a stand of trees. When we returned to the road, I checked my gadgets belt. Nothing had detached during the escape from Milligan and the town zombies. Sam’s belt also seemed intact. “Time to go.”

			We walked along the edge of the pavement, glancing at the flashing dot on the phone every few seconds. When we came to a curve next to a ledge, we stopped and looked at the phone again. The tracker sat only twenty yards away.

			I tapped an icon that turned on the sound. Since the tracker had a built-in microphone, I could listen to what might be around it. I set my ear close but heard only passing air.

			We climbed over a waist-high metal roadside barrier, stood at the ledge’s precipice, and peered down. At the bottom of a steep, pebble-covered slope, the river ran parallel to the road. My fake superhero device sat at the edge, inches from the water. Perched at an angle on the slope, it could easily tip into the river with the slightest nudge. Considering the device’s position, someone probably set it there intentionally, like bait.

			I scanned the area, listening. Birds chirped, and an insect buzzed nearby, but no human sounds rode the light breeze. The river’s slow current also ran in silence. The water was likely deep here. Something might be lurking below, maybe the penguin.

			“Do you hear anything with your radar ears?” I whispered.

			“Just buzzing,” Sam said. “Flies, probably.”

			“I smell a trap.”

			She inhaled through her nose. “No, it’s something dead close by. Probably road kill. Flies love that stuff, especially possums that get bloated in the sun. Like this.” She puffed out her cheeks, then deflated them. “They smell worse than broccoli farts.”

			I scowled. “Sam, you know I hate that word. It’s called flatulence. And I didn’t mean I smelled a trap through my nose, I meant … Oh, never mind.”

			“I knew what you meant,” she said, sporting an impish grin. “I was just trying to get that frown off your face. You look like you’re chewing ear wax.”

			“Yeah, well, if you knew what happened somewhere around this area, you might be frowning, too.”

			“Really?” She looked again down the slope. “What happened?”

			“I’ll tell you later. Just help me figure out if this is a trap.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think it’s a trap. Old Turnip Head just figured out it’s a fake device and dumped it here.”

			“Yeah. You’re probably right.” I stuffed a hand into my pocket. “Then we’re at a dead end. We can’t find his hideout.”

			“Want me to climb down there and get it? Maybe he put a note in it or something, like a clue.”

			“Why would he give us a clue? He’s not stupid. Evil, yes. Mean, yes.”

			“And ugly.”

			“Right. But he’s not stupid.”

			“Look.” Sam pointed toward the river.

			The penguin stood in shallow water near the edge, holding a flat piece of metal in its beak. It spat the metal onto the slope and dove into the river.

			I squinted. “Is that a license plate?”

			“Looks like one. Maybe a car’s down there in the river.”

			I shook my head. “We’d see lots of bubbles.”

			“I see bubbles.” Sam pointed again.

			I looked farther out into the water. Sunlight shimmering on the surface washed out the details. Yet, that didn’t mean anything. Sam’s superpowered vision could easily filter the shimmer.

			She grabbed my arm. “Eddie, someone might be drowning down there.”

			“But there’s no sign of a recent crash.”

			“Then maybe the bubbles are from an old crash, and a dead body’s down there. We have to check.”

			I heaved a sigh. “All right. All right. I’ll go. Stay here and watch for trouble.” I aimed my feet well to the side of the device and surfed down the slope. As I slid, pebbles tumbled into the river, some barely missing the unit. When I got close, I dug my feet in and stopped at the river’s edge. A bent, rusted car license plate lay next to the device.

			I stared at the plate. It raised a sad memory, the story Mom told about Dad’s car plunging into the river in this valley. Could this be the exact spot where he had crashed and died more than three years earlier?

			My hands trembling, I looked up at the road and pictured his car zooming over the ledge, rumbling down the slope, and splashing into the water. The imagined sounds made me cringe.

			Shaking off the feeling, I drew the plate close. The spots where the bolts once held the plate were torn, as if it had been ripped off the car, maybe during an accident. Could this really be from Dad’s car?

			I searched the river’s surface again, now from a different angle, allowing a view without the shimmer. As Sam had said, bubbles popped about fifty feet from shore, but a curtain of silt suspended in the water veiled the depths. My father’s car was hauled from the river the day after the crash, so it couldn’t be out there, could it? There was only one way to learn the truth.

			“Sam, I’m going in.” I unfastened my weapons belt and laid it and the phone higher on the slope. “Watch these.”

			I waded into the river, stepping carefully down its steep bed. Soon, the water became too deep, and I had to swim. When I neared the bubbles, I submerged, exhaling to let my body sink until my feet touched bottom. A rusted, wrecked car sat on the riverbed, its wheels buried in sand. It sort of looked like our old car, but the crushed frame and rust made it impossible to be sure.

			I peered into what used to be the driver’s window, now just a hole with jagged glass at the edges. Inside, a small metal box sat on the seat. I reached in, careful to avoid the glass, and grabbed the box. Then I rose to the surface and looked at the shore. Mephisto stood there, wearing my weapons belt under a suit jacket and holding my phone. Sporting a crew-cut hair style and a trim frame, he looked more like a businessman with military training than an evil archvillain. Sam stood next to him, staring blankly.

			“Outsmarting you isn’t easy,” Mephisto called, his voice resonating over the water. “It took weeks to come up with this plan.”

			“Sam,” I shouted. “Grab him. Knock him out.”

			Mephisto laughed. “She’s hypnotized, Eddie. But it was a small dose. She’ll recover soon. I’m leaving her here with you because you’re going to need her for a special mission I’m sending you on. I told her to do whatever you say after I leave, so she’ll be ready to obey your every word. Just follow the instructions you’ll find in that box.”

			I treaded water with arms and legs, the box still in my hand. “If you need us to do something, why did you try to kill us?”

			“To drive you out of the city. I assumed you two were clever enough to escape. But don’t go back or the good citizens of Nirvana will eventually kill you. Even you and Samantha can’t stop hundreds of hypnotized people. It seems that burritos are quite popular there. As long as they keep eating at Bart’s Burrito Barn, they’ll be under my control.”

			I had to think fast. Obviously Mephisto was going to get away, and I had to follow him. Maybe I could get him to take the tracker by making him believe the fake device was valuable. “At least give me the superhero device. I can’t recharge Sam without it.”

			“Don’t make me laugh.” He kicked the device into the river. “I knew all along it was fake.” He touched my gadgets belt. “But I’m keeping this.”

			“No! If you want me to complete a mission, I’m going to need it.”

			“On the contrary, I can’t risk how you might use your gadgets against me.” He lifted my phone. “And I can’t let you call Damocles or anyone else.” He threw the phone over my head, far into the river. “You’re on your own.”

			Still treading water, I gulped. Now we were cut off, and we couldn’t go back to the city without facing those zombies.

			Mephisto turned and began climbing the slope, then pivoted back, smiling. “And by the way. I have your mother at my hideout, fully hypnotized. If you do what the instructions tell you, she’ll be safe.”

			“Coward!” I shouted, now shivering. “She can’t hurt you! She’s got nothing to do with this!”

			“Then follow my instructions, and she will be fine.” Mephisto turned again and resumed his climb.

			I swam toward shore as fast as I could. When my feet touched bottom, I marched to dry land, picking up the fake device along the way. By the time I stood next to Sam, Mephisto was out of sight.

			Dripping wet and shivering harder in the cool breeze, I extended the fake device toward Sam. “Can you carry this for me?”

			“Yes, Eddie,” she said in monotone as she took the box. “Whatever you need.”

			“Let’s get up to the road.” Angling my body, I climbed the slope, Sam following. When we reached the top, I sat on the road’s barrier in a sunny spot, trying to get warm and dry.

			I set Mephisto’s box on my lap. Sam sat next to me and stared straight ahead, the fake device still in her grip. Since it had gotten soaked, I had no idea if the tracker still worked. Even if it did, with Mom in Mephisto’s clutches and Milligan hypnotized, Gilbert couldn’t come and find us. He had no vehicle, and he could never fly this far with his homemade wings.

			And what about Mom? She was in danger, terrible danger. Somehow I had to save her.

			I touched the metal on the guardrail. This section looked newer than the rest of it, as if it had been replaced since the time the rail was built. I shifted and looked at the river as it continued its peaceful flow. This probably really was exactly where Dad drove off the road and plunged into the water. As I had learned from Milligan recently, someone sabotaged Dad’s car by cutting his brake line. He was murdered. But both Milligan and Mom said they didn’t know why. Maybe they didn’t know, but it felt like it was some deep, dark secret they thought I was too young to hear.

			And every time the secret stayed a secret, if felt like a shadow lurked, a shadow of pure sadness. I missed Dad. I missed him a lot. Ever since the day he died, I wished I could talk to him again, tell him how much I loved him, how he was always a hero to me. But I didn’t, and now I couldn’t. It was too late.

			As a tear trickled, I sniffed and brushed it away. “Sam …” I took her hand, limp as she continued staring. “Sam, I know your mind’s out in space, but I gotta talk to someone. I mean, you loved Dad as much as I did. He was awesome. He told corny jokes, he gave us massive hugs, and he always listened to us, even if we were whining like spoiled brats. Why would someone want to kill him? He wasn’t anyone special. Well, he was special to you and me. He was Dad … our Dad … and … and now Mom …” My throat tightened. I couldn’t go on.

			Sam sniffed. A tear tracked down her cheek and slid to her chin. When I tried to release her hand to brush her tear away, she tightened her grip but stayed quiet.

			“It’s all right, Sam. I’m here. I’ll take care of you no matter what.” Shaking more than ever, I whispered something Damocles taught me. “Heroes do hard things.” I didn’t have a choice. I had to move forward.

			After another quiet moment, she let me pull my hand back. I steeled my body to stop the shaking, broke the box’s waterproof seal, and opened the lid. Inside, a clear ziplock bag held a white plastic card. I tore the bag open and removed the card. One side held a magnetic stripe. The other was filled with tiny words, too small to read.

			“Sam?” I touched her shoulder gently. “How are you feeling?”

			She looked at me and blinked. “Weird, Eddie. Real weird. Like someone pumped my head full of bubble gum pudding, all gooey and sticky. I remember shooting each other with the paintballs and cleaning up, then … oops. That’s not good.”

			“What?”

			“We left the sponge on the ground.”

			“You’re remembering details. That’s good. I think it means you’re coming out of the hypnosis. You were hypnotized.”

			She rubbed her eyes with her knuckles. “How can I know when it’s gone?”

			“Maybe if I tell you to do something and you refuse. It would mean you’re not hypnotized.”

			“That makes sense.”

			I showed her the card. “Can you read this for me?”

			She shook her head. “Nope. No way.”

			“Why? Isn’t your super vision working?”

			“It’s working, but I’m trying to un-hypnotize. If I do what you say, I might still be hypnotized.”

			I rolled my eyes. “All right. Then don’t read it.”

			“Give me that.” She snatched the card from me and began reading it silently.

			“And don’t read it out loud. And don’t start from the beginning.”

			She glared at me, then turned back to the card and read out loud. “Eddie Hertz, I learned that Samantha received super vision, so I decided to use this tiny lettering to make sure you could not proceed without her. She is vital to the success of your journey.”

			Sam looked at me. “Vital? Doesn’t that mean super important?”

			“Yes. And it’s true. You’re definitely super important.” I nodded at the card. “Go on.”

			“No.” She set the card on my thigh. “I don’t want to be hypnotized.”

			“But you’re not. You already proved that by reading the card when I told you not to.”

			She half closed an eye. “Are you sure?”

			“Listen. Mephisto kidnapped Mom. If we want to rescue her, we have to read the card.”

			Her eyes widened. “Mommy’s been kidnapped? Why didn’t you say so?”

			“I thought you were listening when Mephisto—” I shook my head. “Never mind. Just read it.”

			Sam grabbed the card. “Let’s see … she is vital to the success of your journey. Go to the Bigglesburg bus station. This card will open locker number forty-one. Take the box you’ll find there and look inside for further instructions. Remember, your mother will be safe as long as you do what you’re told.”

			Sam stuck out her tongue. “Old Turnip Head, you’d better watch out. Princess Queenie Unicorn Iris Ponyrider Buttercup Olive Lover Eagle-eye Rosey is Posey will take you down.” After a short pause, she gave me an expectant look. “Go ahead and say it.”

			“Say what?”

			“That I changed my name. You always say it.”

			“Yeah, but why bother? You always deny it.”

			“Because I never changed it before. This time I added Eagle-eye ’cause I have super vision now.”

			“Whatever.” I took the card and stared at it, though I couldn’t read the words. ““Bigglesburg. That’s about three miles down this road. He probably thinks we can walk that far.”

			“But we have Uncle Weasel Nose’s motorcycle. We can get there quick. And it’s a good thing, because I’m still hungry.”

			“Me, too, but I’m broke.” No longer dripping or shivering, I rose and extended a hand. “Let’s leave the fake device here, but bring the tracker.”

			She slid a transmitter disk from a clip on the lens’s frame and stuffed it into her pocket, then took my hand and walked with me toward the forest where we hid the motorcycle. “So Weasel Nose can still follow us, but he won’t be able to catch us, since we got his bike.”

			“Right. But we need the tracker because we want Gilbert to find us if he can get some transportation.”

			After retrieving the motorcycle from the woods, we wheeled it back to the road and mounted the saddle. “What about the police?” Sam asked as she slid her arms around me from behind. “I mean, you’re too young to drive, and we don’t have helmets. If they see us, they’ll put us in the slammer. Feed us only bread and water, or maybe burnt sausage made from rats.”

			“I’ll tell them the truth, that our mom was kidnapped and we’re trying to find her. Maybe they’ll help us.” I started the engine.

			“If they’re not hypnotized,” Sam said, raising her voice.

			I drove the bike onto the road and headed away from Nirvana. “Right. Which is why we can’t go to the police. Even if they don’t eat Bart’s burritos, they’ve probably been exposed to the gas by now.”

			After we had ridden about a mile, Sam giggled and poked my ribs.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“I made up a limerick.”

			“All right. Let’s hear it.”

			“There once was a policeman named Art, who often ate dinner at Bart’s. It wasn’t his looks that beat all the crooks. He stopped all the bad guys with—”

			“Don’t say it.” I glanced back at her. “Sam, I know you’re trying to be funny to lighten the mood, but this is—”

			“Eddie! Watch out!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Adults Need to Wear “Trust Me” T-Shirts.

			A huge bird landed in front of me and toppled onto the pavement. I swerved the bike, barely missing the bird, then skidded to a stop and circled back. A man slowly rose to his knees, his arms supporting huge multicolored feathered wings. Even though blood trickled from his hooked nose and dirt smeared his narrow face, his identity was unmistakable.

			“Gilbert!” I shouted. “Are you all right?”

			“I am hale, hearty, and …” He pulled an arm out of a wing and dabbed at the blood on his upper lip. “And hemorrhaging.”

			Sam leaped off the motorcycle, ran to him, and helped him rise to his feet while I rolled closer. “How did you fly all the way out here?” I asked. “You’ve never flown nearly that far before.”

			“You are correct.” As Sam helped him shed his wings, he removed a large canvas backpack strapped to his stomach. “My strength has been enhanced by your superhero device.” He unzipped the pack and showed me the device along with my new hologram projector, a more powerful one he and I had built in recent weeks. “Unfortunately, the effects are already fading. The latest adjustments produced powerful performance in this septuagenarian scientist, but it appears to be short lived. What is fortunate is that I have nearly completed my new wings.”

			“The ones with the robotic arms that flap for you?”

			He nodded. “I need only to test them, but I couldn’t spare the time. I had to come to find you at once.”

			I dismounted the motorcycle. “Why?”

			“You did not answer the phone, and the tracker moved farther from the city. I called Magruder’s to inform your mother, and they told me that she left with a man who fits Mephisto’s description. Putting all of these data points together led me to conclude that a disaster is in progress, and I needed to provide you with the necessary tools to counter it.”

			“Thanks.” I touched my hip. “Mephisto took my gadgets belt. We’ll have to get along without any weapons.”

			“Ah, yes. Weapons. I considered it foolhardy to come defenseless, so I brought this.” Gilbert reached into the backpack and withdrew the belt Damocles once wore. “I attached every spare gadget I could find.”

			“Great!” As I took the belt and put it on, I checked the gadgets—a spool line with a grappling claw, a razor disk shooter, a flashlight, gloves, a lighter, and a sheathed knife—Damocles’s knife, strong and super sharp. “Gilbert, you’re amazing.”

			“Not amazing. Merely reliable, resourceful, and …” His brow wrinkled.

			“Responsible?” I offered.

			He nodded. “A reasonable response.”

			I touched an empty hook on the belt. “I don’t suppose you saw Mastix in my room.”

			“No. I assumed you had it since it wasn’t on this belt.”

			“Yeah. It’s in my closet. I left it behind because I didn’t want to scare Mephisto away.”

			“When I return to your apartment, I will find it and bring it to you at my next opportunity.”

			“Well, it’s a good thing you came when you did.” I gave him a quick summary of what happened. During the explanation, he whispered responses from time to time, including, criminal, crooked, and crackpot.

			When I finished, Gilbert raised a finger. “Since Mephisto knew all along that the device was fake, he must have had a way to spy on you, perhaps through a monitoring device in your apartment.”

			“Yeah,” Sam said. “Maybe he was sitting outside our window with a super-snooper scope. I saw one on TV. It has a curved tube that—”

			“That’s just a toy, Sam.” I looked at Gilbert. “When you go back, maybe you could search for a hidden camera or a microphone.”

			“I will do so, but for now we should assume that Mephisto knows everything we know.”

			I breathed a sigh. “Yeah, but there’s not much to know. Our plan’s ruined.”

			“Actually, I know quite a lot. I have done a considerable amount of work with the Damocles artificial intelligence engine, and I asked the image of Damocles hundreds of questions, which yielded a wealth of information. I logged all of it in a record book and planned to give you a report when I finished. Much of it was unimportant data about his crime investigations, but I also learned weeks ago that he stored a valuable treasure in a secret location, which means that Mephisto likely learned of it, and he has been plotting to locate it ever since. As you might expect, the image did not know the location. Damocles would have been foolish to include that information in the AI database.”

			I nodded. “I wonder if Mephisto thought you were talking to the real Damocles.”

			“It’s possible. The AI unit is quite convincing. I always projected him in high resolution.”

			“Then Mephisto thinks we can get the secret location from Damocles. Kidnapping my mother is his leverage.”

			“Precisely.”

			“But I have no idea what to tell him. I’m stuck.”

			“Not entirely stuck,” Gilbert said. “Although the AI image did not know the location, it provided a reminder clue. It was vague, of course, something to trigger Damocles’s memory without revealing the exact answer. The image said that the location is the home of the aqua pigeon.”

			I blinked. “Aqua pigeon? What does that mean?”

			“Since the memory prompt wasn’t meant for me, I have not thought deeply about it, but be certain that Mephisto has, and he is quite intelligent.”

			“But he couldn’t have figured it out. Otherwise he wouldn’t be pressuring me to find it.”

			“An assumption that is fair, faithful, and likely factual. Yet, it is not final. He might have other reasons to send you. He likely secretly overheard another revelation. The AI Damocles said that he has information that he cannot tell anyone except for you and Samantha.”

			“And that’s why Mephisto needs us,” I said. “I’ll have to talk to the Damocles engine when I get a chance.”

			Gilbert patted the top of the backpack. “Everything you need is inside, including the hologram projector and the attached computer that holds the AI Damocles, as well as the photos and videos you’ve downloaded to it.”

			“Good. Until I can set up a talk with him, Sam and I will just follow the clues and see where they take us.” A beat-up station wagon drove by. The elderly driver peered at us curiously as he passed, but he neither stopped nor slowed. Only then did it occur to me how desolate this highway was, hardly any traffic at all.

			When the car drove out of sight, I remounted the motorcycle and looked at Gilbert. “You could come with us. We can fit three if we squeeze in tight.”

			He shook his head and extended the backpack. “I came merely to verify your safety and to equip you.”

			“I’ll wear it.” Sam grabbed the pack. “Since I sit behind Eddie, it’ll be easier. Besides, I’m stronger than he is.”

			“Yeah. Keep rubbing it in.” The twinge bit into my gut once more, but I was able to bury it again.

			When Sam put the pack on and got into position behind me, one of the belt’s gadgets bounced against my hip. I touched the unfamiliar radio-like device. “What’s this?”

			Gilbert lifted a similar device clipped to his own belt. “A two-way radio for staying in contact with me. I will monitor events in Nirvana and perhaps be able to advise you. It’s similar to a long-range walkie-talkie. I assume you know how to use one.”

			“Definitely. Thanks again.”

			“You are quite welcome.” He put the wings on and looked at the sky. “Now I will see if I can fly back to Nirvana.”

			“I can zap you again with the superhero device.”

			He shook his head. “That would drain the battery too much. My guess is that it is already below half its capacity. If I am unable to fly, I can always walk. It’s not that far to Nirvana.” He turned and flapped his wings. He skittered along the road like an awkward albatross, his feet touching the pavement from time to time as he accelerated and bounced higher and higher. Finally, he lifted over the trees and shrank in the distance.

			“All right. Let’s hit the road again.” I started the motorcycle and continued our journey toward Bigglesburg. As the cool breeze flapped my still-damp clothes, I shivered, but at least I was getting drier.

			After hiding the motorcycle in another forest just outside the city limits, we walked into Bigglesburg, a much smaller town than Nirvana. As we strolled casually along a sidewalk, scanning the buildings and signs for a clue to the location of the bus station, Sam took off her cape and tied it around her head like a bandana. “I’m an orphan from a foreign country, and everything I own in all the world is in my backpack.”

			“Why?”

			“So someone will think I’m pitiful and tell us where the bus station is.”

			“We’ll just stop someone and ask.”

			Sam chattered rapid-fire. “But Mephisto might’ve hypnotized the people here, too. How do you know who to trust? It’s not like they’re wearing T-shirts with Trust Me on the front, and even if they did maybe the shirts are lying. That’s why I want to look pitiful. Someone who asks if I need help is probably one of the good guys … or girls … or robots, if they have robots here.”

			“This isn’t the Princess Queenie program, Sam.” I spotted a police officer writing a ticket for a car parked at a meter. Wearing a spotless dark blue uniform along with a matching hat, he looked professional, probably helpful. His biceps made his sleeves bulge. He would be a good guy to have on our side.

			I walked to him and cleared my throat. “Excuse me, officer. Could you tell us where—”

			“Bonjour Monsieur,” Sam said in an over-the-top French accent, pausing as if searching for the right English word, “we … is looking … for bus place?”

			When the officer turned toward us, his face came into view. He was a black man with a thin mustache and angular features, probably in his mid-thirties. He blinked at Sam. “Yes … well … the bus station is three blocks down that way.” He pointed in the direction we had been walking. “Turn right on Henry. Then two blocks. You can’t miss it.”

			Sam smiled and curtsied. “Merci. You are so kind. You … remind me … of my poor dead papa.”

			“Your father’s dead? I’m so sorry.”

			“Oui. It is … how you say? … So sad. Now we … go to bus place … hope to find my mama. And maybe we get to eat.”

			“Don’t you have any money?” The officer withdrew his wallet and gave her a twenty dollar bill. “Here. That should get you and your …” He looked at me. “Are you her brother?”

			I smiled politely. “Yes, Officer.”

			“Then why don’t you have the same accent?”

			I nodded toward the city limits. “I grew up in Nirvana. We don’t have that kind of accent there.”

			“Oh.” He took off his hat and used it to point at my waist. “What’s all this? A line for climbing? And is that a real knife in that sheath?”

			“Yes, Officer. I’m kind of in training. I assure you that it’s all legal.”

			“Probably is.” He scratched his head, then put his hat back on. “Just be careful.”

			“We will.” I gestured for Sam to come.

			When we continued walking, Sam waved the twenty at the officer and said, “Au revoir. Merci.”

			The moment we got out of earshot, I looked at Sam. “Where did you learn those French words and that accent?”

			“The Princess Queenie show. One of the fairies is Fairee Marie from Paree. I think that’s a town in France.”

			“It’s Paris. And you were pretty convincing, but I feel bad about tricking that officer out of his money.”

			She frowned. “What do you mean? I told the truth, and I didn’t ask for the money. He just gave it to me.”

			“I know, but it sounded like you were asking without asking. It was a lie without words, being poor and pitiful when you’re really not. I don’t mind lying to bad guys who’re trying to kill us, but that officer hasn’t done—” I shook my head. “Never mind. Let’s just find the station.”

			After a couple of minutes of walking, Sam pushed the twenty into my hand. “You’re right.”

			“I’m right?” I stopped and faced her. “Right about what?”

			“It was like a lie.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “And I’m sorry.”

			I looked back. The officer was still at the car, now talking to another man, maybe the driver.

			“You have to be the one to do this.” I gave the twenty to her. “Run over, give him the money, and apologize. I’ll wait here for you.”

			“Okay.” After retying the cape around her neck, she ran, much faster than a little girl should be able to. After talking to the officer for a minute, she ran back to me, still too fast, but a bit slower. “Done.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			“The truth. That I’m really not from France. I’m a superpowered girl, and my mother’s been kidnapped by a criminal mastermind, and we’re going to the bus station to get the next clue where to find her.”

			I cringed. “Let’s hope he didn’t believe you, but the way you ran, he might.”

			When we arrived at the bus station, we used the restrooms, then hurried to a matrix of lockers against a wall and found number 41, a chest-high square locker at the end closer to the station’s entrance. The locker had a card reader and a number pad. Sliding the card probably automatically entered the pad’s combination, and a person could instead use the pad in case of a lost card.

			While Sam set the backpack on the floor and watched, I slid the card through the reader. When the latch clicked, I pushed the card into my pocket and opened the locker door, revealing a black metal box with holes in the sides, as if drilled to provide air for something within.

			I pulled the box out, crouched to set it gently on the floor, and opened the lid. A black sock with something egg-shaped inside lay among pink Styrofoam peanuts. A small rectangular battery adhered to the sock. I lifted the object and straightened. The surface was warm—a heated sock powered by the battery. I reached into the sock and pulled out a bright blue egg.

			“Oooh,” Sam said, standing in front of me as I set the egg in my palms. “It’s so pretty!”

			“Yeah.” I scanned the smooth shell. Tiny brown dots speckled the blue surface. “But what’s it for?”

			“Maybe there’s instructions.” Sam thrust her hand into the peanuts and rummaged for a moment before withdrawing another plastic card with a magnetic stripe. This one was pale blue instead of white. She squinted at it. “More tiny writing.”

			“What’s it say?”

			“Congratulations, Eddie and Samantha, you completed the first step. Now you must take step number two, which is far more dangerous. The egg will lead you to a treasure somewhere in or near Bigglesburg, which is why I hid the egg here. According to my theory, something inside the egg emits a faint sound that most humans cannot detect. Yet, I believe Samantha will be able to. The closer the egg gets to the treasure, the louder the sound will grow. Just be sure to keep the egg warm. When you find the treasure, return here and leave a note in the locker, giving the treasure’s location. I put a notepad and pen in the locker in case you need them. Also, attach something red to the locker to let me know that you’ve returned with the information. When I take possession of the treasure, I will release your mother.”

			I squinted at the card. “Weird. An egg will lead us to the treasure?”

			“Maybe it was laid by an aqua pigeon.” Sam took the egg and held it close to her ear. “I hear it. It sounds like a chick peeping.”

			“Okay. Good.” After sliding the new card into my pocket with the other one, I took the egg, put it back inside the sock, and laid it carefully in the box among the peanuts. “Let’s see if we can walk—”

			“Hello, Eddie. Sam.” I looked toward the voice. Milligan stood a couple of steps away, chewing on a toothpick, his arms crossed in front. “Surprised to see me?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Our Dad Wrote a What?

			I hid a tight swallow. “How did you find us?”

			“I have a tracker on my motorcycle. I followed the trail in my pickup truck and found my bike in the woods. Figured you might have come into Bigglesburg and asked around if anyone’s seen you. So, here I am.” He nodded toward the sock-covered egg. “What’s that thing you got there?”

			“It’s Sam’s. It makes some kind of noise she listens to.”

			“Whatever.” Milligan took his toothpick out and held it. “Listen, Eddie, I’m sorry about what I did back in Nirvana. I don’t know what came over me. I guess Mephisto spread the hypnotizing gas somehow. The whole city’s gone nuts.”

			“Why should I believe you’re not hypnotized right now?”

			“Because I’m here to help you find your mom.”

			I half closed an eye. “How’d you know my mom’s missing?”

			“I went to Magruder’s and tried to find her there. But they told me she left with someone in a big hurry, like she was scared.”

			I maintained my skeptical stare. So far, his story checked out, but maybe I could catch him in a lie. “The woman my mother left with. What did she look like?”

			He blinked. “It was a woman? They didn’t give a description. I just assumed it was a man.”

			I relaxed my stare. That didn’t work. Maybe he was telling the truth. “You might be right. I was just thinking Mom wouldn’t go with a man she didn’t trust unless she was hypnotized.”

			“Good point, Eddie. Your mom’s a smart one. But like you said, if she’s hypnotized, all bets are off. I figured she might be in trouble, so my boys put some feelers out. I got an idea of where she might be. You two should come with me to help us find her.”

			I glanced at Sam. Her narrowed eyes told me that she didn’t trust him. And she was right. If he was serious about finding Mom with his “boys,” he didn’t help from a couple of kids. “You go without us. We’ll cover more ground if we split up.”

			Milligan reinserted the toothpick. “I didn’t want to have to do it this way, Eddie.” He pulled one side of his suit jacket open, revealing a gun in a shoulder holster. “Now come along with me quietly.”

			I touched the handle of my razor-disk gun. Maybe I could shoot first, but maybe not, and even if I was invulnerable enough to survive a gunshot, I couldn’t risk Sam’s life. I had to try to talk my way out of this. “Listen, Milligan, you’re hypnotized. You need to shake yourself—”

			“Is this guy bothering you kids?” The police officer walked up, one hand on the gun at his hip and the other clutching a large white paper bag.

			Milligan flapped his jacket closed. “No, Officer. I was asking these two where they’re from. They looked familiar. Just curious, you know.”

			Sam opened her mouth, ready to say something, but I shushed her with a quick hand gesture. “He was getting kind of personal,” I said. “I don’t trust him.”

			The officer glared at Milligan. “Do you have any business to conduct at this station?”

			“All finished, Officer.” Milligan walked toward the exit, looking back with a smirk. “Good luck, kids.”

			When Milligan left, the officer opened the white bag. “I brought you some food.” He withdrew two round, paper-wrapped sandwiches. “I figured all kids like burgers.”

			Sam grabbed a burger. “Thanks!”

			The officer smiled. “What happened to the French? I know it’s fake, but it’s cute.”

			“Oh. Sure.” Sam dipped a knee. “Merci.”

			“Je vous en prie, Mademoiselle.”

			Smiling, Sam whispered to me without moving her lips. “I have no idea what he said.”

			I whispered in return, “I’m pretty sure he said you’re welcome.”

			When I took my burger, the officer withdrew two glass bottles of Mr. Splash from the bag and handed one to each of us, then touched his name tag—J. Wilkerson. “I’m Joseph Wilkerson. Everyone calls me Officer Joe.”

			“Thanks, Officer Joe.” I twisted off the cap and took a long drink. It tasted fantastic.

			Sam did the same and released a long, loud burp. She grinned and added, “Excusez-moi!”

			Officer Joe crumpled the bag and tossed it into a trash can. “I know everyone in town, but I’ve never seen you two. Mind telling me who you are and the real reason you’re here?”

			“I’m Eddie Hertz.” I nodded toward Sam. “And this is my sister, Samantha. We’re here to—”

			“Hertz? By chance are you related to Marty Hertz? Muscular guy? Broad shoulders?”

			The name and description sent a surge of warmth through my body. “Martin Hertz was our father, but I don’t know if anyone ever called him Marty.”

			“Your father?” He offered a sympathetic frown. “Oh. I’m so sorry. I know he died in a car accident. Tragic. Really tragic.”

			“Yeah, but it wasn’t an accident. A mafia boss cut the brake line. We don’t know why.”

			“The line was definitely broken, and the lead detective was looking into a possible organized crime connection but hit a dead end. No mafia fingers in your father’s job. He ran a clean ship.” Officer Joe stroked his chin. “He was the curator at the Nirvana archeology museum, right?”

			“Yeah. Good memory.”

			“Not really. He was here many times working on some sort of project. Never said what it was, but since he was so dedicated to it, I thought he might be searching for some treasure or relic for the museum.”

			“Or maybe stolen from the museum,” I said.

			“Right. I wondered about that, too. Anyway, I gave him whatever information I could. Worked with him awhile. Had dinner together a couple of times and more than a few bottles of Mr. Splash. He mentioned having a couple of kids. Not their names, though.” Officer Joe bent his brow. “Still, your names are familiar for some reason. Not sure why.”

			“Did my dad find the treasure?”

			Officer Joe shook his head. “Not that I heard.”

			“Do you know if he had a storage unit around here? Or maybe a …” I looked at the nearby lockers. “A locker?”

			“He did. I got a court order to open it. Just a book, like a leather-bound journal. Nothing was written in it but a story with illustrations, like a kids’ picture book. It had a map, but it was like a made-up treasure map. Nothing real. Officially, the case is still open, so the book’s in the evidence lockup. Want to see it?”

			“Definitely.” I gazed into his sincere eyes. He had forgiven Sam, bought us food, and protected us from Milligan. This was a man we could trust, no T-shirt needed. “How about if you wait for us outside? I want to talk with my sister about this. Just a couple of minutes.”

			“Works for me.” Officer Joe turned and walked toward the exit.

			When he left, I looked at Sam. Tears sparkled in her eyes, probably from all the talk about Dad. “Are you all right?”

			She sighed. “I’m okay.”

			“Do you remember any special picture book from story time?”

			She shook her head. “My favorite stories were the ones he made up and drew his own pictures for. Remember?”

			I smiled. “Yeah. Me on one side. You on the other. And he held that old gray clipboard in his lap and flipped up page after page, filling them with pencil drawings.”

			“I remember.” More tears glimmered in Sam’s eyes. “Oh, Eddie, I miss him so much.”

			“Me, too, Sam.” I pulled her close and gave her a hug. “Maybe we can finish what he started. I’m thinking that treasure he was looking for might be the same one the egg will lead us to.”

			She pushed back and looked at me. “Daddy was looking for Damocles’s treasure?”

			“Probably. I doubt there are two treasures in the Bigglesburg area.”

			“Why would he do that if it belonged to Damocles?”

			“No clue. Look for the notepad in the locker while I tell Gilbert what we learned.” I grabbed the radio from my belt and pressed the call button. “Gilbert, are you there?”

			When I released the button, static filled his reply. “That depends on how you define there. If you expect that I am back at your apartment, then your there is not my there.”

			I pressed the button each time I spoke. “Okay. It doesn’t matter. We found a blue egg that Mephisto put in a locker. Do you know anything about it?”

			“What do you mean it doesn’t matter? Where I am makes all the difference … Wait a moment. Did you say a blue egg?”

			“Yes. Mostly blue. It has some brown speckles, and it makes a peeping sound only Sam can hear.”

			“Blue with brown speckles? This is momentous! This is magnificent! This is …”

			“Marvelous?”

			“No. Mysterious. When I returned to my laboratory recently to check on my birds, I noticed that my pet duck, Darla, did not come for feeding. I thought nothing of it at the time. She often returns to her family’s roost to visit her relatives for a few days. Perhaps she laid her annual egg, which always looks exactly as the one you described, and Mephisto stole it. Darla might have been upset over the loss and has now flown to the roost.”

			“That’s why I called you. Mephisto wants—”

			Gilbert gasped. “Home of the aqua pigeon!”

			“What?”

			“A homing pigeon is always able to find its home. Aqua pigeon must be code for a duck. Darla is a destination duck, a variety that is much like a homing pigeon. It can locate its home, that is, the family roost.”

			“Even as an unhatched duckling?”

			“According to some journals I have read, yes. It is an inherent instinct. Mephisto is likely guessing that Damocles hid his treasure where the flock resides.”

			“And Sam is the only person who can find it,” I said. “Supposedly, the louder the duckling peeps, the closer we are to the treasure.”

			“That is a reasonable assumption. Of course, Mephisto could have waited for the egg to hatch, but even then he would have a difficult time distinguishing the loudness of the peeps. And who knows what might be in place to guard the treasure? The coward decided to let you and Samantha face the potential tests, trials, and traps. You should assume that your journey will be foreboding, fraught with danger, and … and …”

			“Frightening?” I offered.

			“Yes, and let’s hope it’s not fatal.”

			“Well, I don’t have much choice.. My mother’s life is at stake.”

			“Yes. Of course. And if you need help, let me know. I will always be exactly where I am at the moment.”

			“By the way, where are you?”

			“I flew with my new robot-powered wings and arrived at my laboratory a few minutes ago to check on my birds again.”

			“Sounds good, Gilbert. Talk to you later.” I clipped the radio to my belt and looked at Sam. Now wearing the backpack again, she held a small white notepad and a pen. “I know how careful you are with your things,” I said, “so you carry the egg and keep listening to it.”

			“Count on me.” She handed over the pad and pen, picked up the egg, still covered by the sock, and cradled it in both hands. “Maybe I’ll add Bubble Wrap to my name right after Eagle-eye.”

			“Fine with me.” After stowing the pad and pen in a belt pouch, I grabbed the box, led Sam to the exit, and held the door as she walked out, her ear close to the egg.

			“I can still hear it through the sock,” she said, “so it’ll stay warm.”

			“Let’s hope the battery lasts.”

			Officer Joe met us and gestured toward the direction where we entered town. “Follow me.”

			As we walked, Sam frowned. “The sound’s getting quieter.” She halted and pointed in the opposite direction. “We need to go that way.”

			I hustled back and joined her. “Later. Let’s look at the book first.”

			“No. The treasure comes first. We have to get it so we can save Mommy.”

			“But Dad was looking for the treasure. Maybe the book will give us a clue.”

			“Maybe, but maybe not. We can’t waste time.”

			“I’ll trust Dad over an egg any day. He wouldn’t have hidden a book in a locker for no reason.”

			Sam heaved a sigh. “All right, but if you’re wrong, I’m gonna hit you with the biggest I-told-you-so in history.”

			“You do that.” I opened the box. “Put the egg in here for now.”

			When she did, I closed the lid and looked at Officer Joe. He was waiting at the corner, his eyes wary, maybe watching for Milligan. We hurried there and walked behind him at a brisk pace.

			Soon, we entered the police station’s lobby, a room with chairs at the walls and a long counter where a few people waited in a couple of lines to talk to uniformed clerks. After getting into an elevator, we rode with Officer Joe to the basement level and exited into a dim area with a tall metal cage door blocking a huge chamber filled with row after row of tall shelves.

			He withdrew a key chain, opened a padlock, and swung the door open. “Wait here.” He walked inside and disappeared in the maze of shelves. A moment later, he returned with a leather-bound journal. After relocking the cage, he handed the journal to me. “While I was waiting for you outside the bus station, I called our legal staff. They decided to officially close the case, so we can release this to you. After all, it was your father’s. Now it should be yours and Samantha’s.”

			I ran a thumb along the cover, worn and smooth, closed by a thin, belt-like strap. “Thanks.”

			Officer Joe gestured to a table and chairs behind us. “Have a seat. Take your time. Feel free to leave whenever you want.”

			“Sure. Thanks again.” After he left in the elevator, we set the book and egg box on the table and sat side by side. I unbuckled the strap, opened the book, and read the first page out loud. “Treasure Hunt, written and illustrated by Martin Hertz.”

			Sam shivered with excitement. “This is really, really cool.”

			“Yeah. It’s awesome.” I turned the page to the first drawing—a boy and girl entering a cave, their bodies bent forward as they looked at a wrinkled map, a view from the side that showed their faces in profile.

			Sam gasped. “Eddie, that’s us. Back when we were younger.”

			“You’re right.” I continued reading. “Once upon a time, two children named Eddie and Samantha were searching for a super-secret treasure worth much more than they could ever imagine, and they could imagine quite a lot. Little did they know at the time how dangerous the search would be.”

			Sam touched the book. “That’s why our names were familiar to Officer Joe. He read them here.”

			“Yep.” I turned the page, revealing a map spread across the two pages with lots of lines and little drawings. I read the caption at the bottom. “Eddie and Samantha had a map they discovered in their attic. One side of the map told them how to find the treasure cave, and the other gave them directions to follow while inside the cave, including dangers to watch out for.”

			Sam set a finger on the map. “Look, lines of little footprints. This must be the directions side.”

			I pointed at a blue line. “And this looks like a river or a stream.”

			“What’s this?” Sam pointed at a small black square.

			“Hmmm... I see three of those. Maybe doors or holes. And the little lanterns might mean there are light sources in those places.”

			“Or maybe that it’s dark there,” Sam said, “and we need to bring a light.”

			“Good point.” I turned the page. It showed the younger version of us inside the cave, each with a flashlight, the beams illuminating our faces and knifing into darkness. I flipped back to the map and pointed. “You were right. The first part of the cave has a lantern in it. Good thing Gilbert put one on the belt he brought.”

			“I need one for my belt in case we get separated. I just have a spool line, a knife, and a pouch for bubble gum.”

			“We’ll ask Officer Joe.” I flipped past the pages we had seen to a new one, but it was blank. I fanned through the rest of the pages, also blank.

			“That’s all?” Sam asked. “He never finished?”

			I closed the book. “I guess he died before he could.”

			“But what about the other side of the map? It’s supposed to tell us where the cave is.”

			I nodded at the egg box. “We’ll have to count on Darla’s duckling and your ears.”

			“Then let’s do it.” She shot up from her seat. “Princess Queenie Unicorn Iris Ponyrider Buttercup Olive Lover Eagle-eye Bubble Wrap Radar Ears Rosey is Posey has to rescue her mother.”

			“First, let’s get a new shot from the superhero device. We might be running low.”

			Sam shrugged off the backpack. I withdrew the device, set it on the table, and aimed it at Sam. When I pressed the power button, I leaped next to her. The light flashed on and bathed us in its cell-strengthening energy. After a few seconds, the timer kicked in, and the light flicked off.

			I looked at the device’s energy meter—less than fifteen percent left, no more full charges until we could plug it in for a few hours.

			Sam flexed her biceps. “No difference yet. I liked it better when it worked right away.”

			“And made you sick as a dog when it wore off?”

			“Not that part. I want it to work fast and never wear off.”

			“Yeah, and I want to snap my fingers and make Mom appear, safe and sound.” Tears blurred my vision. I needed a distraction. I touched the backpack. “Let’s ask Damocles what he knows. We have more info now. And remember Gilbert said Damocles has something he can’t tell anyone but us.”

			“Okay. But hurry. I want to get going.”

			I withdrew the computer/hologram combo from the backpack and turned it on. Seconds later, Damocles appeared, standing within reach, his cowl-like mask on as he looked at us. “Eddie and Samantha Hertz. How may I help you?”

			I withdrew the egg and showed it to him. “What do you know about this?”

			He peeled his cowl off, releasing his dreadlocks, and looked the egg over. “It’s a destination duck egg.”

			“Right. Do you know if a destination duck is the same as an aqua pigeon?”

			He looked up for a moment, a signal that he was checking his database. When he refocused on us, he said, “There is a connection between the two terms, but it is undefined.”

			“Is there anything you’re allowed to tell us that you weren’t allowed to tell Gilbert?”

			Damocles nodded. “The original author of the AI engine has authorized your access to a secure data path.”

			“Original author? Didn’t you write the engine?”

			“I did not. What you are watching is a subset AI engine. In other words, it is a crippled version of a much more powerful engine that my progenitor wrote.”

			“Your progenitor? Oh, you mean the real Damocles.”

			“Of course.”

			“Well, then what’s in our secure data path?”

			He glanced upward again, then at us. “There is this riddle. A treasure awaits in a bowl. It opens with chunks of black coal. To find them you must face dangers and trust that love will project from your soul.”

			Sam grinned. “A limerick!”

			“Yeah,” I said, “but what does it mean?”

			Damocles shook his head. “I am unable to help you with deciphering the riddle.”

			I whispered the words again and again, trying to commit them to memory. They didn’t make sense, but maybe they would later as we faced the dangers. Still, other mysteries abounded. What did Damocles mean when he mentioned a powerful AI written by his progenitor? Why wouldn’t the real Damocles have used that engine in this crippled AI version of himself?

			“All right, Damocles. You’ve been great.” I set a finger over the hologram device’s power switch. “Do you have anything else to say?”

			“Only a message from my progenitor, and I quote—Since you are hearing this message, I assume I passed away before I could finish my greatest project. Yet, even in its unfinished state, it will provide a benefit that you will cherish for the rest of your life, and you will never regret retrieving it. Finding it, however, is not for the faint of heart. The journey will cost you pain and suffering, perhaps even your lives.

			“I have often said that it sometimes hurts to be a hero, and it is for the best that I will not be able to assist you. Why? Because you must conquer the coming trials on your own. Only true heroes will survive the gauntlet, and only true heroes are worthy of what awaits at the end of the treacherous path. Also, the trials will prepare you for a greater purpose, a dangerous challenge that I suspect you will have to face. I would face the challenge myself, but since I apparently died, and since I have not altered this message with an update, it means that the challenge still awaits.”

			I squinted at Damocles. “If that message was especially for us, how could the real Damocles have recorded it? He died just a few minutes after I met him. ”

			Damocles shrugged. “All I know is that the message could be given only to you two. Information on when the message was entered is not present.”

			“So that means Damocles expects a couple of kids to risk their lives to find whatever the treasure is.”

			“If it is a treasure,” Damocles said. “He called it a project.”

			“Can you give us any information on what the project is?”

			He shook his head. “That information is flagged as top secret, which means that it isn’t even in my database, only a title that says Top Secret Project. The underlying file is empty.”

			“I understand. I guess that’s all for now. Thank you for your help.”

			He bowed his head. “You are quite welcome.”

			When I powered the unit off, the image of Damocles disappeared.

			“That was cool,” Sam said. “And scary. Maybe we should take the projector with us in case we need more information.”

			“It’s probably best if we store it in a safe place. We’ll need to lighten our load as much as possible, and I don’t think he can tell us anything else.” I set the projector, the superhero device, and the journal in the backpack and put it on. “Bring the egg.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			When All Else Fails, Follow the Egg.

			We entered the elevator, rode up to the first floor, and found Officer Joe talking with another officer. When he noticed our arrival, he excused himself and joined us. “So what are you kids going to do now?”

			“Our dad gave us a message in the book,” I said. “We’re going to follow it and see where it leads.”

			He nodded. “I get the feeling that you and your sister are ready for just about anything. Good luck.”

			“Well, luck’s great, but we could use another flashlight. I have one, but Sam needs one, too. We’ll bring it back when we’re finished.”

			“Done.” He pulled a flashlight from his belt and hooked it on Sam’s. “Let me know how it goes.”

			“Thanks. We will.” When we exited to the sidewalk, I looked around—no sign of Milligan. “We can’t ride the motorcycle. Milligan could track us. And he might have taken it and put it in his pickup truck.”

			“And even if we could use it,” Sam said, “I wouldn’t be able to hear Dakota with the engine running.”

			“Dakota?”

			“The name I gave the duckling. It works for a boy or a girl.”

			“Cool name. And you’re right about the engine noise. We’ll walk, but let’s put the projector and superhero device in the locker. Like I said before, we need to travel light.”

			“Then Mephisto could steal our stuff.”

			“The lock’s electronic. I’ll see if there’s a way to change the code. It’ll be fine.”

			We hurried to the bus station. I found instructions on how to alter a locker’s access code by using the key pad. Once I did, the first card wouldn’t work anymore, but that was fine. We didn’t want Mephisto to open it. I put the two devices into the locker, but I kept the backpack and put it on, the journal tucked inside.

			Soon, we were on the sidewalk again, heading out of town on the opposite side of where we entered. Sam held the egg close to her ear. “Yep. This is the right direction.”

			When we came upon a rural area half a mile outside the city limits, I scanned the road ahead. About twenty paces away, it curved to the left, and the sidewalk ended. Going straight would lead us into a forest. I touched Sam’s shoulder. “Let’s follow the road and see what Dakota says.”

			We turned with the road and walked about thirty paces. Sam halted. “Nope. Dakota’s not happy.”

			I glanced briefly at the sun. Now sinking close to the horizon, it would set in an hour or so. Yet, we couldn’t worry about darkness. We had to press on.

			I nodded toward the forest. “All right. Keep following Dakota.”

			With the egg still close to her ear and me at her side, Sam crossed a patch of grass to the edge of the woods. We walked together on a carpet of brown needles between two tall pine trees that stood like gateway sentinels guarding the entry to the forest.

			I looked back. Although a couple of cars passed on the road, neither slowed down, and no one was in sight. Maybe Milligan decided not to follow us, or maybe the hypnosis had worn off and he went home.

			We walked on. Fortunately, the needles provided a fairly flat surface, though we had to dodge a few roots and bushes. Under the canopy, light diminished, and the air grew cooler. My clothes had dried long ago, but we didn’t bring our jackets, having no idea when we left home this morning that we would still be outside so late.

			As Sam and I marched, the flat ground turned into gently sloping terrain that led downward toward the sound of running water, maybe a stream. In spite of the noise, Sam continued on, her eyes straight ahead and her ear pressed against the sock-covered egg.

			She stopped at the edge of a little creek that ran from left to right, narrow enough to leap across and probably about ankle deep. The water flowed over a bed of pebbles, leaves, and needles.

			She frowned at the egg. “C’mon, Dakota. You have to speak up. The water’s making too much noise.”

			“Let me check the map.” I shed the backpack and pulled out the journal. Now that evening had fallen, I flicked on my flashlight and shone the beam on the map. The thin blue line I had seen before ran alongside the footprints. “Maybe that’s this creek.”

			“Turn back to the other page,” Sam said.

			When I did, she pointed at the cave. “Look. The creek is flowing from it. We can follow the creek and find the cave.”

			“But the creek might be flowing into the cave, not out of it. Do we go upstream or downstream?”

			Sam pointed upstream. “That’s closer to straight ahead, the way we were walking before.”

			“I hope you’re right. Creeks can wind all around.” I put the pack back on. “Since you can’t hear Dakota, you might as well put him in the main pocket for now. We’ll both use our flashlights. Two beams are better than one.”

			After stowing the egg in the pack, she unhooked her flashlight and flicked it on. We aimed our beams upstream and ascended a slope alongside the creek as it bent around trees and cascaded over ledges.

			At times, we had to climb boulders and ridges, easy for Sam as she bounded from one level to the next, but not so easy for me. The familiar twinge returned, especially when I had get a hand up from her.

			After about an hour, we came to a sheer rock face. Now in complete darkness except for our flashlights, we halted. I shifted the beam to the top of the cliff, at least a couple of hundred feet up.

			Sam let out a sigh. “I don’t think I can climb this one, Eddie.”

			“You’re right about that.” I aimed the light at the creek. Darkness ahead seemed to swallow everything, including the flashlight beam, like a shadow monster that spewed water from a black mouth. “That’s weird.”

			A cold breeze swirled through the boughs above and swept across our bodies, making us shiver.

			Sam hugged herself. “I’m shivering because I’m cold. Not because I’m scared. … Well, a little bit scared, but mostly cold.”

			“Yeah. It’s definitely getting cold.” I shifted the flashlight away from the dark spot. “Maybe this is the cave. The light can’t hit anything, because there’s no wall here.”

			“Daddy didn’t draw it this way.”

			“The drawing showed the cave in the daytime. It probably looks a lot different when the sun’s out.” I took her hand. “Let’s go straight ahead. We can trust Dad. Besides, Dakota said it’s this way.”

			“True. We’ll trust Daddy and the duck.”

			Holding hands, we walked into the darkness, keeping our lights on the ground directly in front. Although blackness enfolded us from above, the ground level and the creek’s sounds stayed constant, providing some reassurance that we weren’t in danger.

			My beam came across a partially burned stack of logs and charcoal surrounded by a circle of baseball-sized stones. “This looks like a campsite.”

			Sam’s beam settled on a cooking pot with a rusted rim. “Yep. Been a while, though.”

			I swept my light around. We were now in a cave with walls on the left and right, maybe twenty feet apart, the creek cutting through the center. A ceiling loomed overhead about eight feet above the floor.

			Near the wall on our side of the creek sat a thin mattress with a sofa pillow, a roll of toilet paper, lighter fluid, a bag of charcoal, a pile of chopped wood, cans of beans, boxes of cereal bars, a can opener, and eating utensils. Now that my eyes had adjusted, I could see the opening of the cave about eight paces behind us. “I’m guessing this was Dad’s campsite. Let’s stay here for the night. Get some food and rest.”

			“I am pretty hungry.” Sam let out a loud yawn. “And tired.”

			“I’ll start a fire.” I took off the backpack and set it next to the wall. “Since Dad built a fire here, it must be safe. Maybe the wind currents channel the smoke out.”

			Sam grabbed a box of cereal bars and sat on a knee-high stone, probably Dad’s resting place when he camped here. “You don’t have to cook anything. These will be fine.”

			“The fire’s for warmth. I saw the weather forecast this morning. It’s going to get colder.”

			“All right. I guess I’m just worried about someone following us.”

			“Like Milligan?”

			She peeled the foil wrapping off a cereal bar. “Yep. A fire’ll tell him exactly where we are.”

			“We have to risk it. Better than freezing to death. I don’t think anyone will bother us, though. If someone wants the treasure, leaving us alone and following us in the morning is the best way to get it.” I wasn’t sure of my own words, but maybe they were true. They might give her some peace of mind.

			“Okay. Build a fire. Let’s get warm.” She bit into the bar and spoke while chewing. “Kind of stale, but it tastes pretty good.”

			I squirted a stream of lighter fluid on the wood and charcoal, ignited it with the lighter from Damocles’s belt, and slid onto the stone with Sam. Sitting with our backs to the wall, we faced the creek, the fire between us and the water, the cave entrance to our right. Already the heat was seeping through my clothes and warming my skin. As I had hoped, the smoke billowed from the flames and flowed out through the cave’s exit.

			“Is charcoal the same as coal?” Sam asked.

			I shook my head. “The coal in this area is anthracite, made by loads of pressure over time. Charcoal is made of plants and wood, not pressurized. Easy to burn. They’re a lot different.”

			“I was just thinking about the limerick. The treasure opens with chunks of coal. If we find some, we need to save it.”

			“Right. Chunks of coal will probably be jet black, and to collect them to open the treasure, they would have to be small enough to carry. We’ll watch for them.”

			Sam handed me a wrapped cereal bar. “Do you remember when we camped with Mommy and Daddy at the park? We roasted hot dogs and made S’mores.”

			I smiled. “Yeah. You set at least ten marshmallows on fire.”

			“Because I like ’em black and crunchy on the outside. Gooey on the inside.”

			“Same as Dad.”

			“Same as Dad.” As the fire crackled and the air warmed, she leaned her head on my shoulder. Her voice quivered. “Can you tell me a story about Daddy? Something I haven’t heard before?”

			“Let me think.” Staring at the flames dried my eyes, prompting me to focus elsewhere. Near the entry arch, shadows danced in the flickering firelight, though one seemed to move more steadily, increasing in size. Was it being cast by moonlight outside? Someone or something drawing closer? If it was Milligan, he could shoot from a distance, and the fire made us easy targets.

			I set the cereal bar down, slowly drew the razor gun, and looked at the ammo—six disks loaded.

			“Why did you pull out your gun?”

			“Just thinking.” I glanced again at the looming shadow, now motionless outside. “Did you know that Dad helped me build my first razor gun?”

			She nodded. “But I never heard the story.”

			“It was my eighth birthday. He was going on a business trip, and he said I needed to be the man of the house while he was gone. He gave me one of those foam disk shooters. We inserted a metal cylinder to line the barrel, making it tougher, and put in a stronger spring to give it more power. Then we got some metal disks and used a file to sharpen their edges and make them the same size as the foam disks.

			“After we tested it and zinged a few disks into a bulls-eye target, he set the gun in my hands. I’ll never forget what he said as long as I live. I even wrote it down so I wouldn’t forget. ‘Remember to use this gun only to guard the people you love, especially your mother and your sister. Never use it in anger or for revenge. You are a protector, not an avenger. You are a warrior for goodness, not a soldier of fortune. Use your gifts with wisdom, and express your love for your family and friends with passion, courage, and sacrifice. This is the measure of a man.’”

			Sam sniffed and brushed away a tear. “Daddy was awesome.”

			“He sure was.” I swiped at a tear of my own. “And I’ll try to be the man he wanted me to be. The same kind of man Dad was.”

			“You already are.” She curled her arm around mine. “I love you, Eddie.”

			“I love you, too, Sam.” I looked at the cave exit again. The shadow shrank back, though it didn’t quite disappear. “Let’s try to get some sleep.”

			We each found a private spot outside the cave to relieve ourselves, though I kept a stealthy eye on the shadow while Sam did her business, close enough for me to listen and run to her in a split second if needed. When we returned to the campsite, I took off my belt and laid it to the side but kept the razor-disk gun. We then lay together on the mattress, me facing the entrance with my arm over Sam and the gun close to my head.

			I dozed on and off, waking when cold air chilled my skin. During those awake times, I added wood and charcoal to the campfire and checked the lurking shadow. It stayed put, motionless, as if watching us. Still, I was able to go back to sleep. If something harmful was out there, it could have attacked long ago.

			When dawn arrived, I slipped away from Sam and put the belt back on, then exited the cave and combed the area where I thought our stalker might have been. At the creek bank, adult-sized shoe prints pressed into the mud. I followed the trail, but it came back to where it started, as if someone had been pacing in a circle.

			I walked along the circuit again, searching the ground for more clues. A thin piece of wood stood straight up in the mud. I plucked it and brought it close to my eyes. A toothpick. Milligan was here.

			After scanning the area once more and relieving myself behind a tree, I hurried back to the cave. A small sign hung at the side of the entrance—Private Property. No Trespassing. Since it was dark when we arrived last night, I hadn’t noticed it then. Maybe Dad had bought this piece of land, and I never heard about it.

			I walked inside. Sam sat on the mattress munching on a cereal bar, Dad’s journal in her lap. “Where’d you go?” she asked.

			“Visiting the bushes.”

			“Me, too. The girls’ bushes.” She turned on her flashlight and pointed it at her grinning face. “What took you so long?”

			“Just checking the area.” I picked up the backpack and put it on. “Let’s explore the cave.”

			Sam leaped up and opened the journal to the map page. “I’ll navigate.” She aimed her flashlight at the map and pointed deeper into the cave. “That way.”

			I turned on my flashlight. “You have a firm grasp of the obvious.”

			As we walked, she held up the journal. “You mean this book? I’m grasping it, but what’s so obvious about it?”

			“Never mind.” I looked back. Light from outside still illuminated the cave entry. No sign of Milligan. “Left’s move as fast as we can.”

			With my light beam leading the way, Sam kept glancing between the map and the path ahead. “Pretty soon we’re gonna come to a big room where the cave splits into three directions. The footprints go to the left.”

			“Do the footprints follow the creek?” I asked.

			“Nope. The creek goes down the middle of the three paths.”

			“When we get to the room, we’ll check with Dakota.”

			“Gotcha.”

			As we walked farther from the cave entrance, light behind us faded until we were in total darkness except for our flashlights. Soon, however, light appeared ahead, getting brighter as we advanced.

			“This part of the cave doesn’t have a lantern symbol,” Sam said as she turned her flashlight off. “Looks like we won’t need these for a while.”

			We clipped our flashlights to our belts. Moments later, we arrived at a huge circular chamber, at least three hundred feet in diameter. Above, dozens of vent holes in the ceiling allowed sunlight to cast tiny beams throughout the chamber, like yellow lasers piercing the air at the sun’s early morning angle and striking a pool that covered most of the floor. The water sparkled in the shower of radiance.

			Straight ahead, the creek plunged from high above and splashed into the pool, making ripples that agitated the water, charging it with even more sparkles. Waist-high flowers with blue daisy-like petals stood in our path, making a wall from the far left all the way to the far right. Although they weren’t so tall that they blocked our view of the pool, they were too close to each other for us to pass without pushing one to the side.

			“Ooh! Pretty!” Sam sniffed a flower. “That smells so good!”

			“Yeah. Pretty. But we need to keep going.” When we pushed between two flowers to pass, their heads turned toward us and spewed liquid into our faces. I staggered toward the pool, rubbing my eyes. “That crazy thing spit at me.”

			“Same here.” Sam stood next to me, rubbing her eyes as well. “I thought flowers were nicer than that.”

			“At least the stuff doesn’t burn.” I wiped away the remaining goop with a sleeve. “It’s pretty sticky though.”

			Sam blinked. “My vision’s blurry.”

			“Mine too.” I stared at the flowers. Their blue petals raised a reminder, Gilbert’s mention of a bluestar flower and its hallucinogenic liquid. Could they be the first trial? If we started hallucinating, we wouldn’t get very far. It would probably be best not to mention the possibility to Sam, at least not yet. And maybe my partial invulnerability would help me stay in my right mind. I would just have to watch out for her.

			When my eyesight cleared, I looked around again. The creek tumbled from a precipice at least thirty feet high. “No wonder Dad didn’t follow the creek from here,” I said, pointing. “That waterfall’s impossible to climb.”

			“So we go to the left.”

			“Right, but I’m wondering—”

			“Not right.” Sam pointed at the map. “Left.”

			“Right … I mean, correct. We’ll go to the left. But I’m wondering why Dad didn’t camp here. I’d want to be farther from the entrance where no one wandering by could see me, especially with that wall of flowers in the way.”

			“Who would be wandering by?”

			“Maybe no one, but here he would have been completely out of sight.” I scanned the pool’s surface. “Is there a symbol on the map for this pool?”

			Sam nodded. “A blue spot with a tiny red D in it.”

			“A red D?” I looked at the map. As she had said, the letter sat at the center of the blue circle. In fact, there were two other little red Ds elsewhere on the map. “Danger, maybe?”

			Something splashed. I pivoted toward the sound. A dark form rose at the center of the pool with a pair of huge eyes that looked straight at us.

			I shouted, “Run!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			It Can’t Possibly Get Worse.

			Wait. Yes, it Can.

			We sprinted to the left side of the chamber and tried to run past the pool, but a huge tentacle shot out from the monster and snaked around my body, pinning my arms. As it squeezed, it drew me closer to a gaping mouth with dagger-like teeth.

			“Let him go!” Sam leaped and landed on the monster’s head, her arms sprawled over it. As she pounded with her fists and jabbed at its eyes, it thrashed wildly. The tentacle slung me away. I flew through the air, slammed against a wall, and dropped to the floor.

			My head throbbing, I looked at Sam. The monster had grabbed her with a huge tentacle, pinning her arms to her sides. She couldn’t move.

			As it pulled her toward its mouth, I whipped out my razor gun and fired disk after disk. The first one flew straight into its mouth, the second sliced into its eye, and the next three cut across its face. It let out a screech and slunk back into the pool, taking Sam with it.

			I grabbed the knife from its sheath, dropped the gun, shrugged off the backpack, and charged into the water, pumping my arms and legs. When it became too deep, I dove and searched the depths. The beams from above provided light, illuminating the octopus-like monster as it swam toward a dark hole under the waterfall, Sam in its grasp and blood streaming from its face. If it reached the hole before I could catch up, I might never see Sam again.

			I swam with all my might, grabbed the tentacle that held Sam, and slashed with the knife between her and the monster’s body. The blade sliced the tentacle, nearly severing it. The beast squealed, its sound warped by the water. I ripped the tentacle the rest of the way off and swam with Sam toward the surface.

			Light flashed all around. A man zipped by and began pummeling the monster with rapid-fire fists. It retreated into the hole and disappeared. Then the man vanished, though his image stayed emblazoned in my mind. He was dressed exactly like Damocles, from the combat boots to the camo pants to the signature cowl over his head.

			We broke the surface and gasped for air, then swam side by side to the shore and trudged to dry land, our shoulders sagging and our clothes dripping.

			Sam tried to sit, but I grabbed her hand and held her up. “We can’t stay here,” I said as I retrieved my gun and hoisted the backpack on. It might come back.”

			Slogging in our wet clothes, we continued around the side of the pool and exited the chamber through a tunnel that angled to the left. When we were well away from the chamber, we halted and plopped down against a wall.

			I blew out a sigh, spraying water. “Now we know why Dad didn’t sleep there.”

			Sam pulled her hair away from her face with shaking hands and tied it back with a red ribbon, the journal in her lap. “Was that an octopus?”

			“Not sure, but it looked like one, except for its mouth. That looked like a shark’s.” I pulled the flashlights from our weapons belts, drained water from both, and refastened them. “Did you see the guy who attacked the monster after you got loose?”

			She fanned the journal’s wet pages. “Yeah. Where did he go?”

			I replayed the images in my mind. The series of events felt like a scene from a fantasy movie, nothing close to reality. Was any of it a hallucination? If so, how could Sam and I have seen the same things? “He just vanished. Like a ghost.”

			“People don’t vanish. Maybe he just swam real fast. I know I was swimming as hard as I could. I wasn’t watching him.”

			“Yeah. Everything happened so fast. You could be right. I just hope we’re not hallucinating.”

			“At least I hung on to this.” She showed me the journal. “I can still read the map.”

			I took the journal and peeled the map away from the page behind it. As I did, writing appeared on the new page. “Something’s here.” I set the journal on my lap and read. “In the cave’s first chamber, Eddie and Samantha were attacked by an octopus-like monster, but the great hero Damocles rescued them and swam with them to safety.”

			A faded drawing appeared above the text, Damocles pulling young Eddie and Sam from the bleeding monster. “There,” I said, pointing, “that’s the man I saw, but he didn’t save us. We rescued each other.”

			“Yeah. It’s all super creepy weird.” Sam pointed at the journal. “Why’d this drawing show up just now?”

			“Some kind of ink that was activated by the water.” I carefully turned to the next page—blank. “This one’s wet, too, but nothing’s here.”

			“Maybe that’s all Daddy got done.”

			“Could be, but that’s what we thought before this new page showed up.” I closed the journal. “No answers here. We’d better move on. Check on Dakota.”

			“I almost forgot.” She pulled the box from the backpack and withdrew the sock-covered egg. “It’s still warm.”

			“Can you hear it?”

			She set her ear close to the egg. “The peeps are going strong.”

			“Let’s hope the battery lasts. We don’t have any fuel for a fire.”

			Still listening to the egg, Sam walked a few steps farther into the tunnel, then to each side wall. Finally, facing away from the octopus chamber, she pointed at the wall to her right. “We have to go that way.”

			“I think that’s the creek’s upstream direction. Do you remember if this tunnel curves around to the creek?”

			“Maybe.” She set the egg back in its box, put it in the pack, and took the journal from me, then opened it to the map. “Yep. This tunnel crosses the creek again soon, and the footsteps go that way, but there’s another red D at the creek crossing.”

			“More danger.” I breathed a sigh. “Let’s hope it isn’t worse than an octopus monster.”

			“A lantern’s there, so we’ll need our flashlights, and one of those black squares is next to the D.”

			“Right. The black squares. I forgot about them. Is there one at the octopus pool?”

			She scanned the map. “Yep. What do you think it means?”

			“Let’s see if we can find out. Real quiet. C’mon.” We hustled back to the pool and halted near the point where the monster attacked us. A section of its tentacle sat at the water’s edge. I picked it up and looked it over. About five feet long, it dripped dark liquid from the sliced end. Suction cups lined the surface on one side, two of them attached to dark rocks.

			I ran a finger along the tentacle’s surface—wet and tactile. Something seemed oddly familiar about this scene, as if the monster might have been in a movie I had seen long ago or maybe a bad dream.

			I pried the two rocks away and gave one to Sam. “Chunks of coal,” I whispered. “The map’s black squares might indicate where the coal is.”

			She turned the chunk over and over, whispering in return. “It kind of shines.”

			“Yeah. Like it’s polished.” I laid the tentacle on the ground. “How did Dad know the coal was here when he drew the map? The monster was underwater when we came in, and it probably grabbed the coal somehow during the fight.”

			“Daddy was smart, but no one’s that smart. Not even you.” She looked up at me. “Right?”

			“Right. No one can predict that a monster’s going to attack us, grab chunks of coal during the battle, and leave one of its tentacles at the shoreline for us to find. It’s impossible.”

			“But it happened. And it was on Daddy’s map.”

			I stared at the partial tentacle as it lay on the ground. Could hallucinations explain the strangeness? Not likely. I took Sam’s chunk of coal, slid both into the backpack, and unfastened my flashlight. “Let’s get going before that thing comes back.”

			After Sam readied her flashlight, we strode into the tunnel, leaving the dangerous octopus pool behind. As we walked up a gentle slope, I mentally relived the nightmarish battle. It couldn’t have been a hallucination. How could a mental mirage throw me against a stone wall? My partial invulnerability kept the impact from cracking my skull, but I still had a headache. That couldn’t be a hallucination either, could it? Most likely the image of Damocles swimming in the pool was the only false one, considering that it appeared and disappeared in a flash.

			The memory of battling the monster raised a smile. If we hadn’t worked as a team, we would probably both be dead, eaten for breakfast by that beast. Maybe we weren’t Damocles-level superheroes, but at least we held our own.

			As Sam plodded steadily at my side, I roughed up her wet, matted hair. “You were amazing. I mean, the way you tackled that monster. You could’ve run for your life, but you leaped on that thing like a fierce tiger.”

			“I couldn’t let it eat my brother.” She glanced at me and grinned. “We really kicked its slimy butt, didn’t we?”

			“You bet we did.”

			The tunnel curved to the right. Ahead, the creek crossed our path, but there seemed to be nothing dangerous anywhere. I halted within a few paces of the creek and swept my flashlight beam around. The water exited a hole near the base of the wall to the left, crossed the tunnel floor, and spilled into a hole in the wall to the right. The water appeared to be no more than a few inches deep, far too shallow to hide anything menacing.

			I cast the beam straight ahead, but it seemed to stop at the creek, only blackness beyond. “That’s weird.”

			“Yeah. Like a wall.” Sam joined her beam with mine. “Do you see any chunks of coal?”

			I swept the beam around again and found nothing but water and stone. “Nope. But the black square might mean something else. I was only guessing it’s a symbol for coal.”

			Sam took a step forward, but I grasped her arm and held her back. “Since I’m more invulnerable, I’ll check it out.” I stepped to the edge of the creek and extended a hand as far as I could. It disappeared into inky blackness. I pulled my hand back and looked it over. It seemed fine.

			I set my foot in the water. A jolt sent me flying back. Sam caught me in her strong arms, keeping me from falling. When she pushed me upright, I shuddered. “I think the water’s electrified.” I grabbed a spool line on my belt and reeled the claw out. “Let’s do a little experiment.”

			I tossed the claw over the creek. It disappeared in the blackness, but no sound returned, not even a clink or a thud. As I reeled it back, the claw crossed the creek, apparently in good condition, its rubberized coating keeping it from being affected by the juiced-up water.

			“I guess it’s safe.” I gave Sam the anchor claw and transferred the backpack to her. “I’m going to jump across. Be ready to pull me back.”

			“But it might be a deep, dark pit that’ll drop you into a pot of water over a blazing fire. It’ll boil the meat off your bones and make a batch of kid stew for a child-eating witch.”

			“Then you’ll just pull me up before it cooks me. You’re strong enough.”

			“Yeah, but what if there’s crocodiles instead of a pot? They’ll bite your legs off.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Then I won’t be so heavy, will I?”

			“All right, smarty pants. Go ahead and jump into a pit of crocs. See if I care.” She pushed the journal behind her waistband, fastened her flashlight to her belt, and held to the claw with both hands. “Ready.”

			After clipping my flashlight, I reeled out several feet of line, backed up a few steps, and took a running leap. The moment I crossed the creek, I hit a curtain of darkness, but instead of slamming into a wall, I kept sailing, first forward, then downward.

			I flailed my arms and shouted, “Sam! I’m falling! Catch me!”

			My plunge suddenly stopped, then resumed in halting slides. I dangled in what appeared to be a forest. Light came from somewhere above, though hidden by the tree canopy.

			“Eddie!” Sam called. “You’re too heavy. I’m sliding toward the creek.”

			“Dig in your heels!”

			“My shoes are wet. I’m slipping.”

			“Then let me go. The water will electrocute you.”

			She screamed, “I’m not letting the crocodiles eat you!”

			I looked down. The ground was only about eight feet way. “I’m cutting the line.” Just as I reached for the knife, I fell. When my feet landed, I bent my knees to absorb the impact. The very next second, Sam dropped on me and slammed me to the ground.

			My cheek pressing against a mat of sharp pine needles, I groaned. “Sam, are you all right?”

			“I think so.” She crawled off and helped me up. “You’re a good cushion.”

			“With those needles in my face, I felt like a pin cushion.” I brushed more needles from my clothes. “Better check Dakota.”

			Sam slid the backpack off, put the journal inside, and withdrew the box. As I hoisted the pack on, she scooped the egg from the box. “Uh-oh. It’s not warm. I think the battery’s dead.” She peeled off the sock and ran a thumb along the shell. “I feel a crack.”

			“Maybe it’s hatching. Put it under your shirt and keep it warm.”

			She pulled up the hem of her shirt and slid the egg underneath. She giggled. “I feel Dakota pecking.”

			“Maybe it’s responding to your heartbeat. It’ll think you’re its mama.” As I auto-reeled the spool line, I looked around. Above, light radiated through a foggy sky. We stood on a tree-lined path, pine needles at our feet, similar to the forest we walked through to get to the cave. Whether or not the entire area was within the cave’s underground network, I couldn’t tell.

			Something growled—cat-like and menacing. I grabbed the razor gun and checked the ammo supply. Only one disk remained, probably not enough to discourage a big cat. I put the gun back in place and whipped out the knife. “Sam,” I whispered, “do you see anything?”

			She peered to the right into the dim forest. “Something with four legs. It’s black. Maybe a panther.”

			“Any idea which way Dakota wants us to go?”

			Sam pointed down the path. “I think that way.”

			“All right. Quietly now.”

			We skulked on the bed of needles, trying to keep our wet shoes quiet. Far ahead, a little boy appeared, walking toward us and whistling a familiar tune.

			I whispered, “Do you see that boy up there?”

			“Yeah. He looks just like you. A younger you. He needs to stop whistling. The panther will notice.” She looked to the right. “Yep. It’s coming closer at an angle, like it’s trying to cut him off.”

			“Let’s run to him. Maybe it won’t attack with three of us there.”

			I shed the backpack and dashed toward the boy, no longer worried about being quiet. To the right, the panther came into view. Like Sam had said, it angled toward the boy in a dead run. We would never make it in time.

			I shouted, “Watch out!”

			The boy paid no attention. He just kept walking toward us. Sam sprinted past me. The panther leaped at the boy. Sam lunged and grabbed the panther by the tail, holding it in place.

			A man dropped from the trees and scooped the boy with one arm. Dressed like Damocles, he sprang upward, lifted by a retracting spool line. In seconds, he was gone.

			The panther broke free from Sam and stumbled to a spot several paces away. When it righted itself, it turned toward her. Finally arriving at a gallop, I jumped between the cat and Sam and shouted, “Get back!”

			Its hackles raised, it took a step closer. Its eyes flashed bright green, and a guttural growl rumbled from its throat. It would attack at any second.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			When the Egg Fails, Follow the Duck.

			I leaped and thrust the knife into the panther’s neck. It yowled and thrashed, then shoved me down and pinned me with its forelegs. Claws and teeth raked my arm. Then, the cat flew through the air and disappeared in the forest.

			Sam stood next to me, gasping for breath. “That thing … is heavy!”

			I climbed slowly to my feet and searched the dim woods. “You threw it?”

			She nodded. “I couldn’t let it kill you.”

			I looked at my arms. “No claw or teeth marks.”

			“Good thing you’re invulnerable.”

			“Yeah, but not fully. It would’ve had me for lunch. Thanks for saving me.”

			“No problem.” She reached for the egg, now on the ground. “I dropped Dakota.” When she tried to pick it up, a piece broke off in her fingers, leaving the rest behind. A wet duckling lay inside, peeping as it struggled to escape the shell. “Aw, the poor thing. It needs help.”

			When Sam reached down again, I held her back. “Let it get out on its own.”

			She blinked at me. “Why?”

			“It’s a law of nature. It has to struggle to get strong. If someone helps it get out of the egg, it’ll be weaker. It’s like its first test in life, its first chance to exercise its little muscles.”

			“So helping it will hurt it?”

			“Exactly. It’s true for humans, too. The more we do for ourselves, the stronger we’ll be.”

			She nodded. “Makes sense.”

			While Sam watched the duckling and cheered it on, I looked around. There was no sign of the panther, the boy, or the Damocles look-alike. The fact that the cat pushed me to the ground proved that it wasn’t a hallucination, but Damocles and the boy might have been. The cat was probably trying to catch us instead of the boy all along.

			Whether we had seen hallucinations or not, there had to be a reason for the black square on the map. Maybe another chunk of coal lay around somewhere.

			I flicked on my flashlight and searched the path as I walked toward the spot where I dropped the backpack. After picking the pack up and putting it on, I continued walking. The flashlight beam passed across a stuffed black panther lying on its side, maybe two-thirds the size of the cat that attacked us. Like that cat, it displayed bared teeth and emerald green eyes, but it was clearly not real. No one would be fooled by it.

			I crouched and looked more closely. A wide slit had been cut into the cat’s neck, creating a pocket-like pouch. I reach into the pouch and withdrew two chunks of coal. As I looked them over, I whispered, “Weird.”

			After refastening my flashlight, I put the chunks in the backpack and hustled to Sam. She cradled Dakota in her palms. “He was walking around just fine, so I thought it’d be okay to pick him up.” She shoved the black, downy duckling close to my face. “Isn’t he cute?”

			I drew my head back. “Yeah. Real cute. But how do you know it’s a he?”

			She closed her eyes and angled her head in a snobby fashion. “I just know.”

			“Okay. Whatever.” I gestured with a thumb toward my pack. “I found two more chunks of coal.”

			“Sweet! Where?”

			“Inside a stuffed black panther close to where we dropped into this place.”

			“A stuffed panther? Why would that be here?”

			I shrugged. “No clue. It was right next to the path. Strange that we didn’t notice it earlier. Maybe because we were in such a hurry to save the boy.”

			“Okay. More super weirdness. But at least you found the coal.”

			“Right. And if the coal matches the black squares on the map, then there’s one more set of two.”

			“Any idea where they are?”

			“If I have my bearings right, somewhere close by on this lower level. We dropped under that last tunnel, and the creek should be above us somehow, running parallel to this path.” I looked up. Muted daylight passed through the tree boughs, much dimmer than outside. This place had to be lit by artificial light, an interior geodome greenhouse of some kind. “After we find the last chunks of coal, I guess we have to figure out how to get back up there.”

			Sam set Dakota on the ground. He immediately waddled away. Sam scooped him up and pointed. “That direction.”

			I nodded. “Lead the way, duck girl.”

			As we walked on the path, I kept watching and listening for the real panther, but there was no sign of it. After a few minutes, we came to a cliff with a door-sized opening at its base. Stony, uneven stairs led upward in a spiral pattern into the darkness above.

			“Help!” a woman screamed from somewhere higher. “We’re trapped! We can’t get out!”

			I stripped off the backpack. “You stay here.”

			Sam shook her head hard. “You need me. We’re a team.”

			I grabbed a flashlight and turned it on. “What about Dakota?”

			“The box has breathing holes in it.” She fished the box from the pack, closed the duckling inside, and set it on the ground. “Ready.”

			As we ran up the narrow corridor, the stairs widened and straightened until they looked like normal stairs in an apartment building, complete with a metal handrail and a landing every ten steps or so.

			At each landing, we turned a 180 and hustled up the next set of stairs, constantly listening for another call for help. Also at each landing, we came upon a door that probably led to a hallway, but they were all locked. Our only choice was to keep climbing.

			After at least twenty flights of stairs, I began slowing down, huffing and puffing. Sam urged me on, calling, “You can do it, Eddie. I know you can. The only reason you’re tired and I’m not is ’cause I have superpowers. You’re doing great.”

			I nodded and trudged on. Her support was heart-felt and kind, but it still resurrected the buried twinges. She was a better superhero than I was, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

			Finally, we reached a flight of stairs leading to a door in the ceiling. We hustled up, opened the door, and climbed out to a flat roof of white pebbles over black tar paper. I ran to a parapet at the edge of the roof, stepped up to it, and looked down. We were at the top of a tall building with similar buildings all around. Flames rocketed out of several windows a few floors below.

			When Sam joined me, new screams erupted. “Help! We’re trapped!”

			I shouted toward the flames. “Where are you?”

			“Apartment fifteen twenty! Hurry!”

			Sam pointed. “The voice is coming from that window. Five down and one to the right. The fire’s between us and the window.”

			“Your super hearing is paying off again.” I touched the spool line on her gadgets belt. “We’re going in. Are you ready?”

			A broad smile lit up her face. “You bet I am.”

			I reeled out line from my belt’s spool and hooked the claw to the parapet. Sam did the same with her spool’s claw. With our feet on the parapet and our backs facing the open air, we held our lines. “When we get close to the flames,” I said, “we’re going to swing to the right and drop fast to avoid the heat, then we’ll swing back to the window. Got it?”

			She gave me a firm nod. “Got it.”

			We pushed off with our feet and rappelled down the wall, reeling out line. As we neared the fire, our backs warmed, hotter and hotter. Once we were within a couple of yards of the shooting flames, I shouted, “Now!”

			With a leg shove, we launched from the building away and to the right, reeling out more line to plunge as planned. Then we stopped the spools and swung back below the fire. As we neared the building again, I aimed my feet at the half-open window, then released line and crashed through, sending glass shards and wood fragments flying into the smoke-filled apartment.

			I tumbled onto a carpet and vaulted to my feet. Sam did the same behind me. In the dim room, lit only by the flames outside, a woman carrying a screaming baby stood nearby. Soot smeared her cheeks, and her hair and eyebrows were singed. She coughed as she cried, “How do we get out? The hallway’s blocked by fire.”

			I looked at Sam. “Can you carry the baby down the wall?”

			She firmed her chin. “You know I can, but let me carry the mama. I’m stronger.”

			“You’re right. Let’s go before the fire burns our lines.” When I reached for the baby, my hands passed through it and the mother. The Damocles look-alike appeared next to me. He grabbed both the mother and the baby, carried them through the window, and vanished outside.

			The smoke cleared. The carpet withered. Sam and I stood in a shallow cave with rocky walls and ceiling. Barely visible in the dim light coming from outside, two chunks of coal sat on the stone floor, surrounded by glass and wood fragments.

			After staring blankly for a moment, I blinked. “Sam, what’s going on here?”

			“I’m clueless.” She wrinkled her nose. “Are we hallu … whatevering?”

			“Hallucinating? Maybe.” With our spool lines still attached to our belts, we walked to the broken window and looked outside. Our little cave stood well off the ground, too far to jump. The duckling’s box sat undisturbed below us. “Let’s get down there.”

			I collected the chunks of coal and, careful to avoid the jagged glass, jumped out through the window and rappelled to the bottom. Seconds after I landed next to the box, Sam joined me.

			The forest still surrounded us with muted sunlight peering through the boughs. Our spool claws held to the top edge of the stone wall. A mural of a city scene covered the wall—high-rise buildings with painted orange flames shooting out windows just above the level we had broken through.

			“I didn’t notice the drawing before,” I said.

			“Me neither.” Sam wiped sweat from her forehead. “It’s hot, like the building’s still on fire.”

			I set a hand close to the wall. Heat radiated from the surface. “I don’t get it. It’s like this whole place is a simulation setup.”

			We unfastened our spools and let them dangle. After a few more minutes, the auto-release mechanism would kick in, making the claws drop on their own. I picked up the backpack and put the two chunks of coal with the others—six in all. The pack felt warm, heated by being so close to the wall.

			I shook my head. “I’ve never been so confused in all my life.”

			“Same here.” Sam lifted the box’s lid and tipped the duckling out. It waddled toward the forest, peeping along the way. “Where are you going, Dakota?”

			I slid the backpack on. “We might as well tag along. We can come back for our lines later.”

			We followed the little duck as it toddled into the woods and across the pine-needle-strewn forest floor, tripping over twigs and roots while peeping loudly. Soon, we came into a clearing with a circular pond. Ducks floated everywhere, covering most of the surface.

			The moment the ducks looked our way, quacking erupted. Sam scooped Dakota, ran to the pond’s edge, and released him into the water. Dakota swam toward the adult ducks while they converged on him. The quacking became almost deafening.

			When Dakota joined the others and the noise settled, I smiled at Sam and gave her a high five. “We did it.”

			She grinned. “Yep.”

			We looked around. A stone wall bordered the far side of the pond, too steep to climb. The same wall probably encircled the entire chamber, hemming us in. Above, a duck flew through a hole in the ceiling. The entire place was covered by a dome that somehow emitted light, and the ducks were able to fly in and out whenever they pleased.

			“So is the treasure supposed to be around here somewhere?” Sam asked.

			“I guess so, but if we’ve been hallucinating, I can’t be sure what’s real and what’s not.”

			“I hope you can see some clues, ’cause I’m clueless.”

			“The limerick says that the treasure awaits in a bowl, but I don’t see a bowl anywhere.”

			“Me neither.” Sam looked upward in thought. “What do you think ‘trust that love will project from your soul’ means?”

			“Good memory. Well, I guess if we have love in our souls, it will project from us. You know, come out in our actions.”

			“Like bringing Dakota here. Loving a duck counts, right?”

			I smiled and nodded. “And saving each other from the octopus.”

			“And the boy from the panther. And the lady and her baby from the fire.” She furrowed her brow. “But do those count since the people weren’t real? I mean, we didn’t help anyone. Not like how we helped Dakota.”

			“True, but we tried to help because of love. And if we hadn’t, we wouldn’t have gotten the chunks of coal. But I still have no idea what to do with them.”

			Sam touched the backpack. “Maybe we should check Daddy’s book again.”

			“I don’t see what good that will do. Dad was looking for the treasure, but obviously he never found it.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because Damocles is the one who told us about finding chunks of coal, and we found them, not Dad. But we can take a look anyway.” I slid the backpack to the ground and pulled the journal out. Since it had been exposed to the wall’s heat, it was nearly dry. I turned to the map page and looked it over. The footprints ended at a circular blue spot spattered with black dots. The dots had to be the ducks. “Dad must’ve known about this duck pond. He drew it.”

			“Then he was here.”

			“But maybe without the coal. That’s probably why he never finished the book. He didn’t know what to do when he got here.” I turned the page to the last picture we had seen, then to the next page. It now had a drawing of Sam and me standing at the edge of the duck pond. “Sam! The heat must’ve revealed more pictures!”

			She scrambled over and looked on. “What’s it say?”

			I read the caption. “Eddie and Samantha found a beautiful pond covered with excited ducks. Hoping to hear an echo, they called out, ‘Hello, ducks!’”

			Sam giggled. “Let’s do it.”

			“Wait.” I turned the page. Instead of more pictures, handwritten words covered the warm paper. I read the beginning out loud. “Dear Eddie and Samantha, if you are reading this, I assume you found my journal. I hope you are now standing at the duck pond and that you have collected the chunks of coal. They are necessary for the next step. Do what the picture on the previous page says, and voice recognition will do the rest. Then the remaining secrets will come to light. As you will soon learn, I have lived an extremely dangerous life, and I assume I am now dead because of the sacrifices I had to make.”

			Sam sniffed. Tears welled in my eyes as I read on. “Eddie, Samantha, I am so proud of you, and I love you very much. I hope the pages in the rest of this journal will be a blessing to you. They are my thoughts and recollections about our family and what you two and your mother mean to me. May God bless you all.”

			I fanned through the remaining thirty or so pages. They were filled with handwritten words. Our father’s words. “This is the treasure, Sam. This journal. Dad’s message to us. The trials are over. We can sit and read it for as long as we want.”

			“But what about Mommy?” Sam’s voice quivered. “Reading can wait. We should do what the story says and yell at the ducks.”

			“You’re right.” I closed the journal and set it carefully in the backpack. “We’ll do it together.”

			We joined hands, faced the pond, and shouted, “Hello, ducks!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			If You See a Ghost, Should You Talk to It?

			Quacking erupted again, wings flapped, water splashed, all filling the chamber with riotous noise. When the tumult settled, a deep voice rumbled from all around. “Eddie and Samantha Hertz recognized.”

			The ground rumbled. Ripples covered the pond. Ducks launched into the air and flew toward the opening in the ceiling, though a few stayed with Dakota and swam with him to shore.

			At the pond’s center, a bowl-shaped object broke the surface along with a concrete pad surrounding it, a skirt about six feet wide. As the bowl ascended, a supporting pedestal rose under it, making it look like a birdbath. Six smaller bowls rose as well, surrounding the central bowl in even intervals and supported by thinner pedestals. A narrow concrete path also emerged from the water, leading from the shore to the skirt.

			Soon, the rising objects halted, and the pond settled. Ducks returned to the surface and began bottoms-up searches underwater, as if the commotion had disturbed the bed and raised tidbits of food.

			“A treasure awaits in a bowl,” Sam said, pulling my hand. “It won’t open without the coal.”

			“So maybe the journal isn’t the treasure after all.” I picked up the backpack and walked with her on the concrete path, just wide enough for us to travel side by side. When we arrived, we stood on the skirt within reach of the waist-high central bowl. The surrounding smaller bowls looked like cupped hands, ready to hold whatever we put into them. “I guess we’re supposed to put the chunks of coal into the hands.”

			“Yep.” Sam reached toward me with her own cupped hands. “I’ll do three, and you do three.”

			I withdrew the coal one chunk at a time, filled her hands with three, and kept three. We walked around the pad and deposited a chunk in each cup, then returned to where we started and held hands.

			The lights above turned off. Blackness engulfed the chamber. Sam gasped, then giggled. “This is so cool!”

			I trembled. “Yeah. Exciting. Like we’re about to plunge down a roller-coaster dip.” Strangely, the ducks stayed perfectly quiet, maybe mesmerized by the sudden darkness.

			Something sizzled. Sparks crackled at the six cups, providing light around them. Smoke rose from the coal, getting thicker and thicker as the sizzles grew louder. Then the chunks burst into flames, creating six torches that illuminated the area in a bright, flickering aura.

			A cloudy cylinder formed above the central bowl, spinning like a tornado. Soon the spin slowed, and the cloud took on a human shape. Seconds later, the cloudiness faded, leaving behind a semitransparent hologram—a tall, muscular man dressed in the familiar trappings of the great Damocles, from the gray-shaded camo trousers, to a gadgets belt with Mastix attached, to a D-emblazoned shirt, to a cowl masking his face. The image was colorless—just shades of gray projected in three dimensions from somewhere unseen.

			Damocles blinked, then looked around. When he spotted us, he crouched and stared at us at our eye level. “Eddie? Samantha?”

			“Yes!” Sam blurted. “Are you for real?”

			He smiled. “As real as an artificial intelligence engine can make me.”

			I squinted at him. He didn’t sound like Damocles, though his voice seemed familiar. “So you’re being created by the more powerful AI engine our Damocles AI image mentioned. He said his progenitor, the real Damocles, invented it. He left us with a crippled version.”

			“He was right. The real Damocles did invent it.” As he spoke, the hologram took on color. Green flooded the camo pattern, and crimson seeped into the D on his chest, though his hands stayed pale.

			Sam piped up. “We think our daddy was here before he died. Did you see him?”

			“See him?” Damocles peeled off his mask, revealing our father’s face. “Dearest daughter, I am your daddy.”

			Sam covered her mouth and squealed. “Daddy!” She grasped at him, but her hands passed through. As she stepped back, she sniffed, tears sparkling. “Daddy, I don’t understand.”

			A lump swelled in my throat as I stepped back with her. “Wait … wait just a second. Are you saying …” I couldn’t finish the thought.

			His eyes turned blue, and his hands and face took on the hues of a Caucasian. “Eddie. Samantha. I’m saying that I am the holographic image of your father, the real Damocles.”

			I shook my head. “I knew the real Damocles. I was with him when he died. He wasn’t you.”

			“Oh, my dear children. I have so much to explain.” He set a hand on the bowl. “Under this projection platform is where all of my memories are stored. After I died, the Damocles you knew added his memories of me to the database. That addition will allow you to see what happened to me.”

			A new whirlwind whipped him away, and a nebulous image took his place. Sounds emerged, screeching tires and a man’s shout. When the image cleared, a holographic car zipped past and broke through a metal guardrail at a sharp curve. The scene bounced, as if our view’s cameraman were running along the road. Dreadlocks whipped into sight from time to time as well as dark fists at the ends of pumping arms. The broken guardrail drew closer and closer, then our view slid down an embankment toward a river where bubbles popped on the surface.

			A splash erupted, then an underwater view appeared. The car sat on the riverbed. The driver set a palm on the window, his movements slow and labored.

			A hand grabbed the door’s handle and jerked it open, revealing our father in the driver’s seat, his eyes wide but his body motionless. Strong arms gathered him and carried him to shore. Gadgets dangled from a belt around Dad’s waist including spool lines, a knife in a sheath, and …

			I gasped. “Mastix!”

			The arms set Dad upright on the slope. He coughed streams of water while a hand patted him firmly on the back. Rubbery material adhered to the side of Dad’s head as if hooked on his ear.

			“Just keep coughing,” a man said. “Get it all out.”

			I whispered to Sam, “That’s Damocles’s voice.”

			She nodded. “I thought so.”

			When Dad finished coughing, he leaned back on the slope and rasped, “Who are you?”

			“Don’t try to talk.” The hand slid behind the rubbery material and unhooked it from Dad’s ear. “My name is Ronnie. Ronnie Jones.”

			“Ronnie.” Dad gasped and spat more water. “I’ve been poisoned. I don’t have long to live.”

			“I’ll call an ambulance. I’d take you to the hospital myself, but I was out for a jog. I don’t have a car with me.”

			“Too late for that. I’ll be dead soon.” Dad blinked, his words slurring. “Ronnie, you opened that door. Tons of pressure. Pulled me from the car. Your strength. Amazing. The risk you took. Heroic.”

			“It’s nothing, sir. Not to a Marine. I was in the service for ten years.”

			Dad withdrew a computer flash drive from a belt pouch and gave it to Ronnie. “Read the files. You’ll know what to do.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Take my place. Be the new Damocles.”

			Ronnie spread the rubbery material into a cowl mask. “Wait. Do you mean you’re Damocles? Nirvana’s superhero?”

			“I am.” Dad detached Mastix and pushed it into Ronnie’s hand. “Now you’ll be him.”

			Ronnie held Mastix by its handle, the thongs dangling. “It would be an honor, sir. I’ve admired you for years. But I need to know what happened. Who poisoned you?”

			“Mephisto shot me with a dart gun.”

			I whispered to Sam, “Mephisto? He killed Dad?”

			Tears flowed down her cheeks as she sobbed, unable to answer.

			“I took the dart out,” Dad continued, “and pretended it didn’t hurt me. Later I analyzed the poison. It’s fast-acting. Deadly. I tried to hurry home, but my brakes failed. Maybe someone cut the line. If it was Mephisto, that means he suspects my secret identity. My family’s in danger. Unless you take my place.”

			“I understand,” Ronnie said. “If you’re gone and Damocles is still around, Mephisto will think you were never Damocles. Your family will be safe.”

			“Right. And when I’m dead, put me in the car. Make it look like an accident.” Dad groaned, obviously weakening. “Don’t want … Mephisto to think … I was the one … he poisoned.”

			“What about notifying your family?” Ronnie asked. “I have to tell someone. I don’t even know your name.”

			“Just call ... the police ... report the accident ... and leave.” Dad folded his hands over his chest and closed his eyes, breathing more easily, though his voice grew quieter. “Damocles can’t be associated with me, Ronnie. Don’t even try to learn my identity. For my family’s safety. No one can know.”

			“Of course, sir.” Ronnie pushed Dad’s wet hair from his face. “You can count on me.”

			When Dad’s head lolled to the side, Ronnie set two fingers on Dad’s throat, checking for a pulse.

			Ronnie heaved a deep sigh. “Farewell, Damocles. I hope I can be half the hero for Nirvana that you were.” After removing Dad’s belt, Ronnie scooped him into his arms, carried him deep into the river, and set him in the car’s driver’s seat.

			The image warped, and Dad’s form returned above the bowl, crouching as before. “Ronnie took over for me as Damocles,” he said, “and I assume he is still out there fighting crime.”

			Sam and I glanced at each other. Dad noticed and narrowed his eyes. “Ronnie is doing that, isn’t he?”

			A painful lump in my throat forced me to swallow hard. “There’s a lot you don’t know.”

			He touched the bowl again. “I know only what has been deposited here in the memory bank, and whatever you say is automatically stored. Pour out your story, and I will collect every detail.”

			I took in a deep breath. “First of all—”

			“Mom’s been kidnapped,” Sam said. “By Mephisto.”

			“He used a hypnotizing gas,” I added.

			“Made from fajita farts.”

			“The gas turns people into zombies who want to kill us.”

			“But I have super powers now.”

			“From a superhero device I invented.”

			As Sam and I continued peppering him with facts, his eyes shifted from me to Sam and back to me again. No normal person could possibly put the rapid-fire, jumbled pieces together in a way that made sense, but maybe this souped-up AI unit could, especially one that was designed to have the mind of our father.

			“So now we’re here,” I finished. “We have to rescue Mom, but we wasted a lot of time collecting the coal.”

			Still crouching, Dad smiled, his eyes bright. “Eddie. Samantha. It wasn’t a waste of time at all. I created this obstacle course as a way to train you. I expected to guide you through it, and I thought you would be much older. But … wow! You did it by yourselves at such a young age! That’s amazing!”

			“So you wanted to train us by making us hallucinate? That’s kind of extreme, isn’t it?”

			“That wasn’t my intent. The flowers are there to protect the secrets in this cave. They weren’t meant for you. What you saw was a series of holograms and robots that came from stories I told you long ago. Your hallucinating minds did the rest. And the process worked quite well. You used skills you probably never knew you had, and you exercised incredible courage. In each challenge, love projected from your soul onto people who needed your help, including each other. In short, the tests made you stronger.”

			“Like Dakota,” Sam said.

			Dad blinked. “Dakota?”

			She nodded. “The duckling who led us here. He had to break out of the egg to get stronger. So the tests were like our egg. Right?”

			“Yes,” Dad said. “Good illustration.”

			“So, what’s next?” I asked. “How do we find Mephisto and get Mom back?”

			Dad pressed his lips together. “A tough question. Before I give you any advice, there’s something very important about your mother that you probably don’t know, and I think it’s time you learned her secret.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Our Mother is a What?

			“If I understood your explanation,” Dad continued, rising to his full height. “Mephisto is demanding that you find a treasure and give it to him in order to get your mother back. He probably thinks the treasure is gold or gems, but it’s not that at all. The so-called treasure is really this artificial intelligence engine that I invented and hid here until I could perfect it. I intended to turn it over to you once you were trained and old enough to join my, shall we say, crime-fighting family business.”

			“Family business?” I said. “Is that the secret?”

			“Yes. Your mother is quite a superhero herself, though neither of us ever had any superpowers. We relied on the gadgets I created and the physical skills we developed.”

			“Mommy’s a superhero?” Sam squeed. “Why didn’t she ever tell us?”

			“When you two came along, she stepped back from the risky part of our crime fighting and did a lot of research for me. She was always nervous that you might be in danger, and her worries grew over time. My guess is that when I died, her concerns for your safety caused her to quit crime fighting completely.”

			I inhaled deeply, so proud of Mom I felt like I might burst. “Her being a superhero makes sense. You should have seen her when we all went to Mephisto’s swamp hideout. She was pretty amazing.”

			“No surprise, though I imagine her skills deteriorated over the past few years. Let’s hope that when you find her, you can shake her out of the hypnosis. Otherwise she might use her remaining skills against you.”

			“We’ll deal with that when we find her,” I said, “but where could she be? Do you know where Mephisto’s hideout is?”

			“No. I was able to find Mephisto’s plans for a new hideout, and I designed the cave trials to train you for the hideout’s dangers in case you had to be the ones to go there in my absence. But you can bring him out of hiding. Surely he must have had a way of contacting you after you located the treasure.”

			I nodded. “He wants us to leave a note in a bus station locker that tells him where the treasure is, but he won’t give Mom back until he sees it for himself.”

			Dad stroked his chin. “With your mother in his grasp, he has all the leverage and can make whatever demands he wishes. That means you’ll have to get some leverage of your own.”

			“Like what?”

			“Damocles. The Ronnie Jones projected version you mentioned in your story. Do you still have access to it?”

			“Yes, but how could he help?”

			“Apparently, Mephisto believes Damocles is still alive. How you use that fact will be up to you.”

			“Sam and I will figure out a way, but he might ask what the treasure is. I’m not sure he’ll be satisfied with an AI engine.”

			“Likely not,” Dad said. “This system is locked and virtually impossible to break into. Only family members have access using their voices. Yet, I think I have an answer. When I recovered artifacts that had been stolen from my museum, I sometimes stored them in this cave until I could finish a mission and transport them to Nirvana. According to the memory bank, something valuable should still be here that will make a greedy villain’s mouth water.”

			“What is it?” I asked. “And where is it?”

			“Gold coins from a sixteenth century Spanish galleon. There aren’t many, but they are valuable and should be enough to entice Mephisto into thinking there are more. I left them in a cubbyhole in the wall in the waterfall room near the flowers. Thieves aren’t likely to find them there, at least not without getting assaulted by hallucinations.”

			“Great. So how do we get back there?”

			“Return to the wall where you crashed through the window. Climb the stairs again. When you reach the top, since you are no longer hallucinating, you’ll see a clear path. It’s on the map.”

			“Perfect. Thanks.” I turned to leave, but Sam kept her stare on Dad’s hologram. In the glow, tears sparkled in her eyes again, and her chin quivered. I set a hand on her shoulder. “We’d better go. Mom needs us.”

			She sniffed, still staring. “Daddy …” Her voice pitched higher. “Daddy, I miss you so much.”

			Dad crouched again, extended a nebulous hand, and caressed her cheek. “Dear Samantha, my darling daughter, I am so proud of you. You and Eddie have been so brave, so strong. I wish I could hold you both in my arms again. Someday we’ll be together once more, but until then, keep being a brave superhero. Rescue your mother. Bring Mephisto to justice. Save Nirvana from his evil schemes. Only you two can do it. Just stay brave, stay together, and take care of each other, no matter what.”

			Tears trickled down her cheeks, her voice shaking. “We’ll … we’ll try … Daddy.”

			I pulled her close to my side, my own voice quivering. “We’ll do it. Together. You can count on us.”

			“I know I can.” He touched the bowl. “When you complete your mission, return here, and deposit your memories into the bank. Then you can recall them whenever you wish.”

			My throat tightened. I couldn’t say another word.

			Dad’s image disappeared. The coal flames withered and sizzled until they died. Lights above turned on, illuminating the pond and the ducks. They began quacking again, as if they had awakened from their own hypnotic spell.

			I turned with Sam and walked to the towering wall. We said nothing as we retrieved our spool lines and tromped up the stairs, simple stone ones that spiraled to the top. The roof was now just a rocky ledge with the precipice to the left and another wall to our right that curved over our heads and formed a tunnel ceiling, the left half of the tunnel exposed to the sheer drop. We followed the passage to an arch that opened into the waterfall room on the side of the pool opposite of where we were before.

			As the reality of the last several minutes finally swept over me, I smiled and broke our silence. “Sam, this is all pretty amazing. Our dad was the original Damocles.”

			Her own smile broke her somber expression. “I know. It’s cooler than slushies.”

			“And Mom worked with him. She’s a superhero, too. Or used to be.”

			Sam’s smile widened. “A superhero family!”

			“And now we have to get her back.”

			“Let’s run!”

			We hurried around the pool, the sound of falling water masking our footfalls. As we skirted the shoreline, the wall of flowers stood to our left. Seconds later, we closed in on the point where the octopus creature grabbed us, or at least it seemed so at the time.

			A man stood near the water’s edge, his back to us as he looked at the path we had taken earlier. His mobster-style suit gave away his identity. I halted and blocked Sam with an arm, whispering, “It’s Milligan.”

			Sam clenched her fists. “I’m not afraid of him. Like Daddy said, we need to be brave.”

			“You’re right.” Keeping my distance and a hand on my razor gun, I cleared my throat. “Milligan, what are you doing here?”

			He spun toward us, an old wooden box the size of a jewelry box in his hands. “Eddie. Sam. There you are. I’ve been waiting for you. I was wondering if you got lost in there.”

			I drew the razor gun but kept the barrel pointed downward. “Why are you here?”

			He held up a hand, cradling the box with the other. “Eddie. Listen. I know you don’t trust me. And you shouldn’t. But I was hypnotized, and I’m over it now. I followed you to this cave and stood outside while you and Sam were getting ready to sleep. When you talked about your dad, it hit me.” He set a fist over his heart. “Right here. Knocked some sense into me. Shook me out of the hypnosis. So I slept outside for a little while and followed you in the morning, you know, to make sure you were all right.”

			I half closed an eye. “Do you really expect me to believe that?”

			“Not yet.” He extended the box toward me. “But maybe you will when I give you this.”

			I nodded toward the ground. “Set it there and back away.”

			When he did, I crouched and open the lid, Sam crouching next to me. Old gold coins half filled the box, maybe forty or so.

			Sam touched one of the coins, whispering, “Daddy told us about these.”

			“From the Spanish galleon.” I closed the lid and looked at Milligan. “Where did you get this?”

			He pointed toward the wall near where it intersected the line of flowers. “In a nook over there. I saw a Nirvana museum emblem on the bottom, so I figured it belonged to your dad. And now I’m turning it over to you to prove I’m on your side again.”

			“It helps.” I straightened and looked at the flowers. “How’d you get past the guards?”

			“I saw them squirt you. And then you two dove into the water like you were fighting a monster, but I saw nothing but a shadow. Then when Samantha threw you against the wall, I knew you were both out of your minds. So I cut some of the flower tops off and got past them.” He gestured with his head. “Over there where I found the box.”

			I looked that way. Several of the stalks were now missing their flowers. “Okay. Your story makes sense, but I’m not ready to trust you yet. We’ll take the next step on our own.”

			“Listen, Eddie. I could’ve strangled you both last night while you were sleeping. But I didn’t. I’m back to being your Uncle Milligan. Not only that, I gave you the box. I could’ve kept it for myself. And you know I have skills and lots of connections. A smart kid like you can figure out how to use them.” Milligan spread his hands. “So whaddaya say, Eddie? I know Samantha’s the best help you got, but I’m second best. Don’t throw it away.”

			Sam nudged my hip. “I believe him. Like he said, he could’ve killed us.”

			I let out a sigh. “All right, Milligan. You can help. When Mephisto comes out of hiding, since you know how to act like a hypnotized person, you can pretend to be on his side.”

			Milligan gave an OK sign with his fingers. “Can do, Eddie, but we’d better split up. Can’t let anyone see us together. Just call me when you know something.”

			I shifted uneasily. “About that. Mephisto tossed my phone into the river.”

			He blinked. “The phone I gave you?”

			“Yeah.” I touched the radio unit on my belt. “But I can call Gilbert with this, and he can call you.”

			“That’ll work. My motorcycle’s parked in the forest close by, so I’ll get back to Bigglesburg long before you do.” Milligan gave us each a nod. “See you around, Eddie. Sam.” He walked between two headless flowers and out of sight in the tunnel.

			I stuffed the coin box into my backpack. “Let’s go.”

			We followed Milligan’s path between flower stalks. By the time we got into the entry tunnel, he was already gone. We retraced our steps to the Bigglesburg bus station and used the new keypad combination to open the locker. The superhero device and the hologram projector were still inside, as expected.

			“Should we recharge our powers?” Sam asked.

			I scanned her arms. Her biceps still seemed oversized. “How are you feeling?”

			“Pretty strong. I’m more worried about your invulnerability.”

			“I survived poundings that should’ve killed me, so I think I’m fine. We need to save the device’s power for when we really need it.” I moved everything from the locker to the floor, withdrew the notepad from the belt pouch, and wrote while saying the words out loud. “Mephisto, we found a treasure, a box of valuable gold coins. I’m leaving one here to prove it, but I’m not going to tell you where the rest are until you release our mother. We’ll meet you here at sundown to make the exchange.”

			When I finished, Sam untied her hair and showed me the ribbon. “It’s red. The signal for Mephisto.”

			“Perfect.” After putting the note inside the locker, I set the backpack on the floor, took a coin from the box, and laid the coin on top of the note. I then closed the locker and changed the access combination back to Mephisto’s code. After attaching Sam’s ribbon to the latch, I loaded everything into the backpack, put it on, and marched with her toward the door.

			“Where are we going?” she asked. “I’m super-duper hungry.”

			“Yeah, I’m getting pretty hungry myself.” When we walked outside, I looked at the western horizon. The sun was already close to setting. “Let’s see if we can find Officer Joe. Maybe he’ll offer us some food again. And we can ask if he’ll watch through the window while we’re meeting Mephisto.”

			“But let’s ask him from far away.” Sam smacked her lips. “I haven’t brushed my teeth since yesterday.”

			I grinned. “Then we have another weapon to use against Mephisto.”

			“What?”

			“Halitosis.”

			“Hal who?”

			“It means …” I waved a hand. “Never mind. Let’s just—”

			Sam gasped. “Eddie! Look!” She pointed at the bus station’s window. Inside, a woman with her back to us punched keys on the locker pad and opened it. She picked up the coin and the note. “Is that Mommy?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			If You Can’t Trust Your Mom, Who Can You Trust?

			(Or is it “Whom”?)

			I stifled a gasp. Our mother stood at the locker reading the note. “You’re right. It’s Mom.”

			Sam lunged toward the door, but I caught her arm and pulled her down the sidewalk so Mom couldn’t see us through the window. “She must be working for Mephisto or he wouldn’t have sent her here with the code to the locker. He knew if he came himself, you could overpower him, but he knows you wouldn’t hurt Mom.”

			Sam looked at me with imploring eyes. “So what do we do?”

			“Let’s see if we can get some information. Pretend that we don’t suspect that she’s hypnotized.”

			“What if we find out that she is?”

			“I’m not sure. If she’s working for Mephisto, she might try to hurt us.”

			Sam shook her head hard. “Nope. Not in a million years. Not in a zillion.”

			“Let’s hope you’re right.”

			We walked together into the bus station just as Mom was putting the note and coin into her pants pocket. When she closed the locker and turned toward us, her mouth dropped open, then she smiled, spreading her arms. “Eddie! Sam!”

			I touched Sam’s back and whispered, “Go ahead. Make it look real.”

			“Mommy!” Sam ran to Mom and leaped into her embrace.

			I joined them and gave Mom a one-armed hug. “What are you doing here?” I asked as Sam and I drew back.

			Mom’s smile wilted. “Mephisto sent me to watch for your signal and get your note. I’m taking it to his hideout. I read what you wrote, but I don’t think he’ll come. He just wants the location of the treasure.”

			“You don’t have to take the note to him at all,” I said. “We can just go home.”

			Mom shook her head. “Not when half of Nirvana is hypnotized. They’re roaming the streets looking for you two. Now that we’re together, we can go to Mephisto’s hideout and take him down once and for all.”

			Sam bounced on her toes. “Yay! Our superhero family’s gonna beat old Turnip Head to a pulp.”

			I studied Mom’s eyes. They seemed a bit glassy, the same as Milligan’s when he was hypnotized. It was strange how convincing the hypnotized people could be. “What do we do next?”

			“I’ll take the note and coin to Mephisto,” Mom said, “and you’ll follow secretly. When we’re all together in his hideout, we’ll capture him and figure out how to make an antidote for the gas.”

			I forced a smile. Sam and I had hoped to find the hideout for a long time. We could go along with that plan. “Okay. How do we get there?”

			“On a short bus ride to Bugtown.” Mom nodded toward the station’s ticket counter. “I’ll buy two more tickets.”

			I touched the radio on my belt. “Let me update Gilbert. I think I’ll get better reception outside. Back in a minute.”

			Leaving Sam with Mom, I exited the station and walked out of sight. I grabbed the radio and pressed the talk button. “Gilbert, are you there?”

			I released the button and waited. Soon, he replied in a sea of static. “I am here, and I have excellent news.”

			“What news?”

			“Darla returned home, and she is fine, though quite agitated, angry, and … and …”

			“Aflutter?” I offered.

			“Yes. An appropriate avian alliteration.”

			“Listen, can you call Milligan for me? I’ll give you his number.” After giving Gilbert the number and a quick summary of what was going on, I finished with, “Tell Milligan to hurry to the Bigglesburg bus station, buy a ticket, and get on the bus to Bugtown. But he can’t let Mom see him, and he’d better not get hypnotized again.”

			“Let me see if I understand. You want Milligan to buy Bigglesburg to Bugtown bus fare but bypass burritos.”

			“Berfect … I mean, perfect. And I’m not sure if my mother’s hypnotized or not. Milligan might be hypnotized, too, so we could be walking straight into a trap. I’ll try to stay in touch, but if you don’t hear from me for a while, it probably means we’re in trouble. There’s a police officer here in Bigglesburg named Joseph Wilkerson. Maybe you can call him if the worst happens.”

			“Understood. Blessings, best wishes, and bon voyage to you.”

			“Thanks.” I reclipped the radio to my belt and returned to the bus station. Mom and Sam sat in the depot waiting area. Sam munched on a huge sub roll, ketchup on her cheeks. “Cheeseburger sub,” she said, her voice muffled by her mouthful. “We got one for you, too.”

			Mom held up a brown paper bag. “Ketchup, no pickle, dash of mayo.”

			“Great.” I sat in a chair next to hers, Sam on her opposite side. When I took the bag, she handed me a bottle of Mr. Splash. “Great again.”

			She tipped her own bottle up and took a long drink. When she swallowed, she looked at me and touched my arm. “Sam told me you found something really cool. What is it?”

			Sam’s brow wrinkled as if to apologize for giving away our secret, but it sounded like she hadn’t said much. Until I could figure out whether or not Mom was hypnotized, I couldn’t tell her about finding Dad’s AI engine. “The treasure’s pretty cool, and the AI Damocles was a big help.”

			Sam swallowed a bite of her sandwich. “Yeah, he gave us a clue to help us find the treasure. If we need him to help us catch Mephisto, we could call him again.”

			I smiled at Sam. She was keeping the same secret. Smart kid, as usual.

			Mom winked. “You two are being pretty sly. I guess you’ll tell me more when you’re ready.”

			I raised my brow. That wink meant a lot. Maybe she wasn’t hypnotized after all. “We will. Soon.” I took a big bite from the sandwich. It tasted so good, especially now that I felt a little better about Mom’s state of mind.

			Just as I swallowed the final bite along with the last swig of Mr. Splash, our bus arrived at the station. Mom, Sam, and I stood in line to board. As we waited, I looked around for Milligan but couldn’t find him anywhere. Maybe Gilbert wasn’t able to contact him.

			On the bus, Sam sat in Mom’s lap next to the window on a driver’s side bench. I took off the backpack and sat to their right with the pack in my lap. I opened the zipper and checked the contents. The superhero device, the projector, and the box of coins were all still there.

			When the final passenger boarded and the door closed, I concealed a sigh. Milligan didn’t make it. We wouldn’t have his help.

			As we traveled, I kept most of my secrets to myself, not wanting to risk Mom leaking the information to Mephisto. Instead, we talked about school lessons, even though we were on fall break and hadn’t cracked open a book in days. Yet, I did mention that my device had made me somewhat invulnerable. I saw no harm in that.

			After about half an hour, the bus pulled into a gas station convenience store’s parking lot and stopped. Among the signs in the store’s window, one said, Bugtown – Home of Mr. Splash. The driver began chatting on his radio, apparently not ready to open the door yet.

			Sam pointed toward the sign. “Look. They make Mr. Splash here.”

			“Used to,” Mom said. “The company moved to Nirvana years ago. I guess the town still considers itself the original home.”

			“How do you happen to know the history of Mr. Splash?” I asked.

			“Mephisto told me. The abandoned factory in Bugtown is now his hideout. He brought me there when he kidnapped me.”

			I checked her eyes again—still glassy. Maybe I could just blurt my question and see where it led. “Mom, are you hypnotized? I mean, you’re doing exactly what that creep tells you to do. I know you want to save Nirvana, but we can make plans of our own.”

			She smiled. “Oh, Eddie. You’re such a smart analyst, but I haven’t told you that Mephisto’s holding prisoners at his hideout. A mother and her little girl. I can’t just abandon them.”

			Again I studied her eyes. The glaze seemed worse than just a few seconds ago. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

			When the bus door opened, Mom nodded toward it. “Let’s get out, and I’ll tell you more.”

			I rose, slipped the backpack on, and walked toward the front, Mom and Sam following. Apparently we were the only passengers getting off here. We climbed down the three stairs to the pavement. The air was much colder, just as the forecast had predicted. We hurried to the convenience store. Inside, refrigerator cases filled with bottles of Mr. Splash lined the walls.

			Mom extended a twenty-dollar bill. “Get you and Sam whatever you want.”

			“I’m pretty full,” I said, touching my stomach. “I’m not an eating machine like Sam.”

			She pushed the bill into my hand, her facial muscles firm. “You might not eat for a while.”

			I read her expression. Urgent. Desperate. She was trying to say a lot more than what was in her words. “Sure. Okay.” I tugged on Sam’s sleeve. “C’mon. Let’s see what they have.”

			We walked to a corner of the little store where a counter held various sandwiches and a few hot dogs, covered by a hood with heating lamps. We each grabbed a hot dog, then a bottle of Mr. Splash from one of the refrigerator cases. When we went to the cashier, Mom was nowhere in sight.

			“Where’d Mommy go?” Sam asked.

			“Maybe outside for a minute.” I handed the twenty to the cashier, a wrinkled Asian woman, black-haired, not a strand of gray. When she gave me the change, she included a folded piece of paper and a receipt. “Thank you.” I said as I stuffed the bills, receipt, and coins into my pocket.

			I kept the paper out and unfolded it. While Sam and I walked toward the door, she put the hot dogs and drinks into the backpack. “We can save these for later.”

			“Sure.” I read the note. Mom’s handwriting. Run! Stay away from me! No questions!

			Alarms rang in my head. My body shook. I crumpled the note and pushed it into my pocket. “We have to go,” I whispered to Sam.

			“Yep. Let’s find Mommy.”

			I looked out the front window. Mom paced back and forth by the gas pumps, pulling at her hair as she gritted her teeth.

			I grabbed Sam’s hand and spun toward the cashier. “Do you have a back door?”

			She nodded and pointed toward the restroom sign. “That way.”

			I pulled Sam. “Come on.”

			She set her feet. “Mommy’s out front.”

			I hissed, “Sam. Trust me. Now.”

			She looked at me with wide, terrified eyes, then nodded, her voice small. “Okay.”

			Hand in hand, we dashed down a hallway, past the restrooms, and exited through a back door. Outside, Milligan straddled his motorcycle, one foot resting on a gravel path. He blinked. “Eddie. Sam. What’re you doing here?”

			I pushed Sam behind me. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

			“Gilbert told me you were heading to Bugtown. Figured I’d follow the bus. Easier to stay out of sight. I was waiting here to see where you would go next.”

			With the rear exit door still open, I glanced back into the store. Mom burst in through the front door, her head swiveling, probably looking for us.

			I eased the door closed and looked at Milligan. “Get us out of here.”

			He patted the space behind him. “Hop on.”

			We climbed aboard, me in front of Sam, though my backpack forced her to lean to the side. The moment Milligan started the engine, the exit door flew open. Mom stood there, her expression wild. “Eddie!” she called. “Sam! I’m okay now. Come with me. You can trust me.”

			“Go!” I shouted. “Mom’s hypnotized. She’s under Mephisto’s control.”

			“Hang on!” Milligan hit the gas. The motorcycle roared away, the back tire throwing gravel. When we circled the store and reached the road, Milligan stopped and shouted, “Where’re we going?”

			I shouted in return. “Do you know where the old Mr. Splash factory is?”

			“Yeah. In the valley across the river. But I haven’t been there in years. The route might be different now.”

			“Just go that direction. We’ll figure it out.”

			“You got it.” He pulled onto the road, heading farther away from Bigglesburg, and accelerated. “It’s closer on foot,” he called over the engine noise. “Takes longer on wheels.”

			I looked back. Mom now stood at a gas pump, staring at us as we rode away. Apparently she had been fighting the hypnosis and left that note with the cashier, worried that she was losing the battle. Even though she said she was all right just a minute ago, I couldn’t trust her judgment.

			With the sun now below the horizon, the dusky dimness soon hid her from view. I turned toward the front and held to Milligan’s suit jacket, shivering in the cold wind. Leaving Mom like that felt awful. And if she walked to Mephisto’s hideout, soon he would know we had escaped from her. He would be sure to set a trap for us.

			Yet, Mom seemed to be telling the truth about hostages. The fact that she gave details about them being a mother and daughter convinced me, and it was just like Mephisto to pick on people who couldn’t defend themselves. Trap or no trap, Sam and I had to try to rescue them. No one else would.

			After traveling up a hill, Milligan brought the motorcycle to a stop at its crest. With the buffeting wind easing, the air felt warmer, allowing me to stop shivering.

			While Milligan looked at his phone, I scanned the area. A building stood in the valley, barely visible in the twilight, too dim to see any details, though a solitary light flickered high above the ground, maybe a lantern on an upper floor.

			“That’s the place,” Milligan said as he slid his phone into his pocket. “What’s the plan? Wait till dawn?”

			I shook my head. “Mephisto probably thinks we’d be crazy to come at night, so we’ll try now.”

			“You would be crazy. The road’s pretty far from the building, so you have to walk at least half a mile on terrain that might be swampy, or at least muddy. No telling what else you’ll run into in the dark. And Mephisto’s a monster. He’s bound to have deadly traps, maybe deep pits with sharp spikes at the bottom, trip wires that’ll make poison-tipped darts shoot at you, and guard dogs. You know, like Rottweilers and Dobermans that can tear a person to pieces in about three seconds.”

			I rolled my eyes. “If you think you can talk us out of—”

			“No, no,” Milligan said. “I know I can’t. You two are hero types, and your mom’s in trouble. I’m just warning you to be prepared for the worst. And she’s my sister, so I’m with you all the way. Just tell me what I can do.”

			“Take us as close to the factory as you can, then drop us off and drive away with as much engine noise as possible. Maybe Mephisto will think we decided to leave until morning.”

			“Leave you two here by yourselves? Are you kidding me?”

			“Just stay gone long enough for us to get inside. Go back to Bigglesburg and tell Officer Joseph Wilkerson what’s going on. He’s the officer who came into the bus station when you were threatening us. Then you two can come here together. We can take care of ourselves until then.”

			“Yeah, I suppose you can, but I have another idea. We’ll coast down to the valley without the engine. Then I’ll drop you off, you know, real quiet like. Then I’ll walk the bike back up the hill and not start it till I get to the top.”

			“That’s a long walk.”

			“True, but if it’ll help you, I’ll do it. And I’ll come back with your cop friend. I’d call the police station from here, but I can’t get a phone signal. Maybe I’ll get one closer to town.”

			“All right. Just do your best.” I patted him on the back. “Let’s go.”

			He shut the engine off and pushed with his feet until we reached the slope. Then we coasted downhill, faster and faster. As we rode, cold air again assaulted us. In the valley, the flickering light drew closer and seemed higher as if it perched somewhere ten stories up.

			Soon, the road leveled, and we came to a stop at a sharp curve. Here the road angled away from the building, making this the closest point possible.

			Sam and I dismounted and turned toward Milligan. “Thanks for your help,” I said.

			“Wish I could do more.” Milligan nodded toward the building. “Remember, your mom was on foot. Probably got there a few minutes ago. Mephisto’s gotta know by now that you’re close. He’ll be ready for you.”

			“Yeah.” In the darkness, I felt my gadgets belt. The knife, flashlight, spool, and disk shooter were all in place, though I had only one razor disk left. I removed the flashlight and turned it on. My breath sent white vapor into the beam. “And we’ll be ready for him.”

			Sam sniffled and tugged on my sleeve. “Eddie? What’s wrong with Mommy? She seemed so … so different. Like she was angry. Like she wanted to hurt us.”

			I grasped her shoulder and looked her in the eye. “Mom was hypnotized. Not in her right mind. And she knew she was losing control.” I pulled out the note, uncrumpled it, and showed it to her with my flashlight beam illuminating the words. “See. She warned us. She wanted to keep us safe. Safe from her. She still loves us, and she always will.”

			Milligan got off the motorcycle and grabbed the handlebars. “Eddie’s right, Sam. You’ll see. In the end, your mom’ll come through. There’s no way she would hurt either one of you.” He began walking the bike up the hill. “See you around, you two.” Within seconds, darkness veiled him, and we were alone.

			Not wanting anyone at the hideout to see us, I turned the flashlight off. As my eyes adjusted, I looked at the dark surroundings from our vantage point at the side of this lonely stretch of road. Years ago when the Mr. Splash factory was in business, cars likely buzzed past here all the time, but now probably no one ever ventured so far from town.

			I turned toward the flickering light and took Sam’s hand. “Let’s go.”

			As we walked, a gibbous moon rose, providing more light. The building took shape in the brightening sky. On its right side, a turret rose above the rest of the structure, casting a long moon-shadow over us. The light shone from a window near its top, like firelight in a bell tower.

			“It’s a princess castle,” Sam said as we continued walking, “not a soda pop factory.”

			“Yeah. Really weird. But the tower’s shadow helps. We can stay in the dark.”

			We ducked into the shadow and crept down its center, always skulking in its dark protection as we drew closer and closer. Soon we came to a massive ditch that cut across our path. Filled with water to the brim and about fifty feet in width, it looked like—

			“A moat,” Sam whispered. “It is a castle.”

			“Then there must be a bridge somewhere.”

			“Yep.” Sam pointed at herself with a thumb. “I know all about castles, and every moat has a drawbridge, but they always pull them up at night. You know, to keep invaders, aliens, and fairy snatchers out. The moat’s probably filled with all sorts of deadly creatures that’ll kill you if you try to swim across.”

			I rolled my eyes. “It’s an abandoned factory. No one’s expecting any invaders. Or aliens. And I don’t think fairy snatchers come to this part of the country.”

			“Except Mephisto’s expecting us.”

			“True, but he hasn’t had time to fill the moat with … well, with whatever they put in moats.”

			“Then why have a moat if there aren’t any deadly creatures in it? I mean, what’s the use of pulling up the drawbridge when people can just swim across?”

			“I have to admit. You’ve got a point.” I looked at the tower. The window was too high and far away for our spool lines to reach, so we couldn’t throw a claw, latch on with a hook, and swing across the moat.

			“Can you jump across?” I asked Sam. “I mean, it’s been a while since we got zapped by the superhero device.”

			“With a running start. I think so. But what about you? You can’t jump that far.”

			The twinge returned to my gut, but I kept it there. No time to get moody. “Yeah. I know. After you cross, look for the drawbridge and a way to control it. When you open it, I can just walk over the moat.”

			“And if I can’t open it?”

			“Then I guess I’ll swim.”

			“But what about the deadly creatures?”

			“If there are any, then you can come in and help me. If not, then you get to stay dry.”

			“Staying dry is good.” She hugged herself and rubbed her arms. “It’s really getting cold.”

			I looked at the moat once more. Thin mist hovered on the surface, evidence that the air had grown much colder than the water. The building stood only a few feet beyond the moat, which made sense, considering that the drawbridge had to swing down from the wall and completely span the water. A medium-sized tree grew just past the far bank, maybe a good place to hide once she crossed. “Okay. Get ready to jump. But be careful. Your momentum might send you crashing into the building.”

			Sam nodded. “When I hit the ground, I put on the brakes.”

			“Right. And if you hear something, hide behind the tree.”

			“Here goes.” She backed up several steps, then took off in a sprint. She leaped and sailed over the moat, her petite body clear in the moonlight and her cape flapping behind her. Her feet slammed against the opposite side’s shoreline, breaking the soft earth beneath her. She toppled backwards into the moat with a loud splash and disappeared under the water.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Okay, No One Said This Would be Easy,

			But Does it Have to be This Hard?

			I ran to the edge and looked for her, ready to dive in. A second later, her head popped above the surface, and she rose to her feet. Standing in waist-deep water, she brushed hair out of her eyes, then looked back at me, blinking. “The water’s actually warm. It’s kind of nice. Like bathwater.”

			“That’s not possible,” I said. “It’s too cold. Unless Mephisto’s heating the moat for some reason.” Horrible thoughts stormed to mind—images of tropical beasts that needed warm water to survive. “Sam!” I hissed. “Get out! Right now!”

			“Sure, Eddie.” She began wading toward shore. The moment she set a foot on dry ground, something grabbed her leg and dragged her toward the water. She fell to her stomach and latched on to a thick root protruding from the bank. “Eddie! Help! It’s too strong!”

			I dove into the water and swam with all my might. Since I didn’t think to drop everything first, the backpack weighed me down, but I couldn’t let that stop me. I had to help my sister.

			As I swam, I drew the knife from its sheath. Sam continued hanging on to the root, grunting with the effort. When I reached her, I stood in shallow water, wrapped an arm around her waist, and pulled toward the bank. Her leg rose above the surface. A serpent-like appendage wrapped around it. Whether it was a tentacle or a big snake, I couldn’t tell. I slashed it with the knife. Blood spewed. The appendage released her and slithered into the depths.

			I helped Sam balance on her feet. Both of us now dripping in the cold air, I shivered as I set a hand on her back and helped her walk.

			Something stung my ankle. Biting my lip to stifle a howl, I jerked my leg up. A snake had latched on, its fangs buried in my skin.

			Sam grabbed the knife and whacked the blade on the snake’s neck, chopping its head off. She ripped the head away, picked me up, and threw me to shore. I hit the ground and slammed against the building’s wall. The backpack cushioned the blow, but something inside cracked. I cringed. Either the superhero device or the projector had probably broken.

			From the moat, Sam trudged to me. She knelt at my side and slid the knife into my belt’s sheath. “Are you okay?” she asked as she helped me sit upright.

			“I think so.” I pulled my pant leg up, rolled down my sock, and looked at my ankle. In the moonlight, two fang marks drew reddish dots on the skin. Although the bite stung, there was no swelling. Maybe my partial invulnerability was keeping the venom from attacking the skin cells. “Sam, that thing that pulled you. Was it a snake?”

			“I doubt it. I’m still stronger than a snake.” She sat and exposed her ankle, revealing a trio of suction-cup marks. “I guess Turnip Head has an octopus monster of his own. No more swimming.”

			“Right. Not to mention that we’ll freeze if we don’t get dry. We have to find a way inside.”

			“I know.” Sam shivered hard. “And I’m hungry. ”

			After covering my ankle, I climbed to my feet and shrugged off the backpack. I unzipped the pouch and drew the items out one by one—two soaked hot dogs, the superhero device, the hologram projector, and the coin box. At the bottom lay two broken bottles of Mr. Splash. Maybe they made the cracking sound and the devices were okay.

			After dumping the broken glass, I put everything but the hot dogs into the pack and slid it on. “I don’t think it’s safe to eat these,” I said, showing the hot dogs to Sam. “They might have glass shards in them.”

			She looked at the hot dogs longingly. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

			I tossed them into the moat. Immediately after the splash, the water roiled. Snakes snapped at the food, probably brought to this spot by our crossing and the odor of blood, though in the darkness I couldn’t tell if the octopus was taking part in the frenzy.

			“Wow,” Sam whispered, her eyes wide. “I didn’t know snakes like hot dogs.”

			“I guess Mephisto must keep them half starved. They’re alert for any source of food. Like you said, no more swimming.”

			“Yeah. No way out, but I did see a way in. A drawbridge with a door next to it.”

			“Good.” I shook my head hard and slung water away. “Let me check the radio.” I unclipped it from my belt and pressed the button. “Gilbert? Can you hear me?” Only static came through. I tried again, but no one replied. “Water must’ve killed it.”

			“Gilbert will be worried,” Sam said.

			“Can’t do anything about it.” I reclipped the radio. “Show me the door.”

			As Sam walked along the wall, I followed, limping. After a few steps, she stopped at a raised drawbridge,  wide enough for a big truck.

			Sam opened a normal door to the right of the drawbridge. “Unlocked,” she said. “Not sure if that’s good or bad.”

			I nodded. “Either Mephisto is setting a trap, or he didn’t expect someone to get past the moat creatures. Besides, like Milligan said, Mom might have gotten here before we did. Maybe she left it unlocked.”

			“Then how did she get across the moat?”

			I shrugged. “Maybe she had a remote device that controls the drawbridge.”

			Sam’s eyes widened. “Did you hear that?”

			“No. What?”

			“Something growling. Like a big cat.”

			“Do you mean big as in a big alley cat? Or big as in lion sized?”

			“Lion sized. And it’s coming closer.” She pointed to the right. “From that way.”

			I pulled her inside and closed the door. When the latch clicked, I listened. A faint growl penetrated the door’s panel along with rapid, heavy breathing. Then the sounds faded.

			“I heard it.” I swallowed hard. “It sounded just like the cat that stalked us in Dad’s cave.”

			Sam whispered, “A real panther!”

			“Yeah, and it’s weird. The creature in the moat was like the octopus in the pond. And now we have a panther, just like in the cave.”

			“Daddy said he saw the plans for the hideout. Remember?”

			“Right. He designed our trials to make us ready to come here. Does that mean a big fire is next?”

			Sam inhaled deeply. “I do smell smoke. Like wood smoke.”

			“Not a good sign, but I’d rather face a possible fire than that cat. It picked up our scent, so he’ll be watching for us. Besides, it’s a lot warmer in here. No chance of freezing.” I looked around. A bare lightbulb protruded head high from the wall to the right and illuminated a spacious lobby to our left. A royal blue pickup truck sat parked in the middle space of three, separated by white painted lines on the concrete floor. Apparently this lobby was Mephisto’s garage.

			At the far corners of the room, two staircases led upward, one on the left and one on the right. Sam whispered, “Which stairs?”

			I pointed toward the set to the right. “The tower’s on that side. If Mephisto’s holding prisoners, they’ve got to be up there. As long as he has hostages, he’s got the advantage. And that’s likely where the fire is. Remember we saw a light. And it’s probably even warmer there. We can get dry.”

			I walked toward the stairway, Sam following. An open wooden door with a square viewing hole at eye level allowed entry to narrow concrete steps. As we ascended, we arrived at a landing after every dozen steps or so, then switched back to another set in the opposite direction, a lot like the stairway in the wall in Dad’s cave.

			After at least eight switchbacks, we emerged in a ten-foot-diameter circular room surrounded by a curved brick wall. Logs burned in a short barrel-like central fireplace on a concrete floor with a smokestack rising through a vaulted ceiling.

			“Who are you?” someone whispered.

			I turned toward the voice. A little girl with bedraggled tawny hair sat against the wall, her head resting on a woman’s shoulder. Wearing a dark reddish dress that closely matched the bricks, the girl was probably no older than five. The woman sat sleeping, her head leaning back on the wall and her breaths rasping in an erratic pattern. Smudges marked her cheeks, and unruly bangs draped one eye. She wore a similarly colored dress, making her blend into the background.

			I pointed at myself. “My name’s Eddie.” I shifted my finger to Sam. “She’s Samantha, my sister.”

			“I’m Veranda.” She squinted. “Why are you here?”

			“To rescue you.”

			Her squint tightened. “From what?”

			“From …” I glanced at Sam. She stood close to the fire, her palms aimed at the flames. She tilted her head, probably as confused as I was. “From this prison tower,” I said, looking again at Veranda.

			“This isn’t a real prison tower. Mommy and I are just pretending to be prisoners. It’s a game.”

			“A game?” I took off the pack and set it on the floor, then sat cross-legged in front of her, my back close to the fire. “How long has your mother been asleep?”

			“Ever since it got dark outside.” She pointed toward the only window in the room, a narrow gap in the bricks, small enough to keep a lot of cold air from blowing in but still wide enough to crawl through, though we were way too high for a safe drop.

			I rocked up to my knees, leaned forward, and set a palm on the woman’s forehead. No fever. Pretending to be a prisoner might have been her way to keep her daughter from getting scared. Then again, she could be suffering from hypnosis. “Veranda, did your mommy eat any Mexican food lately?”

			She nodded. “Bart’s burritos are her favorite. I don’t like them, so I had pizza instead.”

			“What kind?” Sam asked. “I like pepperoni and pineapple.”

			Veranda smiled. “Me, too!”

			“Coolio.” Sam scooted over and sat next to her. “And I like to dip the crusts in grape jelly.”

			Veranda sucked in a breath. “That sounds so good!”

			As the two chattered on, I winked at Sam. She returned a stealthy wink of her own. She was such a smart, loving girl, trying to make friends with this younger girl who didn’t even realize how much danger she was in.

			I rose and looked out the window. We appeared to be at least sixty feet above a narrow strip of grass next to the moat. Ever since I switched to a thicker, tougher rope, my spool line was only about fifty feet long. Sam’s was the same. Even if we could descend that far and then swing into the water, we had the octopus and snakes to worry about as well as the panther. Escaping through the window seemed impossible, especially with a little girl and her mother in tow.

			I returned to Sam and Veranda and sat in front of them. “Veranda, how often does someone come up here to check on you?”

			“You mean that man?”

			I nodded. “We call him Mephisto.”

			“Okay. He didn’t say a name. Mommy said he’s a prison guard, and he brings us food. And a pot to poop and pee in.” She pointed toward a ceramic pot near the opposite wall. It sat next to a gallon jug of water. “He’ll take it in the morning and give us a new one.”

			I focused on the pot. Would Mephisto really perform such a menial task? When we defeated him a few months ago, he had a henchman who did his dirty work for him, a muscular guy who seemed both dumb and evil. Maybe he was still around.

			“So we’re probably safe for now,” I said, finishing with a yawn.

			Sam copied my yawn, adding a wide stretch with her arms. “Can we sleep here? At least for a while?”

			“Most likely. But I want to explore this place first. I think Mephisto has no clue that we’re here. Probably thinks we’ll come in the morning, so it’s the perfect time to sneak around.” I unclipped the flashlight from my belt and flicked the switch. It worked, apparently not affected by the swim in the moat, or maybe warmth from the fire had dried it out. In fact, my shirt was nearly completely dry, though my jeans, shoes, and socks were still damp.

			I looked at the backpack. It would be hard to carry it quietly through the castle. Better to leave it behind for now.

			When I rose to my feet, Sam rose with me. “The other stairway?” she asked.

			I smiled. “No way I’m going alone, right?”

			“Nope.” She flicked on her own flashlight. “Let’s find old Turnip Head.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Exploring Mr. Splash’s House

			After giving Veranda assurances that we would return and confirming that her mother wasn’t feverish, Sam and I padded quietly down the stairs. When we arrived at the garage, I set my flashlight beam on the pickup truck. It was now parked in the left space instead of the middle one. Someone had moved it. Could it mean that Mephisto or his henchman had gone out and retrieved Mom? Maybe. One way or the other, a villain was awake and active in the building. We had to be super careful.

			I shifted the beam to the other stairway and whispered, “Quiet now, but if you hear any talking, Radar Ears, let me know.”

			Sam nodded. “I hear the cat again. It probably smells us.”

			“As long as it stays outside and we stay inside, we’re good.” I walked to the stairway with Sam close behind. We tiptoed slowly upward, our flashlight beams guiding our steps. My ankle burned. Maybe the snake’s venom was finally spreading. Soon I would have to zap myself with the superhero device again, if it still worked.

			After one flight, we came to a closed door at the side of the stairwell. I tested the knob. It turned easily. Opening it might alert someone on the other side, and there was no window in the door that would allow me to check. Continuing upward was the better option.

			We climbed another flight and reached a second door. This one had a window, though it was higher than my head. I crouched and touched my shoulder. Sam nodded and climbed on. When I rose, she stared out the window, her eyes shifted from side to side. “It’s like a factory,” she whispered. “Lots of equipment.”

			“See any people?”

			“Nope, but it’s pretty dark.”

			I crouched again. When she climbed off, I turned the knob and eased the door open. We stepped out onto a wooden catwalk with side rails. The walkway extended over a factory floor with large metallic objects standing here and there. They looked like a collection of boilers and vats, probably containers for Mr. Splash at its various stages of blending and brewing.

			Above, a huge window in the ceiling allowed the moon to cast a little light to the barely visible floor about ten feet below. I swept the area with my flashlight, hoping to find something that might help us.

			The beam brushed across a coil of rope, then a pump-up sprayer tank. The rope could be added to our spool lines, and the sprayer might be helpful, depending on what was in it.

			With my ankle hurting so much, I probably couldn’t get down there easily, but Sam could. I set the beam on the sprayer and whispered, “Think you could jump to the floor and check out that tank? See if it has a label?”

			“Yep.” Still holding her flashlight, she climbed over the rail and dropped to the floor. She set her beam on the tank and squinted, as if she was having trouble reading the label.

			She looked up and whisper shouted, “It’s faded, but it looks like hydro something.”

			Knowing Sam could hear me with her radar ears, I whispered more softly. “Tie the rope to it and toss the other end up here.”

			She nodded and did so. When I caught the rope, I reeled the tank up. Black straps dangled, which would allow it to be hoisted onto someone’s back. A thin hose also dangled, a spray nozzle at the end. As the tank swayed, liquid sloshed inside. It seemed to be about half full.

			I set the tank on the catwalk floor and tried to read the label. As Sam had said, the words were too faded, but it looked like it could be a hydrochloric acid wash for the concrete floor, probably diluted but still potent enough to cause a skin burn, potentially a good weapon.

			Sam leaped from the floor and caught the rail with both hands. I hauled her over the top and helped her stand on the catwalk.

			She breathed heavily. “I’m feeling weaker. I need another shot from the superhero machine.”

			“When we get back to the tower.” After freeing the tank from the rope, I slid my arms through the tank’s straps, wound the rope, and looped the coil over my shoulder. “First let’s see if we can find Mephisto or Mom.”

			“Up the stairs more?”

			“Let me think.” I looked around at the factory area. The first door we came to one flight down obviously led to the factory floor, and the second opened to this observation level. Above that, there seemed to be no more levels, at least on the factory side. Yet, the steps in the stairwell continued upward. Maybe another door opened to a different section. “I guess up’s the best option.”

			We returned to the stairwell and climbed the next flight. My ankle ached, probably badly swollen by now. Snake venom was likely chewing on my cells, killing them. Pretty soon we would have to cut this search short.

			The stairs ended at another door. A small sign at an adult’s eye level said Private. I whispered to Sam, “Hear anything?”

			She pressed her ear against the door. After a few seconds, she nodded. “Mommy’s talking to Turnip Head. She said she last saw us at a gas station and that we couldn’t possibly know how to find the hideout ’cause she never told us where it is. Uncle Milligan picked us up and probably took us home. Then Turnip Head asked why she didn’t bring us to the hideout. She said because she already did what he told her to do, get the information from the locker.” Sam looked at me. “I think she’s showing him the coin.”

			I nodded. It seemed like Mom was protecting us.

			“Now,” Sam continued, “Mephisto’s saying she’s lying. It doesn’t make sense to bring us to the gas station and not the rest of the way. Then she said the hypnosis wore off enough for her to let us go, but she knew she had to come back to keep him from killing his prisoners.”

			I nodded again. That definitely sounded like the truth. Yet, whether or not she was under his power again, we couldn’t be sure.

			“Now he’s asking where the treasure is. Mom says she’ll lead him to it in the morning. It’s too dangerous at night. He said to take a mat and go to the tower.”

			I whispered, “That’s our cue. We need to go.”

			We tiptoed down the stairs. With each step, my ankle throbbed like someone was stabbing it with a knife. As we retraced our path, something about the conversation between Mom and Mephisto bothered me. It was too convenient that they would say exactly what we needed to hear the moment we arrived at the door, as if Mephisto was watching somehow and knew where we were. Could everything be a setup?

			I searched the walls and ceiling for hidden cameras but found nothing. How else could Mephisto know where we were? A hidden microphone with a transmitter maybe?

			When we arrived in the garage, I grabbed Sam’s hand and guided her behind the pickup truck. I whispered directly into her ear with a super quiet voice. “Check your clothes for an electronic device. It might be real small. If you find something, don’t say a word.” I dropped the rope coil and slid the acid tank to the floor, then ran my hands up and down my pant legs, across the seat, and all over my shirt but found nothing.

			Sam tugged on my sleeve and showed me a tiny disk pinched in her fingers. I set my flashlight beam on it. It was the tracker I had used for following my fake invention. Sam had been carrying it with her ever since we left the river.

			I spoke directly into it. “Sam, change of plans. With your powers, I’m sure we can get past the panther and the moat creatures. We’ll call Milligan to come and get us, and we’ll go to Bigglesburg and let the police take care of Mephisto.”

			“Okay,” Sam said, directing her voice toward the disk. “If you say so.”

			Footsteps pounded from the stairway we had just descended. Mom ran out of the stairwell and rushed to the door leading to the moat, carrying a rolled-up mat and whispering, “No. No. No.”

			She dropped the mat, flung the door open, and looked outside, swiveling her head frantically. A second later, she gasped and slammed the door. Something crashed against it. Scratching sounds and growls followed.

			Sam took a step toward Mom, but I held her back, whispering so low only she could hear me. “No. Mom was listening. I gave her a receiver for the tracker the morning we left to bait Mephisto.”

			Mom picked up the mat, tucked it under her arm, and shuffled toward the tower stairs, her brow wrinkled tightly. She seemed confused, dazed, maybe worried. She tromped up the stairs and out of sight.

			I limped to the door and with a quick open-and-shut motion, tossed the tracker outside. When the latch clicked, Sam joined me. “Eddie, what’s going on?”

			“I’m not sure. It’s all so weird.” I nodded toward the stairs. “Let’s follow. Listen and let me know what you hear.”

			After I strapped the acid tank on my back and collected the rope, we hurried to the steps and began tiptoeing up, but a loud noise from below made me halt. I grabbed Sam’s wrist, eased back down with her, and peeked out of the stairwell. Mephisto and his henchman stood next to the pickup truck. “When you find them,” Mephisto said, “bring them here. Do whatever is necessary to that Milligan idiot, but I want the kids brought here alive.”

			“Will do.” The henchman got into the pickup but left the door open. “Anything else?”

			Mephisto nodded. “Let Percival in. If somehow the kids get here and make it across the moat, I don’t want him to kill them. They’re too valuable, especially Eddie. I have plans for him.”

			“Understood.” The henchman closed the pickup’s door and started the engine. As the drawbridge slowly lowered, the truck turned around and faced the moat. When it drove out of sight, the panther prowled in, panting, as if it had been running.

			Mephisto pointed a remote device at the ceiling and pressed a button. When the drawbridge began rising, he walked toward the panther, a hand extended. “Percival,” he said in a calm tone. “Come.”

			The big black cat approached and let Mephisto pat his head. “Don’t let anyone in or out.” He walked to the normal-sized exit door and locked it, then toward the stairwell we were standing in.

			Sam and I retreated upward a few steps. The door closed and latched. After a few seconds of silence, I limped back down and quietly tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.

			I rejoined Sam and whispered, “We’re trapped.”

			“What do we do?”

			“Mephisto doesn’t know we’re here. Only Mom does. When she heard us at the door to Mephisto’s room, she knew you would listen, and she gave us information. I think she’s on our side.”

			Sam let out a relieved sigh. “I knew it. Mommy would never try to hurt us.”

			“You’re right, but I still haven’t figured out what happened at the gas station. She looked like she was really battling.”

			“Then she won. We should’ve trusted her.”

			“Right again. Let’s see what she has to say.” I limped slowly up the stairs, Sam a step or two behind. When we emerged into the top room, we found Veranda and her mother lying on a mat against the wall and Mom leaning out the window, her head swiveling as she scanned the area. Her own mat lay near the fireplace, but she probably couldn’t sleep, not when she was so worried about us.

			I quietly lowered the rope and the acid tank, then Sam and I walked to her, one at each side. I gently tapped her shoulder and whispered, “Mom?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Making Impossible Escape Plans

			Is Better than Giving Up.

			Mom gasped and spun, blinking as she looked at us in turn. “Eddie? Sam?”

			Sam threw her arms around her. Mom returned the hug and pulled me close. “My wonderful children!” She kissed our cheeks, then pushed us back. “You made it. I knew you could.”

			“So you planned this all along?” I asked.

			She laughed under her breath. “Hardly. When you showed up at the bus station, I was hypnotized, doing the bidding of …” She wiggled her fingers creepily. “The evil Mephisto. But I was fighting it the whole time, trying to figure out how to rescue you whenever I was in my right mind. Then I decided I couldn’t trust myself, so I left you that note.”

			“What was all that hair pulling about, and chasing us at the end?”

			“If you mean while I was out front by the gas pumps, I was fighting the hypnosis. Then I just stood quietly and thought about how much I loved you two. That’s when I started winning the battle. It was like the hypnosis was a dark blob in my mind that shrank and shrank until it finally vanished.”

			“Sort of like Uncle Milligan,” Sam said. “He beat the blob when he listened to Eddie and me talking about Daddy. He knew he couldn’t hurt us after that.”

			Mom nodded. “It sounds kind of sappy, but I think love is stronger than the hypnosis.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t hurt us,” Sam said, smirking at me. “Didn’t I say so, Eddie?”

			I sighed. “Yes, you did say so. Not in a zillion years.”

			“Even longer.” Mom pulled us close again. As we hugged, Veranda sat up and stared.

			I nodded toward her. “What do you know about those two?”

			Mom released us and looked at Veranda. “Her mother is … shall we say … under the influence. A high dose of burritos. Fully hypnotized. Practically comatose.”

			“It’s going to be tough getting them out of here.” I walked to the opposite wall and dragged my backpack close to Mom’s mat. When she and Sam joined me there, we rested in the warmth while I withdrew the superhero device and checked it over. “There’s not much power left, but Sam and I could charge up once more and give it a try. The cat’s locked up inside, and Sam’s strong enough to carry Veranda’s mother down the tower wall, and I could—”

			“Shhh.” Mom set a finger on my lips. “You need to rest. Both of you. I think no one will come up here till morning. It would be best to get some sleep and recharge when you wake up. We can try to escape just before dawn.”

			“Maybe,” I said, “but I’m worried about my invulnerability.” I pulled up my pant leg and rolled down the sock, exposing my swollen ankle. “A moat snake bit me.”

			Mom ran a finger along the puncture wounds. “That looks awful, but I don’t think the necrosis is spreading.”

			“Necrosis?” Sam repeated.

			“Dying cells,” Mom said. “The venom kills them. But Eddie’s invulnerability was probably strong enough to keep the damage from getting too bad.”

			I rolled the sock back up and pushed the pant leg down. “Then I guess I should be okay for a while.”

			“Most likely. You’re one tough kid.” She unbuckled my weapons belt, slid it off, and set it to the side, then did the same to Sam. “Lie close to me. I think we can all squeeze together on this mat.”

			I stretched out on Mom’s left side while Sam lay on her right. With the fire’s remaining embers warming us and Mom’s breathing singing a gentle song, my eyes dried out and the lids grew heavy.

			At the wall, Veranda continued staring. Sam extended a hand and waved her over. She crawled to Sam’s side and nestled close.

			My eyelids drooped, and everything fell dark. After what seemed like only a few minutes, a voice penetrated my dreamless sleep. “Eddie,” Mom said. “It’s time to wake up.”

			I opened my eyes. Mom stood nearby, pointing at the pot next to the wall. “Why don’t you use it while everyone else is asleep? Then you can go downstairs. See if you can learn anything while I get Sam, Veranda, and her mother ready.”

			“Yeah. Sure.” I limped to the pot, relieved myself, put my weapons belt on, and hobbled down the stairs. When I got to the second step from the bottom, I peered out the door’s window. The pickup truck had returned, parked in the middle space. If the henchman found Milligan, would he have killed him? Captured him and brought him back to the hideout? Impossible to know. Yet, it looked like something was in the pickup’s rear bed. Could it be Milligan’s motorcycle? From this angle, I couldn’t tell for sure.

			The panther crossed the path between the door and the truck, glanced at me briefly, then walked into the shadows. I tested the knob. The door was still locked. Of course I wouldn’t try to leave this way while the panther prowled, but it was good to know our options.

			After waiting a few minutes to give the females their privacy, I walked slowly back up the stairs. When I neared the top, I whispered, “Sam, I know you can hear me. All clear?”

			Sam hustled down the stairs and joined me. “You can come, but get ready for some weirdness. Veranda’s mom is acting goofy.”

			She helped me limp the rest of the way. When we arrived, Veranda stood next to her mother, a tall redhead with lots of freckles, her features easier to see now that her face and hair were cleaner. “Are you one of the actors?” she asked, looking at me.

			I shook my head. “Um … no. I’m not acting.”

			“You can’t fool me. You’re an actor, and you’re staying in character.” She glanced around the room. “This performance setting is so realistic. Like a medieval castle.”

			Sam whispered into my ear. “She thinks she’s in a movie. Her name’s Millie.”

			“Got it.” I looked at Millie. “Listen. We need you in the next scene. This is a prison tower, and we have to escape through the window. Our superhero …” I nodded toward Sam. “She’ll carry you out the window and take you to the ground, and I’ll carry Veranda.”

			Sam and Mom both gave me doubtful looks, probably because they weren’t sure we could do it, but they stayed quiet.

			“Okay,” Millie said, looking at the window. “I suppose you have a safety net out there.”

			I let that comment drop, hoping she wouldn’t check. “Sam,” I said, turning to her. “Are you ready to carry Millie down a spool line?”

			Sam glanced at Millie, then focused on me. “Can I get zapped again first? My sight and hearing are still super, but my muscles are kinda rubbery.”

			“Sure.” I picked up the superhero device and set it in front of her. “Mom,” I said, touching the device’s activation button.

			“On it.” While she scooted over, I shifted in front of the device’s lens with Sam. Mom pushed the button. The light flashed on but only for a second. When it blinked off, the device moaned, as if dying.

			I frowned. “I guess that’s all we’re going to get.”

			Sam compressed her upper arm. “I don’t feel anything yet, but that’s normal.”

			“We’ll just have to hope it’s enough.” My ankle still ached. No use checking it. Maybe it would improve over time. I picked up the rope coil and looked at Mom. “Here’s my plan. I’m pretty sure our spool lines aren’t long enough to get to the ground, but this rope will go the rest of the way.” I tied one end of the line to my belt, making it secure with a tight knot. “Mom, did you ever rappel with Dad anywhere?”

			She nodded. “Several times.”

			“Great. You’ll take Sam’s belt and use her line to rappel next to me as far as we can go. I’ll be carrying Veranda. Then you’ll unfasten the belt, grab this rope, and slide the rest of the way down with Veranda, probably not more than ten or fifteen feet. Think you can do that?”

			She firmed her lips. “Without a doubt.”

			“Perfect. Then Sam’ll pull her belt back into the tower, put it on, and carry Millie down.”

			“Because Sam’s the strongest,” Mom said, nodding. “Go on.”

			“Um … Yeah. … Right. Then Sam will use the rope to slide with Millie the rest of the way, and you’ll be on the ground to catch her or Millie if there’s any trouble.”

			“How’ll you get down?” Sam asked. “The rope’ll be tied to you.”

			“I’ll just detach and drop. Since I have some invulnerability, fifteen feet or so shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“And Mom and I’ll be there to catch you,” Sam said. “It should work. But what about the moat? And the snakes? And the octopus?”

			I tightened my jaw. Since the venom affected me pretty strongly, it would probably be deadly to everyone else. And who could tell where the octopus lurked? Getting the drawbridge down was a must. Someone needed to give Mephisto a reason to lower it. “Let me try the radio again.”

			I unclipped it from my belt. Hoping for better reception, I took it to the window and pushed the talk button. “Gilbert, can you hear me?”

			When I released the button, harsh static punched through the speaker. “Eddie?” Gilbert said, his voice garbled. “Is that you?”

			I pressed the talk button. “Yeah. Glad you’re awake early. Listen. Do you know where the old Mr. Splash factory is? The one that looks like a castle?”

			“Of course. It is an easily identifiable, iconic, eyesore now.”

			“We need some help. We’re trapped in the castle’s tower. We can get outside, but we don’t have a way to lower the drawbridge so we can cross the moat. It’s filled with venomous snakes and a dangerous octopus. Someone has to lure Mephisto into lowering it for us.”

			“Leave that to me,” Gilbert said. “I am a master manipulator of monsters.”

			“Okay. Great. What’s your plan?”

			“Plan? I have no plan. At least, not yet. I will create one on my way.”

			“How will you get here? I think Milligan might not be available.”

			“You’re right. I lost contact with him during the night. But fear not, I will come. I have other resources.”

			“Great. Just hurry.” When I released the button a final time, I looked at Mom. “I think Milligan might be imprisoned in the factory somewhere. We can’t leave without him.”

			Mom’s face tensed. “How can you find out?”

			“Not sure, but he’s smart enough to leave clues.” I leaned out the window and looked at the drawbridge door. Something new was on the ground in front of it, something small and whiter than the surrounding grass. Without Sam’s super-powered eyesight, though, I couldn’t tell what it was.

			I drew back in and looked at her. “Can you look at something near the drawbridge? I can’t figure out what it is.”

			“Yeppers. And I’m gonna practice.” She stepped in front of me, attached her spool claw to the window frame, and scrambled onto the sill, then leaned way out, looking toward the drawbridge. “Bad angle. Hold on.” She climbed completely outside and began scaling the tower to the top. She called back, “It’s a little pile of toothpicks.”

			“Then he is here,” I said.

			“Eddie,” Sam called. “I know how to get them to lower the drawbridge.”

			I leaned out and looked up. Sam hugged the tower’s cone-shaped top with both arms and legs, her cape flowing in the breeze. “How?”

			She pointed toward the far side of the moat. “Put Damocles’s hologram over there. I can tie the projector here with my cape.”

			“What good will that do?”

			“Maybe Turnip Head will send the panther out to attack Damocles. He’ll have to lower the drawbridge to do it.”

			“Yeah. That might work. It’s worth a try.” I limped over to the projector, grabbed it, and hustled to the window. I attached my own claw to the frame, leaned out the window, and passed the projector up to her. While holding to the cone with her legs, she untied her cape and wrapped it around the projector and the cone, leaving a gap for the lens.

			When she finished, she turned the projector on and adjusted the lens. The image of Damocles, his cowl covering his face, appeared on the water’s surface in the middle of the moat, glowing in the early morning darkness. Sam shifted the cape, moving the image to the shoreline. Damocles glanced around, as if confused. The artificial intelligence engine was probably having trouble figuring out what was going on.

			Sam spoke into the computer attached to the projector. “Damocles, just stand there and look brave.”

			He nodded, folded his arms across his chest, and stared at the castle.

			“Perfect.” Sam began a quick scramble down the tower.

			I leaped to the floor and helped her crawl inside. “Now,” I said, “take off your belt and give it to Mom.”

			A door slammed somewhere below. Footsteps followed. Someone was coming up the stairs. I hustled to the sprayer tank, reeling out spool line along the way. I grabbed the tank’s plunger handle on top and began pumping as fast as I could.

			The footsteps stomped closer. Mephisto’s henchman appeared in the stairwell. I aimed the sprayer and pressed the trigger. Liquid squirted into his face.

			With a roar, he clenched his eyes shut and clawed at me, vapor rising from his skin. When I dodged, Sam leaped at him, slammed her feet into his chest, and sent him flying down the stairwell. Loud bumps, bangs, and curses volleyed from below, then silence.

			“I’ll check him and the door.” Mom hustled down the stairs. Seconds later, she called from below, “It’s locked, and he’s unconscious. And the panther’s still prowling in the garage.”

			“Then we’re sticking with our plan.” I set the spraying wand on the floor. “We have to hurry. Mephisto will be expecting a report from his henchman, and he might wake up at any moment.”

			When Mom returned from the stairwell, she transferred Sam’s belt to her waist, put my backpack on, and looked at Veranda. “Did you listen to our plans?”

			Veranda nodded. “It’s kind of scary, though.”

			Her mother patted her head. “I know this is your first acting role, dear, but don’t be nervous. Mommy will be with you.”

			With the rope coil in tow, I climbed out the window, dropped the loose end of the rope toward the ground, and reached inside. “Now, Veranda.”

			She crawled onto my back and clutched my shoulders while I began rappelling down. Above, Mom followed. As we pushed with our feet against the curved wall, she caught up and descended at my side.

			She puffed as she spoke. “This is ... a lot harder ... than I remembered.”

			“You can do it. We’re almost there.” I looked at the moat. The AI version of Damocles stood on the other side, still glaring at the castle. Rays of dawn appeared on the horizon behind him.

			Soon, Mephisto would notice that his henchman was missing, and he might also notice Damocles. Only then could we hope for the drawbridge to lower and give us safe passage. But the timing had to be perfect. The moment the drawbridge opened all the way, Percival the panther would be free to hunt us down, and I needed to be on the ground with my knife and disk shooter to protect everyone.

			When we came to the ends of our lines, Mom used one hand to grab the rope that dangled from my belt, freed herself from Sam’s belt, then slid down the rope a bit and reached up with her other hand. “I’m ready.”

			“Okay,” I whispered to Veranda, “nice and easy now.” She climbed down my back and into Mom’s grasp, as calm as could be.

			Holding to the rope with a sleeve over one hand, Mom began sliding down with Veranda. At the same time, Sam reeled her line upward, her gadgets belt attached. While I waited for her to join me, I looked again at the drawbridge. Creaking loudly, it began a slow descent.

			I cringed. Too soon! There was no way I could get to ground level in time. We had to hurry. What was taking Sam so long?

			I looked up. With both hands on the spool line, Sam descended with Millie clinging to her shoulders, looking like a dwarf with a huge, wiggling backpack.

			Millie cried out, “There’s no net! I don’t see a net!”

			“Stop wiggling,” Sam hissed. “Or you’ll fall.”

			When they came within a couple of feet above my head, Millie slipped off and crashed into me. My line twanged, dropping me lower for a split second before bouncing me up again. Millie toppled down my body, but I snatched her wrist just in time. We bobbed like a yo-yo. Each plunge tightened my belt and squeezed my stomach painfully.

			As she dangled, she screamed and thrashed. I grimaced tightly, both because of her weight and because Mephisto would hear her and send the cat to attack us.

			Sam rappelled the rest of the way to my level and unbuckled her belt, holding her line with one hand as she looked at me. “You okay?”

			I grunted. “Yeah. Perfect. Just get Millie to the ground and shut her up.”

			“Okay. Hold still. I got this.” She shifted to my back, released her line, and climbed down to my legs. She then latched onto Millie’s wrist, allowing me to let go. With the agility of a monkey, Sam grabbed the dangling rope and slid the rest of the way down. At ground level, Mom caught Millie, slapped a hand over her mouth, and pushed her against the wall, making shushing noises.

			At that moment, the drawbridge dropped the rest of the way with a soft thud. While Damocles continued standing in his defiant pose, the panther prowled out, its hackles raised. We had only seconds to race to the drawbridge and zoom past Damocles, hoping that his presence would keep the big cat at bay.

			“Go,” I hissed, waving at Mom. “Hurry. Sam and I will follow in a minute.”

			Mom gathered Millie and Veranda and herded them toward the drawbridge at a fast clip.

			“Get ready to catch me,” I said as I grabbed my belt’s strap.

			Sam stood under me with her arms raised. “Ready.”

			I pulled the strap, but the buckle’s metal prong wouldn’t spring free from the leather. It was stuck fast, probably from the sudden pressure of Millie falling on me. I grabbed the spool and tried to pry it loose from the belt, but my weight pressed against the clip. It wouldn’t budge. I had to climb a bit to release the pressure.

			I looked again at the drawbridge. Damocles waved a hand, urging Mom, Millie, and Veranda to hurry as they ran past him. With his other hand, he unfastened Mastix from his belt and popped its thongs with a flash of light, yelling, “Stay there, cat!” The voice, however, came from the projector high above, not from the hologram.

			The panther halted, apparently fooled by our trick. Standing at the castle’s drawbridge entrance, Mephisto looked at the tower, then at the hologram, then at Sam and me. He pointed at us and shouted, “Percival! Kill the girl! Bring the boy to me!”

			The panther prowled toward us.

			I sucked in a breath. “Sam! Run!”

			She glanced at the cat, then looked up at me and shook her head. “I’m not leaving you. We’re a team, no matter what.”

			“Then, here.” I withdrew my razor disk gun and dropped it to her. “Give me a second.” I pulled on the line and gained a couple of feet in elevation, then tried to pry the spool loose, but it still wouldn’t budge.

			The drawbridge began rising. From the other side of the moat, Mom called, “I’m coming!” She ran to the drawbridge and leaped to catch it, but her fingers only brushed the edge, and she fell into shallow water. Snakes rolled on the surface and chased her back to shore.

			“Mom,” I shouted. “Don’t try to cross. We’ll make it. Trust me.” I gulped. I wasn’t sure I could even trust myself, but I couldn’t let her risk her life.

			The cat closed in on Sam, moving slowly, as if wary, most likely confused by all the commotion. Mom watched from the far side of the moat, bending her body as if trying to help me break free from my trap. In the distance, a car with police markings sped down the slope leading to the curve near the factory, but no officer could get here in time to stop that panther. It was too far, and he wouldn’t be able to cross the moat.

			“Sam!” I hissed again. “Run!”

			“I said I’m not leaving you.” She picked up the razor disk gun. “Don’t worry, I can face this cat. You did it for me. I can do it for you.”

			“But this one’s real. And the gun has only one disk left. You have to run.”

			Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Eddie, I’m your sister. Like Daddy said, we have to take care of each other, no matter what.”

			The panther crept closer, accelerating, its haunches low as if ready to pounce. It would arrive in seconds. “Sam! Shoot it!”

			She spun and fired the disk, sending it thumping into the cat’s shoulder. It let out a yowling scream but continued, now furious.

			I withdrew my knife and began sawing the spool line, tough and thick. “Sam! Run! I’ll be down in a second!”

			Sam stared at the cat and raised her fists, but she seemed so tiny and fragile compared to the huge feline monster. She probably didn’t get enough of a recharge to battle such a fierce beast.

			I sawed even harder, but without Sam ready to catch me, even if I could cut myself free, I would crash to the ground, not ready to fight.

			Something fluttered at the corner of my eye. Gilbert flew awkwardly toward me, his new robotic wings flapping and Mastix in his grasp, but would he make it in time?

			The cat pounced at Sam. She punched it in the nose. The force of the blow made Sam drop to her bottom. The cat sprawled backwards, but only for a moment. When it righted itself, it stalked closer again. This time, Sam just stared at it, petrified.

			“Eddie,” Gilbert called, now closing in on me. “Catch!”

			He tossed Mastix. I caught it with one hand while continuing to saw with the other. Below, the panther pounced at Sam again, its teeth bared and its sharp claws extended.

			My knife blade sliced through. As I dropped, I whipped Mastix at the cat. Lightning bolts shot out. Unable to brace myself, my head slammed down hard. Stars glittered in my vision. I tried to push up and look at Sam, but everything darkened, and I passed out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Dreaming I’m in My Underwear in Public is Bad.

			Waking Up that Way is a Nightmare.

			Something lifted me into the air. I floated in the midst of darkness, my body limp. I tried to move my arms and legs, but they wouldn’t budge.

			A warped male voice penetrated my senses. “You’re going to be all right, son.”

			I whispered, “Dad?”

			After a moment of silence, the man answered, “Yes, son.”

			In the blink of an eye, everything changed. I was sitting on the lowered drawbridge, my feet dangling near the water. Dad sat next to me in the same pose. He held two fishing poles and passed one to me.

			I took it and visually followed its line to the water where a red cork bobbed on the surface.

			“Remember when we used to go fishing at Sweeney Creek?” Dad asked.

			“Yeah. Sure. It was great.” I squinted at him. He wore jeans, sneakers, and a Nirvana sweatshirt instead of the Damocles outfit. “Is this a dream?”

			“If you have to ask, what do you think?”

			“I guess it must be a dream, but it’s a good one.”

			“It’s sort of a dream. Sort of real.” He touched his chest. “I mean, I’m real. I’m visiting your dream.”

			I lifted my brow. “Wait. You’re my real father?”

			He laughed. “Better than an AI image floating over a birdbath, right?”

			“But you died. How can you visit me in my dream? This can’t be real.”

			He patted my knee. “Son, you have no way of proving whether I’m real or not. Let’s just talk for a while, and when you wake up you can decide on the reality of my visit.”

			“Okay.” I smiled and gripped the fishing pole with both hands. “What should we talk about?”

			He stared at his cork, silent for a moment before saying, “Let’s talk about you.”

			“Me? Why?”

			“To explain something important.” He looked straight at me. “You’ve been thinking that you need super powers like your sister has. You can’t be as great of a superhero without them.”

			“Well, yeah. I have been thinking that. I mean, I had some invulnerability, but it didn’t do much good. I’m guessing I’m unconscious now. I think I hit my head on something.”

			“Do you remember the pain?”

			“Kind of.” Something stabbed at the back of my head. I rubbed the painful spot, but nothing was there to cause it. “I can feel it now.”

			“Hurts a lot, doesn’t it?”

			I winced. “Worse and worse.”

			“Do you remember why you hit your head?”

			I closed my eyes and let images of recent events run through my mind. In the last images, my knife blade cut through the spool line, and I fell while whipping Mastix at the panther as it leaped onto Sam. “Yeah. I remember now.”

			“You didn’t use any superpowers. No super strength. No super speed. No super eyesight or hearing. Not even invulnerability. Yet, you were still a hero.”

			“Really? Did I stop the cat in time? Did I save Sam?”

			“She got hurt, but she’s alive.” He patted my knee again. “Because of you, son.”

			“She’s hurt? How bad? Maybe if I had a superpower, I could’ve stopped the cat from—”

			“No.” He wagged a finger at me. “It wouldn’t have helped. You would have relied on it too much. Your true superpowers saved your sister’s life.”

			“But you said I didn’t use any superpowers.”

			“I meant from that box you invented. In reality, you have greater superpowers than most people do, certainly more than most brothers your age.” He touched my chest. “You have love. You have courage. You have compassion. Those are what saved Samantha’s life. Those are your true superpowers. And they’re a whole lot better than anything you’d ever get from your invention.” He refocused on his cork. “You threw away any thoughts for your own safety and gave up yourself for her. That was the most heroic act I have ever seen.”

			“Really?” My head throbbed again, but I resisted the urge to rub it. “Why does my head hurt, even in the dream?”

			“It’s a reminder. Sometimes it hurts to be a hero, and your willingness to get hurt proves that you are a hero. And your sister is suffering for the same reason. Because of her lion-hearted courage, she stayed with you to the very end. No superpower ever imagined could have moved her from that spot. Her greatest superpower kept her there.”

			“You mean love.”

			“Exactly.” He looked at me again. “She loves you so much, Eddie. Keep loving her right back, and you’ll always be her hero, like Ronnie Jones was to you. Even more so.”

			Warmth coursed through my body and penetrated my heart. Those words felt so good. Being Sam’s hero meant the world to me. And now I finally had the chance to say the words I had ached to speak for three lonely years.

			“Dad, you’re right about Ronnie Jones. He was super cool, a great hero.” Tears crept into my eyes, and my voice trembled. “But you’ve always been my real hero. The way you loved Sam and me no matter what. That was your superpower, too. The best superpower possible. I just wish I had told you so before you died.”

			“Thank you, Eddie. I’m so glad to hear that. Being a father to you and Samantha and a husband to your mother were the greatest joys of my life.” He set a hand behind my neck and kissed my forehead. “Good-bye for now, son. I love you.”

			I bit my lip. “No. Don’t go yet. Talking to you is—”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll see each other again. I promise.” He rose and walked away, leaving me alone on the drawbridge.

			“Wait.” I tried to stand, but something held me down, and a different voice penetrated my mind. 

			“Whoa, Eddie. Don’t try to get up.”

			Light flooded my vision. I opened my eyes to a hazy room. I lay on a hospital bed with an IV tube dangling from a medicine bag, the other end inserted into the back of my hand with gauze tape over it. A man stood at the side of the bed, his hands on the metal rail.

			As my vision cleared, the man came into focus. The ever-familiar cowl of Damocles covered his face, revealing only dark brown eyes. He also wore camo pants and a form-fitting shirt with a large letter D emblazoned on the front as well as the gadgets belt Damocles had given me, complete with Mastix attached, its thongs dangling down his muscular thigh.

			I glanced at his hands, every bit as dark as his eyes. But how could that be? Damocles was dead.

			“Am …” My voiced rasped. After I cleared my throat, I tried again. “Am I in heaven?”

			“Hardly.” The man looked around. “Unless you think hospitals are heavenly.”

			I tried to squint, but pain that seemed ready to crack my skull made me relax my facial muscles. “Who are you?”

			“Oh, yes. The mask.” He peeled it off, revealing the face of Officer Joe. “Recognize me now?”

			“Yeah. Officer Joe. But why were you wearing Damocles’s cowl?”

			“Long story, but I can give you the short version. When Mephisto figured out that the Damocles at the moat was just a hologram, he probably guessed that the real Damocles was dead. Maybe if I wear this he’ll think otherwise if we meet again.”

			“Yeah, your voice is a lot like the last Damocles, but since you’re a police officer, you can’t keep wearing a disguise. Mephisto will figure it out sooner or later.”

			He paused, shifting his weight nervously. “Actually … I can keep wearing it … that is, if I have your permission.”

			“My permission? What do you mean?”

			“I know about Ronnie Jones and that he passed the Damocles mantle on to you. I would like you to pass it on to me. I want to be the next Damocles. So …” He touched Mastix, as if letting me know how big this request was. He even wanted the great weapon. “I’m asking for your permission.”

			I looked into his sincere eyes. He really longed for this, but how could I just give over something so valuable that Damocles entrusted to me, both his mantle and Mastix? I barely knew this guy.

			Officer Joe cleared his throat. “You’re hesitating, and I understand. I’m asking a lot, so feel free to say no. But I think Nirvana has plenty of room for several superheroes—you, your sister, your mom, and that really funny scientist friend who loves to alliterate. What’s his name? Gilbert? Anyway, you’re all super in my book. And I want to be a superhero alongside you. Like I said, it’ll help convince Mephisto that Nirvana will always have Damocles around. I’ll look a lot more like Ronnie’s version of Damocles than that hologram ever could. After all, Ronnie was my brother.”

			I blinked. “Your brother? That’s super cool. But how did you know about your brother passing the mantle to me? It was a last minute decision before he died.”

			“Again. Long story. But here’s the short version. Ronnie told me about him becoming Damocles the day after your father died. He wanted my advice, and we talked nearly every day, so I knew he had a plan to pass on the cowl mask if something were to happen to him. When I didn’t hear from him for a while, I knew something terrible had happened. And then you came along, and I asked your mother about it a little while ago. When I told her Ronnie was my brother, she gave me the mask, saying I should talk to you.” He shrugged. “So that’s the story. I hope she didn’t violate your trust.”

			“No. She did the right thing. But why the different last names for you and your brother? Jones and Wilkerson.”

			“That’s a much shorter story. After my father died, my mother remarried a few years later—”

			“Eddie!” Sam rolled into the room, riding in a motorized wheelchair. “You’re awake!”

			When Officer Joe stepped out of the way, she wheeled close and held my hand, her left arm braced in a sling. Several scratches marred her throat, and a cut painted a long red stripe down her cheek. “I was so worried about you.”

			I ran a thumb along her knuckles. “Sorry I couldn’t keep you from getting hurt.”

			She huffed. “You kept me from getting killed. That big cat fell on me and cut me up with his claws and teeth, but he died right on top of me because Mastix shocked him to death. I felt a shock, too, but not a bad one. Anyway, I pushed him off and carried you to Mommy.”

			“You carried me?”

			“Yeah. For a little while. But then my legs stopped working. Gilbert landed and helped me, then Officer Joe carried you after Gilbert got the drawbridge back down.”

			My heart seemed to skip a beat. “Your legs stopped working? Are you paralyzed?”

			“Nope. The doctor says muscle spasms. I can walk, but she wants me to rest. Sprained my elbow, too, but it’s not bad.”

			I exhaled. “Good. I’m glad you’re okay. But where’s Mom? Where’s Gilbert?”

			“Looking for Uncle Milligan. The second the drawbridge opened, Turnip Head took off in his pickup truck like a scaredy-cat. Uncle Milligan was in the truck. He was gagged, and Mom thinks he was tied up. And his motorcycle was in the back.”

			“Milligan knows where the duck cave is,” I said. “Mephisto will hypnotize him and force him to give directions to the treasure.”

			“Same thing I told Mommy. When the doctor said you’d be fine, that you just needed to rest, she went looking for Uncle Milligan. She wanted me to go to give her directions to the cave, but I said I’m staying with you. So I gave her directions from memory.” Sam picked up a cereal bar from her lap. “I just went to the machine to get something to eat. Mommy left me some money.”

			Officer Joe raised a hand. “And I’m here to protect you two in case Mephisto decides to come to the hospital to finish you off.”

			“What about his henchman?” I asked. “Did you see him?”

			“He’s in the lockup. No worries.” Lifting the cowl in his palm, Officer Joe cringed. “I think maybe he could use a mask. You did quite a number on his face.”

			“Yeah. But he was about to—”

			“No, no,” Officer Joe said, waving a hand. “Of course you had to do it. He wasn’t an innocent victim. You were protecting others. People you love. That’s what heroes like you do.”

			I looked at Sam as she chewed her cereal bar, injured but safe. I smiled in spite of the pain. Yes, I was protecting people I loved. It was good to hear Officer Joe’s opinion on heroism, so much like Dad’s. Exactly like Dad’s. “Thanks for saying that. And, yes, you can be the next Damocles.” I gestured with a finger toward his belt. My throat narrowed a bit as I added, “Mastix is yours.”

			A tear sparkled in his eye. “Thank you, Eddie. You have no idea how much this means to me. I promise to do everything in my power to—” A chime sounded. He withdrew a mobile phone from his pocket and answered. “Yes. This is—” He smiled. “This is Damocles. … Oh, you found the cave. Good. … Yes, Eddie’s awake, and he’s fine. The doctor said he can leave whenever he feels up to it. …” He winked at me. “Yes, I’ll tell him you love him. … Of course. We’ll see you there.” He terminated the call and slid the phone back into his pocket. “Your mother and Gilbert found the cave and they want us to meet them there. She’s calling the front desk to give me permission to sign you out.”

			“Good. I don’t want to stay here any longer than I have to.” I glanced around the room. “Where’s my backpack?”

			“Your mom has it and the box of coins. She said to tell you that your device is plugged in at the police station and getting recharged. It should be ready soon.” He nodded toward a large plastic bag on a table. “And your clothes are over there. Do you need help getting dressed?”

			I lifted the sheet and looked at my body. I wore only a hospital gown and underwear. Why did they have to take my clothes off? I only bumped my head. Anyway, if I couldn’t get dressed by myself, how could I possibly expect to go to battle against Mephisto again? “No. I’ll be fine. But do you or Mom have a plan to catch Mephisto? What do we do next?”

			“We have two goals.” Damocles raised a finger. “One is to go to the cave and capture Mephisto. But that’s far less important than number two.” He raised a second finger. “We have to stop the hypnosis and set the citizens of Nirvana free. Gilbert thinks he might have a solution. It worked on Millie, and she and Veranda are fine now. But he doesn’t have a way to do the same thing on a wider scale to snap a bunch of people out of it at once. I’m not sure what the method is. Something about using a certain kind of sound. Anyway, I’m leaving that up to our superhero scientist. Like I said, we can hope to catch Mephisto, but the people of Nirvana are more important.”

			“Yeah. You’re right. But maybe there’s a way to do both at the same time.”

			“That would be perfect,” Damocles said. “What’s your plan?”

			“I don’t have one yet, but I will. Let Sam and me put our heads together. We’ll come up with something to stop Mephisto and rescue his zombies.”

			“Yeah,” Sam said. “Between Eddie and me, we have enough brains to feed a zombie army.”

			Damocles smiled and pulled the cowl over his head, covering his face. “Let’s try to keep our brains intact. In the meantime, I’ll go sign you out while you two talk.”

			When he left, Sam pushed up from the wheelchair and stood at my bedside, bracing herself on the rail. “How are you feeling?”

			“Just a bad headache.” I spotted a wall clock that read 4:12 p.m. “Is it still the same day we escaped the tower?”

			Sam nodded. “You were out cold for hours, but the doctor said you were okay. Just super exhausted. And you missed breakfast and lunch. You must be starved.”

			“Not really. I just want to get going.”

			A couple of minutes later, a nurse came in, checked my vital signs, and removed the IV tube. When she left, I sat up and grasped the bed rail. “Sam, can you stand without holding this?”

			“Sure. My legs are fine now. I just like to roll around in the chair.” She backed away a step and helped me lower the rail.

			Holding the gown closed in the back, I climbed out of bed and walked to the bag, my head pounding like someone was whacking me with a baseball bat. I withdrew my clothes and pulled my pants on under the gown. “Tell me how Gilbert snapped Millie out of her hypnosis.”

			Sam limped over, picked up my shirt, and held it for me. “He worked with the sound Turnip Head used to hypnotize everyone and created an opposite sound. At least that’s what he called it. Anyway, when he used it on Millie, she snapped out of it.”

			“I’m not sure what an opposite sound is, but if it works, it works.” After buttoning my pants, I stripped off the gown, took the shirt, and pulled it over my head. “So we have to find out how to send the sound through the phone app Mephisto used. That way, everyone can hear it at the same time.”

			“Gilbert said that, too, but we would need the master login thingy.”

			“And the password. We could probably hack it, but that might take a long time.” I pulled my shoes and socks from the bag, but nothing else was left. “Where’s my gadgets belt?”

			“Damocles is wearing it. Turnip Head took yours. Remember?”

			Another throb in my head made me wince. “Yeah. And that belt did belong to Damocles, so I can’t really claim it.” I scanned her from head to toe. “Where’s your belt?”

			“Mom’s wearing it. I thought she might need it.”

			“How’re your super powers?”

			“I still have super eyes and ears, but my muscles are kaput.” She flexed her biceps. “Weak as a wet poodle.”

			“You mean a wet noodle.”

			“No. A wet poodle. I’m a lot stronger than a wet noodle. If I had to beat a poodle in a fight, though, I think it would have to be a little one. Not one of those big poodles.”

			“Then why did you say a wet poodle?” I shook my head. “Never mind. We have to figure out how to find Mephisto, get whatever device he uses to send the hypnotizing sound, and send the opposite sound to everyone. But without superpowers or weapons, we’re just two kids who can barely walk.”

			“We can recharge. And we have the new Damocles to help us.”

			“True. But I was hoping we could do this ourselves. You and me. Like before when we stopped the earthquake machine. We’re a team. Remember?”

			“Yeah,” Sam said, “but our team is bigger now. We’d be goners without them.”

			The image of Mom helping us get everyone down from the tower flashed to mind, then Gilbert tossing Mastix to me. “You’re right. We’ll get Damocles to take us to the cave. I’m sure Mephisto will be around there somewhere. Since we know the cave better than he does—”

			“We’ll hypnotize him with the flowers! Then we’ll make him send the sound to the people. It’ll be easy.”

			“It’s a good idea, but it won’t be easy. He’s smart. Real smart.”

			“Pffft,” Sam said, making her lips flap. “He’s overrated.”

			“Don’t get cocky.” I sat in the visitor’s chair and put my socks and shoes on, then rose and lifted a hand for a high five. “Ready to free all of Nirvana with the opposite sound?”

			“Yeah!” Sam slapped my hand. “Let’s go turn up the volume on Turnip Head.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			It’s Time to Face the Zombies.

			Hide Your Brains.

			After Damocles signed me out, we exited the Bigglesburg hospital. To keep his real identity a secret, Damocles had parked his police car on a deserted side street, forcing us to follow a trail through a wooded park to get to it. Once he sat behind the wheel, he took off his mask and put a sweatshirt on over his D-shirt while Sam and I crowded into the front seat with him.

			Damocles drove to the center of town, and I gave directions from there. Although we tried to plan how to hypnotize Mephisto with the flowers, we always hit a dead end. We had no way of knowing where we would be when we finally confronted him. Making plans felt like a lost cause.

			After we reached the curve where Sam and I followed the duck’s signal into the forest, Damocles parked at the side of the road. When we got out, he took off the sweatshirt and put the mask back on. Just as we made ready to march toward the cave, Sam raised a hand. “Wait. I hear something.”

			“What?” I scanned the area. A car approached from Bigglesburg, its engine rattling. When it passed, I looked at Sam. “Was that it?”

			“Not a car. Voices. Maybe two people. They’re coming closer.”

			Seconds later, two figures emerged from the forest a couple of hundred feet away.

			Sam’s eagle eyes locked on them. “It’s Mommy and Gilbert!”

			Normally, Sam would have dashed toward them. The fact that she stayed put and waited spoke volumes. She was still sore from the beating she took from the panther.

			As they drew closer, their details became clear. Mom was hauling my backpack, and Gilbert appeared to be carrying a bundle of flowers with the stems attached..

			When they arrived, Mom smiled and kissed Sam and me. Gilbert set the flowers on the ground. Wearing a thin shirt, he hugged himself and shivered. “It is frigid, frosty, and freezing out here.”

			Damocles handed Gilbert his sweatshirt. When Gilbert put it on, he bowed his head. “Much better. Thank you.”

			“So,” I said. “What’s going on?”

			Mom sighed. “We searched the entire cave but we didn’t see anyone.”

			“We found destination ducks,” Gilbert said. “They were quite helpful.”

			I gave him a curious look. “Helpful? What do you mean?”

			“I had a pleasant conversation with them.” Gilbert tilted his head. “Didn’t I tell you that I speak duck?”

			“Um … no. You must’ve skipped that. You mentioned speaking six languages, but not duck.”

			“Six human languages. I also speak thirty-five bird languages. Duck is a fowl favorite. It has such a friendly, feathery feel to it. In any case, the destination ducks told me that they saw the two of you at the pond, but no other humans have come by since then.”

			“Then no sign of Mephisto or Milligan.”

			“Right,” Mom said, “so we decided to come back and check on you guys before dark.” She ran a hand through my hair. “Good to see you on your feet. I knew I left you in good company.”

			“Yeah. Sam and Damocles were great.” I nodded toward the flowers, probably six or seven in the bundle. “Gilbert, why did you bring those?”

			“To create a future weapon against Mephisto. I intend to extract their hypnotic liquid, then harvest the seeds and plant them. My concern, however, is that he might have developed an immunity to the hallucinogen derived from bluestars. Since we worked together for quite some time, he, too, was frequently exposed to the gas I developed.”

			“Did the flowers try to squirt you?”

			“No. They squirt only when startled. I spoke to them before approaching to make sure I didn’t take them by surprise.”

			“Don’t tell me you also speak flower languages.”

			Gilbert blinked. “Flower languages? How absurd! Flowers don’t speak. Where did you get such a notion?”

			“Since you speak duck … Never mind.” I looked at Mom. “Any idea what Mephisto’s up to?”

			She shrugged. “No clue. I thought he’d try to find the treasure, but he’s flown the coop so to speak.”

			“Yeah. We know he’s greedy. He must have a way to get something valuable. He wouldn’t just give up.”

			“He has Nirvana,” Gilbert said. “Quite a treasure, if you ask me.”

			I snapped my fingers. “That’s it! He hoped to get a treasure from us, but his real goal was to chase us and Damocles out of Nirvana. Now the entire city is under his control. He can take whatever loot he wants—from banks, museums, stock brokers. He’ll get millions. Billions, maybe.”

			Mom set a tight fist on her hip. “And hundreds of people will be at the city limits ready to keep us from coming back. As long as Mephisto feeds them burritos from Bart’s, he’ll have a personal army.”

			“We have an advantage,” Damocles said. “It’ll be dark soon. Better chance to sneak into Nirvana.”

			Gilbert raised a finger. “And I will see what I can do from inside the city.”

			Sam grinned. “You’re gonna fly in, aren’t you?”

			“Of course. What better way to zigzag past zombies? I doubt that any of them will be able to fly to stop me.”

			Sam giggled. “Just don’t fly too low.”

			Gilbert narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

			She spoke with a lyrical meter. “With so many people eating at Bart’s, there’s sure to be lots of big—”

			“Sam,” I said. “Don’t say it. We understand.”

			Gilbert shook his head. “I don’t. I’m afraid I am in the dark.”

			I rolled my eyes. “She means that hot gasses rise. Human exhaust fumes.”

			“Ah, yes. Flatulence. But no need to worry. As I have mentioned before, I am immune to the hypnotic effects, though the oppressive odor will be obnoxious. I will try to avoid it.”

			“Where are the wings?” I asked.

			“At the police station,” Mom said, pointing with a thumb toward town. “Let’s get everything and head to Nirvana.”

			We drove to the station, picked up Gilbert’s wings, the superhero device, the hologram projector, and the radio I used to contact Gilbert and stowed everything in the trunk. We then headed toward Nirvana and discussed possible plans on the way.

			Sam sat in the front seat with me and chattered about our adventures in the cave, focusing on our conversation with Dad’s AI image. While Sam described Dad, I glanced at Mom. Tears glistened in her eyes. She missed Dad, maybe now more than ever.

			By the time we came within sight of Nirvana, the sun had set, though it still provided enough light to see the landscape. Ahead, dozens of people blocked the road, many carrying weapons—baseball bats, two-by-fours, and knives. The Doberman was also there, its leash now held by an adult man.

			To their left, cars filled a grocery store parking lot, probably the zombies’ transportation to get here.

			Damocles drove within a hundred feet and turned the headlights on, then the blue strobe lights on top of the patrol car. Blinded for a moment, the people raised their hands to block the lights. Damocles took the opportunity to exit the car, walk to the back, and open the trunk, blocking him from view.

			Our plan was for him to put on his cowl mask, get Gilbert’s wings ready, and set up the superhero device for Sam and me while we watched the crowd, hoping they wouldn’t advance as long as they had us in view. Fortunately, the device wasn’t complicated. Damocles was smart enough to figure it out.

			When the rest of us exited the car, Mom, Sam, and I stood at the side of the road, shivering in the cold air, while Gilbert joined Damocles. The people squinted and blinked as if confused, probably not able to focus on us. Besides that, the hypnosis probably kept their thinking foggy.

			Seconds later, Gilbert flew nearly straight up, his robotic wings working perfectly as he surged into the darkening sky. When he rose nearly out of sight, he turned and flew over the crowd and into the city.

			He hoped to find Milligan and snap him out of his hypnosis using the opposite sound, assuming he was, indeed, hypnotized again. We also had the sound in Damocles’s phone, but it wouldn’t be loud enough to work on a crowd, and we couldn’t try it on one person at a time while the others were trying to kill us.

			Sam pulled her arm out of the sling, extended the sling’s material into a cape, and tied it around her neck. “I think it’s superhero time.”

			“Is that your original cape?” I asked.

			“Yep. Gilbert got the projector down from the tower and saved the cape for me.”

			“It’s ready,” Damocles called.

			The moment Mom, Sam, and I walked to the trunk, a buzz rose from the crowd. I peeked around the car. They were stalking closer. “Quick,” I said as I guided Sam in front of the lens. “Hit the button.”

			Damocles turned it on. Light flashed from the lens and bathed Sam and me with its energizing glow. As always, I felt no extra strength, but my headache eased to almost no pain at all.

			When the light blinked off, Sam flexed her biceps. “I’m feeling a little stronger. And my elbow stopped hurting.”

			I looked again at the crowd. Creeping closer and closer, they were now no more than fifty feet away. I whispered, “Damocles, we need to put on a show.”

			He adjusted his mask to straighten the holes over his eyes. “What do you have in mind?”

			“Not sure yet. Just stall them for a minute.”

			“Will do.” Damocles hustled to the front of the car, raised a hand, and shouted, “Halt!”

			The people stopped and stared at him. Whispers of “Damocles” rose from all around, like distant echoes.

			I grabbed the hologram projector, closed the trunk, and powered up the projector’s computer.

			“What are you doing?” Sam asked, as she looked on.

			“Gotta project something and distract them so we can get past.” I scrolled through images stored on the computer. “The Stellar building … no. Gilbert’s parrot … no.”

			While I continued the search, Damocles called out, “Citizens of Nirvana, indeed, it is I, Damocles. I must insist that you disperse and allow us to pass.”

			A new murmur rose, voices spiced with fear. Then a louder voice blasted from their midst. “Don’t be afraid, my friends. Yes, he is strong, but you are many, and he is only one.”

			I looked up from the computer. Mephisto stood on top of a car, a megaphone in hand. The crowd had swelled to a few hundred, and they all stared at him as if riveted in place, hanging on every word, hypnotized to the max. Most held mobile phones with the flashlight setting turned on. Dozens of beams angled toward Mephisto like miniature spotlights. Wearing a spotless business suit, he looked like a big-shot executive on a stage ready to make a marketing announcement.

			“Your targets,” he continued, “have always been Eddie and Samantha Hertz. Now that Damocles is here, add him to the list. Capture the kids and kill Damocles. Otherwise, they will try to stop me from bringing order and justice to Nirvana.”

			A tall, elderly man shouted, “All hail Mephisto! All hail Mephisto!”

			While others joined in the chant, Mephisto smiled, staring at us with his arms crossed in front, gloating. He knew we couldn’t do anything about this hypnotized hero worship. Nirvana belonged to him.

			“It’s true that I am only one,” Damocles shouted as he withdrew Mastix, “but beware of the sting of Mastix.”

			Mephisto narrowed his eyes. “You do sound like Damocles, but recent events make me suspicious. Who are you really?”

			“I am Damocles. Don’t test my patience.”

			“It is not your patience I would test, just your power.” Mephisto shook his hand as if using Mastix. “Show us what your little weapon can do.”

			Damocles glanced toward me briefly, though I was still out of sight. Mastix wouldn’t work for him. He was stuck, and he knew it.

			While everyone stared at Damocles, Mom began creeping toward the city border under cover of darkness. Maybe she hoped to get the crowd to chase her once she got through. I couldn’t let her risk her life like that.

			It seemed that Damocles spotted her as well. He quickly resumed his stare on Mephisto and shouted, “Look at me, citizens of Nirvana!”

			As everyone did so, I refocused on the projector’s computer. Damocles was trying to keep the crowd distracted. I had to help. “A photo of Sam’s cat … no. A chicken crossing the road … no. The magna gopher … no.”

			“Don’t listen to that scoundrel,” Damocles said as he withdrew his phone. “He has you hypnotized. You have to break free from his hold.” He slid a thumb along his phone’s screen, probably trying to produce the opposite sound. Even if it wouldn’t work on a lot of people, maybe he could help a few.

			“That’s the kids’ mom,” Mephisto shouted, pointing. “Grab her and bring her to me!”

			Like a swarm of bees, a bunch of people mobbed her, several grabbing an arm at each side, all screeching like crazed bats. Damocles popped the thongs, but the crowd noise drowned the effect, and no sparks shot out. Sam took a hard step toward them, but I latched on to her wrist and pulled her back. “No. Wait. Mephisto won’t hurt her. He wants us. He’ll probably offer a trade.”

			“How can you be sure?” Sam asked.

			“Because this time he said to capture us, not kill us.”

			Damocles charged into the fray, thrashing people with Mastix. Although several in the crowd cowered or fell, when the Doberman lunged and knocked Damocles to the pavement, people swarmed over him and held him down.

			The crowd forced Mom to climb onto the car with Mephisto. When she stood upright, she punched him in the mouth. Two men leaped onto the car, grabbed her arms, and twisted them behind her. She grimaced but stayed quiet.

			Mephisto looked at her, dabbing at blood trickling from the corner of his lip. “That’s quite a right jab you have there, far too powerful and precise for a woman who’s just a waitress.” He set the megaphone down and stepped closer, nearly nose to nose. “Who are you, really?”

			She glared at him. “A waitress, like you said. But more important, I’m a mother. And you’re a greedy coward who hides behind people who can’t defend themselves.”

			He backed away and dabbed at his lip again. “You certainly seem able to defend yourself.”

			“Eddie,” Sam whispered sharply. “We have to do something.”

			I raised a finger. “Wait just another minute. You’ll see.”

			Mephisto picked up the megaphone and spoke through it again. “Eddie. Samantha. I am willing to spare your mother, but you must come out from hiding and give yourselves up. Otherwise, I cannot guarantee her safety. Come out now, and I will make sure she is unharmed.”

			“Come out,” I repeated softly, staring at him. “We can do that.”

			“What do you mean?” Sam asked.

			“So what’ll it be?” Mephisto said with a booming voice. “I give you five seconds to decide.”

			I scanned the file folders. “Sam, we have a video of us racing. That time you ran backwards to give me a chance. It’s still on here, right?”

			“Should be. You showed it to Mommy in a hologram. I didn’t delete it.”

			“Four seconds,” Mephisto said.

			“Here it is. Get ready to rescue Mom.” I copied the file to the projector.

			“Three seconds.”

			“How, Eddie? I’m getting stronger and stronger, but there are just too many of them.”

			“There won’t be in a minute.”

			“Two seconds.”

			I turned the projector on and aimed it toward the side of the road. Sam and I appeared there, ready to run toward the parking lot.

			“One second!”

			A man shouted, “There they are!”

			Everyone looked that way. Mephisto grabbed Mom and yelled, “Get them!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			If You Have to Make a Plan B,

			Does that Mean Plan A Will Never Work?

			The two men leaped off the car and joined at least a hundred people and the Doberman as they rushed toward our image. In the hologram, we dashed away, Sam running backwards. I shifted the projector, making our likenesses sprint into the parking lot among the cars, then I turned the projector off and set it down. “Sam, you rescue Mom. I’ll help Damocles.”

			We ran toward them. I lowered my shoulder and bulldozed into a knot of six men sitting on Damocles. Three toppled, and I rolled past them. Damocles thrashed and threw the other three off. He leaped up and stood on one foot, grimacing as he popped the Mastix thongs. All six men scrambled away on their hands and knees.

			Sam jumped from the street to the top of the car, her cape billowing as if she were flying. With a thud, she landed, then grabbed Mom’s wrist and punched Mephisto in the stomach. He flew into a series of backwards somersaults and disappeared behind the car.

			I rose to my feet. Only nine or ten hypnotized people remained, staring at us as if not knowing what to do. At the parking lot, barely visible in the twilight, the others searched around the cars. Damocles limped heavily to a middle-aged balding man and held his phone close to the man’s ear. A high-pitched squeal emanated from the phone. When Damocles turned it off, he said, “Go home. You’re free.”

			The man nodded and walked toward the city. As Damocles repeated the process with a young woman, Sam and Mom climbed off the car and joined me. “It’s working,” Mom said, nodding toward Damocles as he applied the cure to a third person, “but it’s too slow, and Damocles is hurt.”

			“Right,” I said. “The zombies will give up soon and come back. We have to clear out of here.”

			Sam scanned the street behind the car, now nearly dark. “Where’s Turnip Head?”

			In a flurry of wings, Gilbert landed, stumbling toward us. Mom caught him and helped him balance.

			He gasped for breath. “Oh, my! It’s terrible! Traumatic! Terrifying!”

			“What, Gilbert?” Mom asked.

			“I will tell you on the way.” He pointed toward the patrol car. “We must hurry.”

			Gilbert, Mom, and Sam ran to the car while I helped Damocles, supporting him as he limped at my side. “What is it?” I asked. “Your leg? Ankle?”

			“Knee. Maybe tore a ligament. But don’t worry about me. Go help the others. I’ll be there by the time you’re ready to go.”

			“Okay. If you’re sure.” I ran to the car. When I arrived, I found Sam standing on the hood, looking toward the parking-lot crowd. “What’s going on?” I asked.

			“A guy was here. Maybe trying to steal our stuff. I scared him off before he could take anything.”

			“Good work.” When she jumped down, we tossed everything into the trunk and crowded into the car again, this time with Gilbert, Sam, and me in the back and Mom in the front. Seconds later, Damocles arrived and started the engine while the zombies began streaming onto the street. He stomped down the gas pedal. With a squeal of tires, he dodged the zombies and careened around the car Mephisto had used as a stage.

			Once we were well beyond the trouble, Gilbert spoke up. “I found Milligan. He’s at the building that controls the emergency warning system.”

			“I know where it is,” Damocles said. “I’ll head that way.”

			“You mean the system that blares a siren for tornado and earthquake warnings?” I asked. “At the new building with the tower on the roof?”

			Gilbert nodded. “The very same. It seems that several days ago one of Mephisto’s many minions reprogrammed the siren to use the frequency that triggers the hypnosis. You see, not everyone has a phone or the app that creates the sound. Now that practically everyone in Nirvana has been exposed to the gas in one way or another, Mephisto wants to send the signal to the entire city at once, then follow it up by using the system’s citywide speaker network to give commands.”

			“How did you learn all this?” Mom asked, turning in her seat to face us.

			“While I was flying, I noticed a man pushing a wheelbarrow filled with money bags as he exited a bank. I landed and asked him why he had the money. He laughed at my wings and called me names that were derogatory, defaming, and disgusting, but I held my ground and insisted on an answer.

			“He said that the bank employees were hypnotized and commanded to turn the money over to him. I tried to break the man’s hypnosis with the opposite sound, but it had no effect. It seems that he is not hypnotized and is merely corrupt and motivated by greed. In any case, I secretly followed him and listened to him talking to his comrade about Mephisto’s plan. He also mentioned that Milligan is again hypnotized and is involved in the scheme.”

			I clenched a fist. “The next broadcast will probably tell every bank in town to bring all their money to Mephisto. He won’t have to lift a finger.”

			“Indeed. And I decided it best to return instead of trying to intervene myself. The thought of confronting those criminals made me feel rather cowardly.”

			“You’re no coward,” Mom said. “You did the right thing. Those criminals are probably heavily armed.”

			“Right,” Sam added. “You’re not a chicken. Your wings make you look more like an excellent … um … enchanting eagle.”

			Gilbert smiled. “Thank you, my dear. I appreciate the affectionate alliteration. In any case, during my flying journey, I decided to land on the roof and examine the tower. The transmitter’s modulation can be altered manually by someone on the roof who has access to the amplifier at the base of the tower. If Mephisto sends the hypnotizing signal, I could alter it to our opposite sound if I am physically present at the amplifier.”

			“So you need to fly back to the roof,” Mom said.

			“Since it is twenty-five floors up, I prefer the elevator, but if I must fly, I will.”

			Damocles drove onto a main thoroughfare and accelerated. “I know that building and its system quite well. They call it SQUAWK—Super Quick Universal Alert Warning Kangaroo.”

			“Kangaroo?” I said. “What’s that got to do with a warning system?”

			“It was the only word they could come up with that starts with a K that makes any sense at all. Supposedly, if the alarm sounds, people will jump into action.”

			I winced. “That’s awful. They need a new marketing manager.”

			“True. They thought about using System as the final word, but then it would be SQUAWS, and some people thought it might be offensive to certain ethnic groups. Anyway, every law enforcement agency in the region was invited to tour the facility. Like Gilbert said, the broadcast tower is on the roof of a twenty-five story building. It became the tallest in Nirvana after the Stellar collapsed. Mephisto is sure to have guards to prevent us from entering at ground level, so we need Gilbert to fly to the roof to sabotage the tower.”

			“That is a valid option,” Gilbert said. “But wouldn’t it be better to let Mephisto think he succeeded? He can send his signal, and I will change it to ours. He will not be the wiser.”

			“How will you know when he’s ready to send the signal?” Damocles asked. “If he had the ability, he would’ve sent it by now.”

			Mom nodded. “Right. The controls must have a security wall. He’s probably trying to hack into it.”

			I touched my chest. “Then I should help him. I’m pretty good at hacking things.”

			“The best,” Sam said. “Like in your crossword game to get to higher levels.”

			My ears warmed. “That was harmless. And really easy. The city’s warning system’s bound to be harder.”

			Mom frowned. “I don’t like the idea. You’d be walking right into the lion’s den. It’s better to let Gilbert fly to the roof and have him wait there for the signal. I’m sure Mephisto will get it done, even if he has to threaten the operators to give him access. It’s only a matter of time.”

			I leaned forward and clutched the back of the front seat. “Wouldn’t it be better to just stop Mephisto and send the signal ourselves when Gilbert’s ready to change it to the opposite sound? I mean, if we have to wait for Mephisto to hack the system, there’s no telling what he’ll do in the meantime. It’s better to strike, strike hard, and capture him.”

			“Do you have a plan?” Mom asked.

			I settled back. “Well … I’m still working on it.”

			Sam raised a hand. “I’m the strongest, so I could use Gilbert’s wings to fly to the roof, then go down in an elevator, fight any guards I find, and catch Turnip Head.” She looked at me. “But I won’t go without Eddie. We’re a team.”

			“I have a surprisingly simple solution,” Gilbert said. “Eddie can use my robot-powered wings, and we’ll fetch my set of normal wings for you since you’re strong enough to fly that high with them. Then the first thing you and Eddie will do is to go to the lobby, overpower whatever guards you encounter, and let us in. Then we’ll all be inside to do whatever we wish, whether we capture Mephisto and prevent the signal or alter the signal to the opposite sound. In either case, I much prefer to avoid flying to the roof again. I became quite ill during my previous flight.”

			Sam grinned. “Coolio. I can hardly wait.”

			Mom pointed toward the road in front. “Damocles, take the next right. Our apartment is close by. We’ll get the other set of wings and whatever else we need, then go to the SQUAWK building.”

			While at our apartment, I filled my gun with six razor disks and slid it behind my pants waistband in the back. I put on an extra undershirt to battle the cold air as well as a different outer shirt, one with a long tail that covered the gun. After collecting the wings, a few snack bars, and a bottle of water for each of us, we drove toward the SQUAWK, eating and drinking along the way. Soon, we parked in a dark alley within a block of the building.

			When we got out of the car, Mom, Sam, and I pulled the wings from the trunk while Damocles hopped on one foot and leaned against the rear door.

			“Knee’s not any better?” I asked as I closed the trunk.

			He shook his head. “Worse. I don’t know how Ronnie stayed so healthy. Probably his military training. I need to get into better shape.”

			Sam put the normal wings on while I took the robot-powered wings. As I fastened the harness straps, Gilbert gave me a quick tutorial on how to operate the wing mechanics, including the usual alliterations, such as acceleration, angle allowance, and altitude ascension and potential propulsion problems.

			Damocles took off the gadgets belt, slid it around my waist, and buckled it in place. Then, as if in a ceremony, he extended Mastix toward me, the handle and thongs lying over both palms. “It is better in your possession than mine, Eddie. I don’t even know how to use it.”

			I waved a hand. “It’s yours. You’ll learn, I’m sure.”

			“But I’m crippled, and that’s not the only problem. Everyone here is either immune to the gas or has already conquered it. I’m still vulnerable. It must be in the air around us, even if highly diluted. We can’t take the risk that Mephisto will hit me with the sound and command me to turn on you.”

			“What will you do while we’re gone?” I asked.

			“I’ll wait in the car and be your driver. We might need a fast getaway.”

			“But what if they send the signal citywide? You’ll hear it.”

			“I’ll drive away before he can give a command. But I’m confident you won’t let that happen.” He nodded at Mastix. “Take it. Please. I can’t use it, at least not now.”

			“All right. Thank you.” I picked it up and attached it to the belt. “When this is all over, I’ll teach you how to use it, that is, if it recognizes you as a hero, which I’m sure it will.”

			Damocles nodded. “I’ll look forward to that.”

			I reached for the razor gun, now wedged between the belt and my back, pulled it out, and gave it to Mom. “You might need a weapon. I have Mastix.” I winked at Sam. “And my sister.”

			“Good idea.” Mom took the gun and slid it into her pants pocket. “Okay. Let’s go over the plan. Eddie and Sam will fly to the roof and enter from up there. They’ll call on the radio to let Gilbert and me know they’re in. Then they’ll go to the bottom floor and see how many are standing guard. If there are too many to overpower, they’ll try to cause a distraction that’ll give Gilbert and me time to sneak inside. Then we’ll go to the roof. I’ll help him get set up there, then I’ll look for Eddie and Sam. Plan A is to take over the controlling mechanism and send only our opposite sound. Plan B is to alter Mephisto’s signal to ours.”

			I nodded. “But knowing Mephisto, it won’t be easy. My guess is he’ll have innocent hostages somewhere, and he’ll threaten them if we get close to stopping him.”

			“Yeah,” Sam said. “Eddie’s got Turnip Head all figured out. He’s amazing. Eddie, I mean. Not Turnip Head.”

			Mom compressed my shoulder. “We’ll deal with hostages when we have to. For now, it’s up to you and Sam to get us inside. We have to sabotage the transmission to save everyone in the city or else change the signal to set them free.”

			I firmed my lips. “You can count on us.”

			For a moment, it looked like she was going to hug and kiss us, but she just turned away, saying, “We’ll see you inside.”

			Gilbert held his radio and pressed a button. My radio emitted a soft beep, then quieted. “When I am ready at the transmitter,” he said, “that will be my signal. Let’s hope, however, that you are successful with plan A. I have done this to a transmitter only once before, and it might take some time to figure out what alterations, adjustments, and additions I must make.”

			“I understand. But I’m sure you can—”

			“Especially if this roof transmitter has a lock on it. I forgot to look for one earlier. I might be unable to unlock an unfamiliar device.”

			“It probably doesn’t have a lock. I mean, way up there—”

			“And it will be dark,” Gilbert said, stroking his chin. “Eyeing elaborate electronics will be difficult.”

			“Mom has a flashlight. She’ll—”

			“And my fear of heights might make me throw up. Voluminous vomit is very—”

			“Gilbert,” I said, raising my voice. “It’ll be fine. Stop worrying.”

			“Oh, I’m not worried. I am merely preparing for predictable problems. I agree that they can all be overcome.”

			“Good.” I rotated one of two dials attached to the harness’s front strap. The wings on my back flapped slowly, already lifting my body. “Ready?” I asked Sam.

			“Just a second.” She tossed a piece of bubble gum into her mouth and began chewing. “I’m gonna make a balloon bubble to help me float higher.”

			“That won’t work. It’s your own breath that blows the bubble, not helium.”

			“It worked for Princess Queenie when she broke a wing.”

			“But that’s a TV show. She’s not—” I almost said not real, but that would start a huge argument we didn’t have time for. “All right. Whatever. Let’s just go.”

			Sam flapped her wings with her strapped-in arms. “Last one to the roof is a gas bag.” She shot into the air.

			I turned the strap’s speed dial, adjusted the angle, and flew beneath her. Within seconds, I caught up, then passed her, zooming beyond the tenth floor, then the fifteenth and twentieth. I looked down. Sam lagged back, though she flew steadily, her expression determined.

			When I landed on the roof, I stood at its edge. Below, Sam beat her wings, huffing and puffing into a gum bubble as she rose. The moment she came within reach, I grabbed the front of her shirt, hoisted her the rest of the way, and helped her settle on the roof’s pebbly surface.

			With gum sticking to her lips, she gasped for breath. “I guess … I’m … the gas bag.” She inhaled through her nose and let the air out through her mouth, then looked at me, smiling. “Did you find a way in?”

			“Not yet. I was waiting for you.” I ran a hand through her wind-tossed hair. “We’re a team. Remember?”

			“Yep.” With one hand she peeled the gum from her lips while she pointed with the other. “There’s a door.”

			A gray building no bigger than a tool shed sat near the center of the roof. Its single door stood closed, and a keypad hung on the wall next to it. “Let’s hope it’s not locked. We don’t know any codes.”

			“Why would they lock a door up here?” Sam asked as she took off her wings, again chewing her gum. “You either have to fly or parachute to get here from outside.”

			I took off my own wings and set them on top of hers. The metal in the robotic arms weighed enough to keep them from blowing away. “Let’s check it out.”

			We hustled to the little building. I turned the knob, but the door wouldn’t open.

			“Look,” Sam said, pointing again. “It has one of those card slider thingies.”

			“Yeah, but we don’t have a … Wait. We do have a card.” I withdrew the second card, the pale blue one Mephisto had put in the locker to give us the second set of instructions. “Since it wasn’t a locker card, it had to come from somewhere else. It’s a long shot, but maybe it’ll work here.”

			I slid the card through the reader. The lock clicked. I grabbed the knob again and opened the door an inch. “It worked!”

			Sam half closed an eye. “I thought you said Turnip Head’s smart. Giving us a card to get into this building is pretty stupid.”

			I held the door partially open with my foot. “He’s been planning this step for a while. He probably hypnotized a security guard to get as many access cards as he needed. He had no clue that we would end up on the roof.”

			“Maybe.” She blew a bubble and snapped it with her teeth. “Unless it’s a trap.”

			Her words thudded in my stomach, like I had swallowed a brick. “Yeah. Good thought. This is his plan B in case his search for the treasure failed. He wants us to walk straight into his trap. And putting the card through the reader might have alerted someone that we’re here.”

			“So do we? Walk straight into his trap, I mean.”

			“Since we know it’s a trap, we’ll be able to avoid it. Besides, with Mom and Gilbert waiting for us, we don’t have much choice. And we’d better hurry. Someone might already be on the way up.” I snapped the radio from my belt, held it close to my mouth, and pressed the button. “We’re in. No time to talk. More later. Go silent until I call again. Except if Gilbert changes the signal. Then just send the beep.” I refastened the radio, covered it with the shirt tail, and opened the door fully. An elevator stood in front of us with a downward stairway to its left. A light illuminated a 22 in a row of numbers across the top. It turned off, then 23 lit up. The last number in the row was 25, probably the roof level. Someone was coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			I Hate Getting Shot At.

			I closed the door behind us and whispered, “The stairs. Quick and quiet.”

			With fluorescent lights above illuminating our path, we hurried down, padding as silently as we could. After every dozen or so stairs, we reached a landing and switched back in the opposite direction. At each landing, a door held a sign, indicating the floor level. When we reached the second floor’s landing, I raised a fist, signaling a halt.

			We stopped and leaned against a wall. “Okay,” I whispered between heavy breaths, “the transmission tower must have a control room, but we don’t know which floor it’s on. Most likely it’s as close to the roof as possible. So after we cause a distraction to let Mom and Gilbert in, we have to go back up.”

			Sam frowned. “Up the stairs? Eddie, my legs feel better but not that much better.”

			“No. The elevator. Usually there’s a bank of several elevators, and only one of them goes to the roof. So that’ll be the car we want. It’ll also go to the control room floor.” I took a final deep breath and exhaled. “I’m ready. You?”

			She nodded, though her furrowed brow told me she wasn’t real sure.

			We walked down the final flight to a door labeled Lobby. I opened it a crack and peered out into a huge room with a marble floor. Tall windows served as the exterior wall, providing a view of a patio outside, partially lit by a couple of street lamps. Somewhere out there, Mom and Gilbert lurked, hidden in the shadows.

			To my right, about twenty paces away, a revolving door with a standard glass-panel door on each side served as the building’s main entrances, but I couldn’t see much else.

			I pushed my head farther through the gap, allowing for a better view. A security guard desk sat across the lobby from the doors. Three men in business suits stood in front of the desk, watching the entrance with their hands folded in front. They likely had guns hidden under their jackets.

			I looked to the left. Four elevators stood just a few steps away from our door. The closest elevator was probably the one we wanted.

			After drawing back and closing the door, I whispered to Sam, “Three guards. Too many to take on, so we’ll go for the distraction. We’ll just quietly step out and call the elevator. When it opens, the guards will hear it chime and come running. At least we hope. That’ll be Mom and Gilbert’s chance to get inside. The key is to get all three distracted.”

			“They’ll all come,” Sam said. “You’ll see.”

			“If you say so.” I touched the radio on my belt. “I wish Mom and Gilbert could hear what’s going on, but I can’t hold the button down while we’re doing this.”

			“No worries.” Sam took the gum from her mouth, pressed the radio button, and spread the gum over and around the button. “There. It’s holding.”

			“Great thinking.”

			She tossed a new piece of gum into her mouth. “Thanks.”

			I leaned toward the radio. “Mom and Gilbert, get ready. The distraction’s coming.” I opened the door and stepped into the lobby. When Sam followed, I closed the door quietly. We tiptoed toward the elevator, constantly glancing back at the guards. They continued staring at the entrance. So far, so good.

			We halted in front of the closest elevator. Just as I extended a finger to push the call button, the elevator chimed.

			I drew back. I hadn’t pushed the button yet!

			A guard shouted, “Stop right where you are!” He drew a handgun and sprinted toward us while the other two guards stayed behind.

			Sam yelled, “Bet ya can’t catch me!” She zoomed into the stairwell.

			Just as I spun to follow her, the elevator door opened, revealing Milligan standing inside. The guard fired. A bullet zinged over my head. Milligan grabbed me and jerked me into the car, holding my wrist tightly. “Got him,” Milligan said to the guard as he arrived.

			The guard called to the others. “Everyone up the stairs. No telling which floor she’ll go to.”

			I leaned out, held in place by Milligan. The guards sprinted to the stairwell. All three rushed in and tromped up the steps. Holding the door-open button, Milligan leaned out with me. “Where’d your sister go?”

			“I don’t know. She didn’t—”

			Another chime sounded. Sam walked out of the next elevator in a casual stroll, blowing a bubble. She stopped in front of our car and snapped the bubble with her teeth. “What’s up?”

			Footsteps pounded down the stairwell. Milligan pulled us both in and punched an upper floor button again and again, growling, “C’mon! C’mon!”

			The door closed. Milligan exhaled, then looked at us as the car glided slowly upward. “Glad you made it. They were expecting you, you know.”

			I glanced at the radio’s talk button. It still appeared to be pressed by the gum. Mom and Gilbert were probably inside the building and safely hidden by now. “We guessed that guards would be ready for us, but whose side are you on?”

			“Yours, of course. I just saved your lives, didn’t I?”

			“Yeah, but that doesn’t prove anything. We heard Mephisto captured you. How do we know you’re not hypnotized?”

			“He gassed me, but it didn’t work. I think when you two snapped me out of it last time, it made me immune. So I faked it, like we planned. I guess you could say I’m working undercover.” He shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, I can let you off at any floor you want, and you can face those goons yourselves. No skin off my nose.”

			“I trust him, Eddie,” Sam said. “We kinda have to, don’t we?”

			I kept my stare on Milligan, furrowing my brow. His eyes sparkled with clarity, not glassy at all. “I guess so. For a while.”

			Milligan punched the button for the 24th floor, though the numeral was already lit. “I’m taking you to the warning system control room. Mephisto’s there trying to get past the system security. Having some trouble, though. I was just going down to get him a cup of coffee.”

			“The twenty-fourth floor?” I asked, for Mom’s sake, hoping she was listening.

			“Yeah. Closest floor to the roof.”

			“How about if I help him? I want to get control of the system, but for a different reason.”

			“What reason?”

			“I’ll keep that to myself for now. Just tell Mephisto that I can help.”

			“Got it. But let’s pretend Sam’s hypnotized. I have an idea I’m working on.”

			“Do you have the gas?” I asked. “I mean, how’s anyone going to believe you can hypnotize her without it?”

			“I have something better.” He nudged a briefcase next to his foot. “I found your paintball rifle in my motorcycle’s saddlebag. Remember the flower heads I chopped off? I squeezed the liquid out of them and made a paintball filled with the stuff. It’s loaded in the rifle right now—undiluted hypno-juice ready to fire.”

			“Good weapon,” I said, “but you didn’t use it on Sam.”

			“No worries. Plenty of people got hypnotized just walking around town. The air is thick with the stuff.”

			“Lots of flats-chew-lents,” Sam said. Then she whispered, “I’m not allowed to say farts.”

			Milligan chuckled. “Exactly. So it’ll be believable.” He gestured toward my belt. “But cover your gadgets better, Eddie. They’re sticking out.”

			“Yeah. You’re right.” I stealthily peeled the gum off the radio button. If Mom was listening, she had a good idea of what was going on. I fanned out my shirt, covering Mastix and the radio, but they still bulged.

			Sam unfastened her cape from her neck and tied it around my waist. It draped over the protrusions, and the bulk from the cape made it all look natural. She also took the gum from my fingers and popped it into her mouth with the rest of her wad. I cringed, but it wasn’t worth mentioning how unsanitary she was being. She wouldn’t care.

			When the elevator opened, Milligan picked up the briefcase and led us into a huge room. An enormous flat-screen monitor hung on the far wall, displaying at least fifty scenes in tiled squares, probably various views of important security points in Nirvana. On the floor under the monitor, a long table lined the wall. Several computer monitors sat atop the table, most of them with dark screens. A man, probably Mephisto, sat in a wheeled desk chair with his back toward us.

			As we walked toward him, Sam let out a short gasp and pointed toward the wall to our right. Two women sat against it, their wrists and ankles tied. Black cloth bags covered their heads. Wearing polo shirts with SQUAWK embroidered on the front as well as name tags too small to read from where I stood, they were probably warning-system employees, maybe the control system operators.

			Sam whispered, “One of the name tags says Anna Anne Andrews.”

			I tried to focus on the tags. With such an unusual name, Anna had to be the woman who invented the anagram level for the crossword puzzle app. She was probably some kind of techno-wizard the city hired to help design this warning system.

			“Mephisto,” Milligan said as we drew close. “I’m back, and I got a surprise for you.”

			Mephisto spun the chair and gave us his familiar evil stare. “Eddie and Samantha Hertz. We meet again.”

			Milligan set the briefcase on the floor. “Sorry I couldn’t get your coffee. I had to nab these two.”

			“Good work.” Mephisto rose and crossed his arms over his fancy suit jacket and tie. “A guard called and told me that you corralled one of them.”

			“The other was easy,” Milligan said. “She never strays from her brother for long. And I knew you could use Eddie’s, shall we say, unique talents, so I brought him up. I didn’t want your idiot guards to keep shooting at him.”

			“Merely warning shots, I assure you. You did well to bring them to me.”

			“Thought so.” Milligan set a hand on Sam’s head. “This one’s hypnotized. You know, from all the gas in the air. I gave them both the signal. She went robotic right away, but not Eddie. He’s a tough nut to crack.”

			“Not a problem. He’ll cooperate. He’s seen the hostages, and I prefer that he stays as clear-headed as possible.” Mephisto sat in the chair again, spun toward the table, and typed on a keyboard. “Eddie, come closer. I want to show you what we’re up against.”

			I advanced a step, and Sam did the same. The camera views on the wall-mounted monitor disappeared, replaced by a diagram of a building with a tower on its roof. A flashing red circle appeared at the base of the tower.

			“Look there,” Mephisto said, pointing at the big monitor. “That circle represents the signal I sent to the tower.” The circle icon traveled up the tower to a siren symbol at the top. “Although the signal arrives, the siren fails to make a sound because it requires a security clearance, and the system asks for a password to proceed. At that point, I entered the proper password.” He nodded toward the hostages. “My guests were so kind to provide the password when I showed them my gun. After I had partial access, one of them constantly criticized my hacking attempts, so I decided to cover their heads.”

			I fumed. Once again Mephisto proved himself to be a coward, threatening to kill defenseless people. And once again I knew that I had to stop this monster, no matter what.

			“In any case,” Mephisto continued, “the computer always accepts the password, but then it asks challenge questions. They’re all quite easy, like crossword-puzzle clues. For example, what is a four-letter word for where leaves grow, such as an oak?”

			“Tree,” Sam said, her face blank, though her jaw moved slightly as she continued chewing her gum.

			“Exactly, but when I typed that in, it gave me a clue for a different word, like a five-letter word for green blades in a lawn. Of course, the answer is grass, but then it gave me another clue and another. When I finally entered the fifth answer, it kicked me out and I had to start over. I have endured the infuriating cycle several times. The only pattern is that the first word has three letters, the second has four, and the third, fourth, and fifth have five.”

			I squinted at the screen. The flashing circle stayed just below the siren as if waiting for a signal to continue. Of course the right answers to the questions couldn’t be so blatantly obvious, but how could anyone guess what the answers should be?

			“Eddie,” Mephisto said, now looking at me, “I see that you’re already using your gifted brain to work on this puzzle, but don’t keep your thoughts to yourself. As I’m sure you’re aware by now, my own brainpower is considerable. We can solve this together.”

			Sam rolled her eyes but said nothing. She knew that Mephisto had acted this way before—switching from cruelty to self-serving kindness in the blink of an eye.

			I nodded toward the employees. “Why should I help someone who’s holding these people hostage?”

			Mephisto gave me a scornful smile. “You’re asking the wrong question. You should be asking why you wouldn’t help two innocent people who are about to die.” He looked me in the eye. “I was going to kill them for not providing the answers to the questions, but now that you’re here, they have another chance.”

			I scowled. “You have the brainpower of a cabbage. If you kill them, you wouldn’t have anyone left to threaten. No more leverage. Then who would do the dirty work you’re not smart enough to figure out?”

			“That’s not true, Eddie. I have all the leverage I need.” From an inner jacket pocket, he withdrew a black cylinder the size of a thick pen, a red button on one end. “This is a remote detonator. During all the commotion at the street blockade, one of my helpers installed a bomb in the police car Damocles was driving. They tell me he is sitting in the car at this moment because of some sort of injury. If I press this button, the bomb will go off.” He made a sound like an explosion. “Damocles’s ashes will rain down on our fair city.”

			I tried not to react, but my ears had probably turned bright red. That man Sam saw at the car when we hurried away from the street blockade must’ve been the one who planted the bomb.

			Mephisto set his thumb on the button. “Now what do you say about my leverage?”

			I swallowed hard and glanced at Sam. She kept her blank stare intact, but her biceps flexed tightly. She was ready to do whatever I said. She might be able to snatch the detonator away with a lightning-quick grab, but it would be super risky. I couldn’t take the chance. “All right,” I said, sighing. “I’ll help you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Word Puzzles Are Fun

			Except When Someone Dies if I Lose.

			“I thought so.” Mephisto lowered the detonator but kept his thumb on the button.

			“What do you want me to do?” Sam asked, her tone mechanical.

			Mephisto tilted his head. “That’s interesting. I have not heard a hypnosis victim actually asking for a command.”

			“No surprise,” Milligan said. “Samantha adores her brother. She wants to do whatever he does.”

			“We’d better think of something to keep her busy. With her super strength, I prefer that she stays where she can’t help Eddie.”

			Milligan nodded toward the hostages. “The last time I checked on our guests, one of the women said she had to use the ladies’ room. Samantha could take her without letting her escape. She begged to go quite a while back, and we don’t want her stinking up the place.”

			I forced myself not to smile. Milligan had just proven that he really was on our side. But could Sam figure out how to use this deception to our advantage? She had been clever so many times. She could probably pull off something helpful.

			“Good idea.” Mephisto slid the detonator under his jacket, revealing a gun in a shoulder holster. “Send her out with the woman. Samantha’s strong enough to prevent an escape. Anything to keep her occupied.”

			Milligan took Sam’s hand and walked with her to one of the women leaning against the wall. Crouching, he untied her ankles, then looked at Sam and spoke loudly enough for Mephisto to hear. “Lead this woman to the restroom in the hall and help her use it. I’ll show you where it is. Then bring her back here. Whatever you do, don’t let her get away. Do you understand?”

			“I understand,” she said, again using a mechanical monotone. “I will do what you say.”

			“Good girl.” Milligan helped the woman get up, and the two walked through a doorway at the side of the room. A moment later, Milligan re-entered. “That should keep her busy for a while.”

			“Excellent.” Mephisto typed on a keyboard. “I’m sending the signal.” Two seconds later, the big monitor on the wall cleared, and a message popped up that covered most of the screen—What is a three letter word for a domesticated feline?

			He set his fingers over the keys again and looked at me. “At this point, I normally just typed the answer. This time, it’s cat.”

			“Wait,” I said.

			Mephisto lowered his hands. “Is there a better answer?”

			“No, I’m just wondering. What happens if you type something you know is wrong?”

			He furrowed his brow. “There are a billion wrong answers. How could I know which wrong one to type?”

			“I just want to see what happens. Try anything.”

			“Very well.” He used his index finger to punch in one letter at a time—abc. Then he hit the Enter key.

			The computer responded with a buzzing sound, and Sequence Terminated appeared on the screen. “That,” he said, pointing, “is what happened every time I put in the fifth answer.”

			“That means you’ve been putting in the right answers for the first four. It’s just the fifth one that’s wrong.”

			“No. The fifth one is correct. It’s always just as easy as the other four. Watch.” He started the process over.

			The screen displayed - What is a three letter word for an automobile?

			As Mephisto typed car, the letters showed up on the screen next to the question. When he hit Enter, the word moved to the top, center portion of the screen. Then the second challenge appeared under it.

			What is a four letter word for something that costs nothing?

			He typed free. Again, the word moved toward the top and center, positioning itself under car.

			The third challenge appeared - What is a five letter word that means to pass out from dizziness?

			He typed faint. That word joined the other two at the bottom of the vertical list.

			The fourth challenge popped up under the three words - What is a five letter word for a small rodent that squeaks?

			He typed mouse.

			Now the list held four words—car, free, faint, and mouse.

			The fifth challenge appeared - Five letters. A word that means Sofa. Rhymes with slouch.

			Mephisto pointed at the screen. “The fifth is always the same, and I usually type couch, but I’ve tried other words, including some that are more than five letters. Nothing works. It merely buzzes and gives me that error message, and I have to start over.”

			“Let me think.” I studied the list, situated near the center of the screen though aligned along a left margin, clearly showing the progression of length. Why would the words get longer twice, then stay the same? That had to be a clue.

			As I continued staring, Sam walked back into the room, leading the woman toward the wall where she had been before, the bag still over her head. Once she helped the woman sit, she returned to my side and looked on quietly.

			I glanced at the woman. Neither Mephisto nor Milligan mentioned retying her ankles, though her wrists were still bound, her hands in her lap. And Mephisto didn’t seem to care that Sam was nearby. He was probably too engrossed in the puzzle.

			Again I studied the words and the fifth challenge. Then, a new revelation came to mind, and I spoke the thought out loud. “The other four were questions. This one isn’t. It’s a statement.”

			Mephisto nodded. “I noticed that, but I couldn’t figure out what difference it made.”

			“The response needs five letters,” I said, “but it doesn’t say that those five letters make a word that means sofa. The two prompts are separated.”

			“I can see that now, but, again, what difference does it make? We still don’t know the answer..”

			I pointed. “Look how the words are stacked. The e in free sticks out farther to the right than the r in car. And the t in faint sticks out farther than the e in free.”

			“Okay,” Mephisto said. “So maybe e and t are in the answer. What else?”

			“Those two tell us that it wants the last letters in the words. So add the r in Car.”

			“Good. Ret could start a real word. Then the e in mouse I suppose?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Now we have rete.”

			“Let’s see. Retest has six letters, and retention is far too long. Do you have any ideas?”

			“We could add an h, the last letter in Couch.”

			Mephisto typed in reteh but didn’t yet hit the Enter key. He grabbed a thick book on the table, opened it, and flipped through the pages. When he stopped, he ran a finger along a page. “This dictionary has no word that starts with reteh and no five-letter word that starts with rete.” He closed the book with a loud thud and glared at me. “I think you’ve led me down a dead-end path. Maybe intentionally. Are you stalling for some reason?”

			“No. I want to solve it. Let me think some more.” I stared at the odd word. Since Anna Anne was one of the employees, could she have created this challenge? Could it be an anagram? I mentally rearranged the letters and came up with two real words—there and three. Either could be correct. But what would happen if Mephisto typed the wrong word? The system might detect that someone had figured out that an anagram was needed but had guessed the wrong option, meaning the person was a hacker. Then it might lock us out completely, and the signal wouldn’t broadcast. We would be stuck.

			“I … I don’t know what the right answer is.”

			“Do you need more incentive?” He withdrew the detonator again. “I can provide another countdown.”

			Milligan opened his suit jacket, revealing his own gun in a shoulder holster, maybe letting me know that he had us covered in case we decided to run. “He’ll figure it out. Right, Eddie?”

			My throat tightened, pinching my voice. “Um … sure. Give me another minute.”

			“Wait.” Mephisto narrowed his eyes at Milligan. “I saw that. Why did you flash your gun?”

			“Just joining you in leaning on the kid. Like I said, he’s a tough nut to crack.”

			“Is that so?” Mephisto eyed Milligan, then me, then Milligan again. “Check with the guards downstairs. I want to know if they’ve seen anything unusual, anything that might be giving Eddie a reason to stall.”

			“You bet. On my way.” Milligan glanced at me, his expression anxious, like he was telling me that I was on my own now. He didn’t have much of a choice. He had to continue pretending to be hypnotized and obedient. And maybe he decided that Sam would be enough of a weapon to protect us both even without him around.

			When he left, I again stared at the word. Logically, the only people who should be able to answer it were authorized employees. Although my solution wasn’t super easy, it wasn’t all that difficult either. The system seemed to allow as many chances to solve it as a potential hacker wanted, and the anagram solution could occur to any hacker with half a brain. Still, a siren warning system wasn’t critical, not like systems at nuclear power plants or missile defense outposts. All a person could do with this one was send a noise across the city. Maybe it didn’t need to be all that secure. Still, both unscrambled words seemed way too easy. They couldn’t be the right answer.

			As I studied the anagram one more time, a third word came to mind—ether. Maybe that was it. Knowing how difficult Anna’s puzzles were, she would choose the most unusual option. I could tell Mephisto my theory. At least that might buy us more time. But if it worked, the signal would go out and hypnotize all of Nirvana. And since a beep hadn’t sounded yet, Gilbert wasn’t ready to alter the signal.

			“My patience is running out, Eddie.” Mephisto set his thumb on the detonator button. “Give me an answer right now.”

			“It’s an anagram,” I said in a rush. “You know. A scrambled word.”

			Mephisto looked at the screen for several seconds. “I see three and there. But which one?”

			I shrugged. “You can’t expect me to know that.”

			“Why not? You pulled the anagram idea out of thin air like a wild guess, but if it’s right, then you probably knew it all along, which means you probably also know the correct solution, and you’ve been stalling.” With his thumb still on the detonator button, he typed three with one hand. “If this guess is wrong, your hero dies.” His finger moved toward the Enter key.

			I held up a hand. “No. Wait.”

			He smirked. “I thought that ultimatum would work. What’s the real answer?”

			“First, I’m not sure of the answer. Second, threatening Damocles isn’t helping me think. Third, I thought of another word. Ether. It’s the most unusual option, so it might be right.”

			“Actually, I think threatening Damocles is working quite well.” Keeping his thumb on the detonator, Mephisto used an index finger to backspace. Then he typed ether. With a dramatic pause over the Enter key, he looked at me with those beady, mocking eyes. “Here goes.”

			He pressed the key.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Mind-controlled Zombies are not Your Friends

			The screen cleared, then displayed a new message—Correct answer. Warning signal initiated. A high-pitched squeal penetrated the room, coming from outside.

			I gulped. Sam gasped. I imagined sound waves rolling out from the building, like ripples after a stone splashed in a pool. The sound crashed into every office building and home throughout the city, penetrating thousands upon thousands of ears and numbing the minds of every citizen in Nirvana.

			“Perfect.” Mephisto pressed the detonator button and smiled. “No more Damocles.”

			Sam whispered, “I heard an explosion. Somewhere outside.” My stomach seemed to flip. I couldn’t say a word.

			Mephisto tossed the detonator to the side, then stepped back as he drew his gun. “Now I no longer need you or my hostages.”

			Just as I flexed to lunge at him, something zinged in and sliced across his forehead, drawing a spurt of blood that flowed over his eyes. Another zing sounded, and a razor disk embedded in his nose. Blinded by blood, he staggered backwards.

			Mom charged toward us, the razor gun in hand. Rope fragments and the cloth bag lay on the floor next to the remaining hostage. Mephisto crawled under the table and fired at Mom, striking her leg. Her knee buckled, and she dropped to her bottom, grimacing.

			Sam bolted to Mephisto and grabbed the gun. As they wrestled, the gun’s barrel pointed at him, then at Sam, then at him again, but I couldn’t tell whose finger had control of the trigger.

			I grabbed Milligan’s briefcase, snapped it open, and withdrew the paintball rifle. I aimed it at Mephisto and fired. The ball shot out and smacked him in the face, exploding on impact. Clear liquid splattered over his eyes, nose, and cheeks. As he shouted in pain, Sam jerked away his gun, scrambled out from under the table, and ran to Mom. She slid to a stop on her knees, set the gun on the floor, and began rolling up Mom’s pant leg.

			With the hypnosis signal still going strong, the timing was perfect. “Mephisto,” I called, “take us to whatever microphone you were going to use to give commands to the people.”

			“Yes, Eddie.” He crawled out, rose to his feet, and walked stiffly toward the elevator, bluestar liquid and blood dripping to the floor and leaving a trail. “Follow me.”

			“Wait at the elevator. We’ll be with you in a minute.” I hurried to Mom and knelt next to her. “How bad is it?”

			“Just a graze. Barely bleeding at all. Hurts like crazy, though.” She raised her arms, both guns in hand. “Help me.”

			Sam and I jumped up, grabbed Mom’s wrists, and lifted her to her feet. After testing her leg, she nodded. “I’ll be all right.”

			I clenched my fists and shouted, “I can’t believe Damocles is dead! That monster killed him.”

			Mom let out a shushing sound. “We don’t know that. Maybe he got out of the car before it went off. We all need to stay calm and deal with what’s in front of us. Just take a deep breath and focus.”

			“Okay. Okay.” I inhaled deeply and let the air out slowly, imagining Damocles lunging out of the car at the last second. It was working, at least a little. “That’s helping. I’m focused.”

			“Good.” Mom said. “We need your brain in gear.”

			After exhaling once more, I pointed with my thumb toward Mephisto. “He’s hypnotized by his own signal. I guess Gilbert couldn’t get it changed up on the roof. And I’m guessing you switched places with that hostage when Sam took her to the restroom.”

			Mom pushed the guns into her pockets. “Right on all counts. The transmitter’s access box has a lock on it, and Gilbert’s waiting up there for me to bring the key. And it’s a good thing you kept your radio feed open. I knew exactly where to go.” She fished into a pocket and withdrew a ring filled with keys. “The hostage I replaced gave me this. I’ll take the key to Gilbert while you two go with Mephisto.”

			I glanced at Mephisto. He stood in the elevator car, holding the door open patiently. From my position, I couldn’t check his eyes for signs of hypnosis. Gilbert wondered if he might be immune, but the extra potent bluestar juice probably overpowered him. He was too prideful to even pretend to be obeying us.

			“But first …” Mom hobbled to the other hostage, knelt next to her, and jerked the bag off, revealing a short-haired Hispanic woman with bespectacled eyes and a gagged mouth. Mom pulled the gag down to her chin, withdrew a knife, and began sawing through the rope binding her ankles. “Anna, is it possible to alter the signal from this room?”

			Anna shook her head. “That takes reprogramming, and our software engineer’s out of town. I could do it, but he has the recoding password. Hacking into the system is possible, but it would take a while.”

			Mom cut through the bonds around Anna’s wrists. “Okay. It’s up to Gilbert. He still doesn’t know how long it will take to alter the sound, so we might have to deal with more trouble until he does.”

			“Right,” I said. “Thousands of zombies trying to kill us. But no one’s sent a command yet, so we’re all right for now.”

			Anna rose to her feet and rubbed a wrist. “It’s impossible to send a voice through the system as long as the signal’s still blaring. It’ll stop on its own in a few seconds.”

			“Can you keep it going?” I asked. “Our scientist is on the roof, and he needs to alter it to a signal that’ll snap everyone out of the hypnosis.”

			Anna’s brow lifted. “Hypnosis, huh? That makes sense. Anyway, I can’t override the shutoff, but I can start the signal again whenever your scientist is ready, that is, after at least a three minute pause. I can’t override the pause either. No one wants a constant noise blaring throughout the city.”

			I blew out a loud sigh. “In the meantime, Mephisto’s cronies might send a command, but maybe I can get him to order them not to.” I looked toward the elevator. The door was now closed, and Mephisto was nowhere in sight.

			I gasped. “Mom! He’s gone!”

			Mom spun toward Anna. “Where would Mephisto go to broadcast a message?”

			Anna raised three fingers. “We have system microphones in three places. The main one is on the lobby security desk. I doubt that he would know where the other two are.”

			The warning signal died away.

			“Mom, take the key to Gilbert. We’ll go to the lobby.” I pushed the radio into Anna’s hand. “Can you help Gilbert from here?”

			“Most likely.”

			“Great.” I waved toward Sam. “Let’s go!”

			We ran together to the elevator, called it, and waited. A second later, a car door opened. When we dashed inside, I pushed the lobby button. As the car descended, I tapped my foot. The ride seemed so slow, way too slow. But we couldn’t do anything about it.

			“I hear something,” Sam said. “Turnip Head’s talking. Probably through the microphone. He’s saying to obey his every command, and the first command is to kill Eddie and Samantha Hertz and their mother. He says he’s showing our images in the sky with a hologram.”

			I whispered, “He didn’t mention Damocles. That means he wasn’t bluffing about the bomb. He thinks Damocles is already dead.”

			“And now he’s saying he wants an army of people to come to the patio outside the SQUAWK building.”

			I groaned. “It’s getting worse and worse.”

			“But how did he get un-hypnotized?” Sam asked. “The signal never changed.”

			“Maybe he’s immune, like Gilbert wondered, and he faked it. Since we had all the weapons, he knew he was beaten. It was his only way to escape.”

			When the car finally reached the lobby and the door slid open, Sam and I rushed out. To our right, Mephisto was walking toward the exit. He looked our way, then bolted for the revolving door.

			Sam sprinted ahead while I ran as fast as I could behind her. Just as Mephisto entered the door and pushed it to make it turn, Sam grabbed the next door and shoved it hard. The doors spun and flung Mephisto outside, making him tumble and crash to the concrete patio.

			I withdrew Mastix and charged outside, Sam right behind me. I stood over the fallen Mephisto and popped the thongs, making sparks fly. “Stay where you are!”

			He rolled to his back and looked up at me, blood smeared on his forehead and nose. “Are you taking me prisoner? Where can you go that will be safe?”

			“Inside. We’ll lock the doors to keep your zombies out.”

			“Is that so?” Smiling, he rose to a sitting position and massaged an elbow. “Do you think those flimsy doors will keep a thousand of Nirvana’s finest citizens from breaking in? Look around. You can’t stop them now. They’ve already spotted you and matched you to your images above.”

			I looked up. Three holographic faces hovered side by side in the sky—Sam’s, Mom’s, and mine. At the street, at least a hundred people had gathered and were now skulking toward us. As before, many carried baseball bats or some other makeshift weapon. At least this time, no dogs were in sight.

			“You’re coming with us, Mephisto.” I grabbed his wrist and hoisted him up. He jerked his arm away, yanked Mastix from my grip, and punched me in the nose. Pain flashing, I backpedaled to try to keep my balance but fell hard on my bottom.

			Sam punched Mephisto in the stomach. When he doubled over, she leaped up and kicked him in the face. He staggered back for a moment before regaining his balance. One hand clamped over his bleeding nose and the other holding Mastix, he shouted, “Surround them! Don’t let them escape!”

			The zombies rushed toward us. Sam hauled me up and pulled me toward the SQUAWK building, but a bunch of them were already blocking the way. “Where do we go?” Sam asked.

			I set my feet. “We don’t have any choice. We have to face them and trust Mom and Gilbert to get the job done.”

			Sam raised her fists. “All right. We’ll go down fighting.”

			As the zombies closed in and completed a circle around us with Mephisto standing just outside the ring, I gazed into Sam’s eyes, stretched by fear, though her chin stayed firm. “Sam, you should break through and run. They can’t catch you. Not now. Not ever.”

			She shook her head hard. “Uh-uh. No way. Princess Queenie Unicorn Iris Ponyrider Buttercup Olive Lover Eagle-eye Bubble Wrap Radar Ears Rosey is Posey is no coward. She’s staying with her brother to the bitter end.”

			When the circle of zombies drew within about ten feet, Mephisto stepped between two of his slaves, walked close, and looked at us, blood covering much of his face. “You two have been worthy opponents, and I appreciate that you helped me break into the warning system. I couldn’t have taken over all of Nirvana without you. Once again my plan worked. Seeking treasure was merely a ploy while I prepared Nirvana for a complete takeover.”

			Sam huffed. “We’re not stupid. We know you really wanted that treasure, and we poked lots of holes in your goofy plan.”

			“I admit that there were a few unexpected obstacles, but it merely shows how resourceful I am. Also, I have proven that I can beat Damocles and any other superhero who tries to stop me. As I spread my influence from city to city, the hypnotizing gas will build an enormous army that will make me invincible.”

			I resisted the urge to give him a huffing rebuke of my own. What good would it do? His Plan B worked, and it might have been his Plan A all along to get me to help him hack the warning system. And I fell for it.

			“Well, enough of this,” he said, backing out of the circle as he pointed at us. “Tear them apart.”

			The crowd closed in. Sam took off in a mad dash, running around the inside of the circle and clawing at anyone who dared take another step. But how long could she hold out? Her legs didn’t last long enough to fight the panther. How could she hope to stave off more than a hundred crazed zombies?

			As she passed in front of me during each orbit, she said a few words. “Eddie … try to break through … the line … right behind me … when I scratch … one of them.”

			Mimicking her earlier refusal, I shook my head hard. “No way. Prince Edward Lionhearted Oscar Fruitloops Thunderman is no coward. He’s staying with his sister to the bitter end.”

			Sam smiled, but her expression quickly tightened as she began gasping for breath. “I can’t … do this … much longer.”

			A pair of wings clattered to the ground in front of me, the robot-powered ones. Above, a man wearing the other set of wings flew into the shadows.

			I scooped the wings and hoisted them to my back. As I strapped in, my heart thumped madly. I shouted, “Hang on, Sam! Hang on!”

			Someone stuck a leg out, tripping Sam. She flew headlong into the line, slammed into one of the bigger men, and bounced back toward me, landing on her bottom with a bounce and a skid.

			The crowd converged. I turned the speed dial to max and slid my arms under Sam’s from behind. Just as several zombie hands lashed out, I leaped as high as I could, carrying Sam with me.

			The wings lifted me higher, but a hand grabbed my ankle. As I tried to shake it loose, a second hand latched on to my other ankle. The strong grips held me in place—wings versus zombies in a tug-of-war.

			Sam turned in my grasp and wrapped her arms around me, relieving some pressure as I tried to kick the zombies away. Inch by inch, we dropped lower. We would be goners at any second.

			The winged man returned, zoomed into the circle, and dove into the crowd, knocking the hands loose. Like a released rubber band, we shot straight up, directly toward our images in the sky. Below, the zombies tore the wings off the man and began ripping them apart like crazed sharks, making feathers fly everywhere.

			“We have to try to help whoever that is,” I whispered into Sam’s ear. “Even if they kill us.”

			“I know.” She kissed my cheek. “Let’s do it, Eddie.”

			I turned down the speed dial and adjusted the angle until we flew in an orbit about fifty feet above the chaos. Just as I touched the angle dial again to dive, a shrill squeal sounded from the tower.

			I gasped. “The opposite sound! Gilbert did it!”

			Below, the zombies suddenly stopped thrashing the wings. They looked at each other and shook their heads, obviously confused. Seconds later, they walked away in various directions, leaving a man lying face down on the patio with feathers covering him. Two people, however, stayed behind, kneeling next to the man, touching his neck and feeling his limbs.

			I dove and set Sam down as I landed about twenty feet away. I stripped off the wings and hurried to the fallen man, calling, “Is he all right?”

			A man and a woman, both with gray hair and wrinkles looked at me. “He’s alive,” the man said. “I was checking for broken bones before turning him over. No limbs are fractured, but a few ribs might be cracked.”

			I looked at the fallen man again, still mostly covered with feathers. His pale hands proved that he wasn’t Damocles, though I had half-hoped he was. Having him alive and seriously injured would be better than finding him dead later in a burned-out car. “Who is he?”

			“Let’s see.” Working together, the man and woman turned our rescuer over, revealing Milligan. He lay limply, his eyes closed and his face marred by bloody scratches. He breathed with labored gasps, blood tingeing a trickle of saliva that drained to his chin.

			Sam dropped to her knees next to him. “Uncle Milligan!”

			I untied Sam’s cape from my waist and knelt at his opposite side. As I dabbed at the oozing facial cuts with a corner of the cape, I looked at the helpful couple. “Do you have a phone? Can you call an ambulance?”

			“Yes, of course,” the man said as he and the woman rose. “And I know where I can get a first-aid kit.” He shook his head sadly. “I can’t believe that moments ago I was trying to kill this poor man. It’s like a nightmare.”

			“Please, just call for help.”

			They walked away, the man with a phone to his ear. The tower’s opposite sound died, and silence descended, an eerie silence that felt like a dark, heavy cloak. Milligan might be close to death, an unlikely hero who had proven himself heroic once again.

			Seconds later, Mom burst out of the SQUAWK building and limped to us. She dropped to her knees next to Sam and pulled her close. “Oh, thank God you two are all right! I saw from the roof what was happening, and I couldn’t get here fast enough.”

			“Milligan’s not all right,” I said, nodding toward him. “He saved our lives.”

			Mom’s eyes widened. “Oh, no! With all that blood I didn’t recognize him!”

			A siren sounded from far away, maybe an ambulance responding to our helper’s call.

			Mom reached across Milligan and set a hand on my cheek. “He’s going to be all right. You’ll see.”

			I nodded. “But where’s Mephisto? We didn’t catch him. And what about Damocles? We need to find the car and see if … you know.”

			“We’ll look for him as soon as we take care of Uncle Milligan.”

			I tried to raise my earlier mental image of Damocles escaping the car, but this time the explosion sent a barrage of flames throughout the car with him still inside. I bit my lip hard and tried to replace the thought. The previous Damocles came to mind, the moment when he lay dying in the alley and I took Mastix from him. He entrusted it to me, hoping I would become the new Damocles, but now his hopes were shattered.

			The morbid thoughts raised a reminder. I touched my belt. Mastix was gone! Mephisto had taken it, and I had forgotten all about it!

			Guilt beat me like a hammer. Everything was falling apart. Because I let myself get fooled by Mephisto’s trap, the new Damocles was dead and Mastix was gone. And it was all my fault.

			Soon, ambulances arrived and took Milligan, Mom, Gilbert, Sam, and me to a nearby hospital. Like our helper had said, Milligan had three broken ribs. One pressed against a lung, making it hard for him to breathe. The rest of us just needed some cleaning up and a few Band-aids. We had some aches and pains, but we would recover quickly.

			After learning that Milligan’s condition wasn’t life-threatening, Mom, Sam, and I left the hospital while Gilbert stayed behind, saying he would give us updates. We searched for Officer Joe’s patrol car, but it wasn’t where we left it. Whether or not Damocles moved it, we couldn’t tell, but the bomb would have moved with the car, and since Sam heard an explosion, the car was probably destroyed somewhere. Not only that, if Damocles survived, he would have tried to find us long ago.

			A Nirvana police officer gave us a ride home. It was a quiet ride with only gentle sighs interrupting the silence. When we got home, I went straight to bed and closed my eyes, trying hard not to think about Damocles. As I began drifting off to sleep, Sam crawled into bed with me and snuggled close, her face visible in the light coming through the window. “All right if I sleep with you?”

			“Sure.” I slid over and made more room. “Are you scared?”

			“Well … kinda. Mephisto’s still out there.”

			“So it’s Mephisto now? Not Turnip Head?”

			She nodded. “He has Mastix, and you know he’ll try to get even with us. He might even be outside our window right now, looking at us with a super-snooper-scope.”

			“Don’t worry. It took him months to make his plans, and they didn’t work. I think he’ll stay away for a while.”

			“I hope so.” After a brief silence, she whispered into my ear. “Mommy wants me to tell you something. She said it might be better coming from me.”

			“Oh? What?”

			“She got a call. The police found Officer Joe’s car. It was in an alley close to where we left it, burned to a crisp.”

			I sucked in a breath and tried to talk without squeaking. “Was there a body?”

			“They weren’t sure. Mommy used a word about what they found. Orginnic?”

			“Organic? They found organic material?”

			“Yeah. They have to do more tests on it. Everything was so burned they weren’t even sure it was Officer Joe’s car until they found the license plate. It got thrown in the explosion. And your superhero invention is gone. We left it in the trunk.”

			My throat clamped shut. Tears welled. I choked down a sob and turned my head away from Sam. Gilbert and I could always work together to build another superhero device, maybe even a better one, but we could never replace Officer Joe ... Damocles. I had lost him once again.

			She slid a hand into mine and intertwined our fingers. “Eddie … let’s ask Mom if we can go to the cave together. In the morning. All of us. You know, talk to Daddy. He can tell us stories. It’ll make us all feel better.”

			After a few seconds of silence, I turned toward her. Blurred by my tears, her concerned expression said so much. She would do anything for me. “Yeah. I’ll go.”

			She smiled. “Good. It’ll be superiffic. You’ll see.”

			“Superiffic, indeed,” Mom said as she limped into our bedroom. After tucking us in, she sat on Sam’s bed. “All right if I sleep here tonight? I want to be with my heroes. My superheroes.”

			“Sure,” we said at the same time.

			When Mom settled into Sam’s bed, I tried to fall asleep again, but scenes of the two Damocles dying invaded my thoughts. Not only that, it felt like a shadow lurked outside, an evil phantom standing on the fire-escape landing and peering in at us. Several times, I opened my eyes and looked, but no one was there.

			After about the eighth glance at the window, I closed my eyes once more and promised myself that I wouldn’t look again. I couldn’t let Mephisto haunt me like that. Otherwise, he would win, even though we had foiled his plans. Yet, dark shadows continued seeping into my thoughts as I drifted into a restless sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Hello, Ducks!

			In near darkness, I stood between Mom and Sam, took their hands, and faced the cave’s pond. Together, we shouted, “Hello, ducks!”

			Quacking rose from the water. The ducks beat their wings and splashed as they lifted off, then settled again. As before, a deep voice came forth from somewhere unseen. “Three Hertz voices recognized.”

			Since the bowl, the surrounding concrete pad, and the six smaller bowls were still above the pond’s surface as we had left them earlier, the ground didn’t shake this time. The chunks of coal, now a bit smaller but still mounted on the six pairs of cupped hands, burst into flames.

			Flickering light filled the cave, and the cloudy cylinder formed above the central bowl, spinning slowly. Soon, the cloud took on Dad’s shape, again dressed like Damocles, though this time without the mask.

			When the image clarified and took on color, he looked at us and smiled. “Eddie. Samantha. It’s good to see you again. Then he noticed Mom, and his smile grew wider. “Holly? Is that you?”

			She laughed and sobbed at the same time. “Yes. Yes, Martin, it’s me.”

			He spread his arms. “Come closer. Please.”

			We walked single file across the path leading from the shore to the bowl’s surrounding skirt. Then, holding hands again, we looked at Dad. He gazed at each of us in turn, finally settling on Mom. “Holly, you’ve done a wonderful job with these two. I’m so sorry I’m not there to help you.”

			Mom bit her lip, then spoke, her voice quivering. “I know, Martin. I know. It’s been hard sometimes, but Eddie and Sam are such good kids. They’re not any trouble at all. They’re a lot like you, really—brave, sacrificial, heroic. I know you were crazy about them when you were alive, but … oh, Martin, you’d be so proud of them. They saved thousands of people yesterday.”

			Dad’s face brightened as he smiled. “Please. Tell me all about it. I’ll store every word in the memory bank.”

			“Okay,” Sam said, grinning. “Here goes. You see, after we talked to you, we found Mommy at the bus station. We didn’t know it then, but she was half crazy hypnotized by Turnip Head. So bad, she started pulling her hair out.” Sam jerked at her own hair while making insane faces. “Anyway, we rode on a bus and then on a motorcycle to this castle where they used to make Mr. Splash. The castle had a moat filled with an octopus monster and huge snakes with sharp, pointy fangs.” She curled her fingers in front of her lips to show the fangs.

			And on and on she went. Dad stared at her, sometimes laughing, sometimes gasping. Each change in Dad’s expression encouraged Sam to become more dramatic than ever. Finally, when she grew tired, she exhaled heavily and looked at me. “Your turn.”

			I smiled. “All right, Princess.”

			“Before you continue the story,” Dad said. “I have a question. Samantha mentioned a new Damocles, this Officer Joe who sounds like an excellent replacement. And also Milligan and Gilbert. I’m not familiar with them. Could those three not come with you? I would like to meet them and hear their versions of the tale.”

			“Gilbert’s with Milligan at the hospital,” Mom said. “We’ll tell you why when we come to that part of the story. As for Damocles … Officer Joe …” She looked at me as if not knowing how to finish.

			I cleared my throat. “Um … the police found his car. A bomb destroyed it, and organic material inside was too burned to identify. But it had to be him. He would’ve tried to contact us by now if he was still alive.”

			A new voice pierced the air, strong and deep. “I apologize for that.” Officer Joe limped along the path from the shore. Wearing jeans and a sweatshirt with Bigglesburg on the front instead of a D, he stopped a few steps away. “Let me explain.”

			Sam squealed, ran to him, and hugged him around the waist. “You’re alive! You’re alive! I’m so happy!”

			He patted her on the back. “I just heard about the car bomb a few minutes ago when I called in. I guess you folks were pretty worried about me.”

			“Yeah,” I said, my voice catching. “We were. A lot, actually. What happened?”

			Sam helped him limp the rest of the way. “When you left the car,” he said as he joined us, “I started driving around so I could watch the kids fly. You know, get different angles to see them. I turned into another alley and found a motorcycle leaning against a brick wall, like someone had left it there in a hurry. I got out and looked it over and recognized it as Milligan’s.

			“The key was still there, which was strange enough, but there was also an envelope. Since it was open, I guessed it wasn’t private, so I looked inside. I found a nearly unreadable note, but I finally figured most of it out. Milligan was trying to describe Mephisto’s future plans.

			“After he took control of Nirvana, he had an idea that would help him take over the world much faster than hypnotizing everyone city by city. He has some kind of device at the Mr. Splash factory that could be devastating. Then it looked like Milligan was about to describe it, starting with something like, ‘so this is what the device looks like,’ but then he wrote, ‘Gotta go,’ and that was the end of the note.”

			“Wow!” Sam said. “We have to ask Milligan about it when he wakes up.”

			“So what did you do?” Mom asked.

			“I got in my car to drive to the Mr. Splash factory, but it was nearly out of gas, so I called around to find an open station, but they were all closed. That’s when I decided to ride the motorcycle. When I got to the factory, I searched and searched but couldn’t find anything that looked unusual, but you never know if a device like that might be disguised as something else. While I was searching, I guess it was around midnight, I heard the drawbridge open.”

			Sam gasped. “Mephisto!”

			Officer Joe smiled. “Indeed it was. I hid around a corner, and when he came close, I grabbed him, but when he twisted to get away, I turned on my injured knee, paralyzing me for a second. He jerked loose and ran. I couldn’t chase him, so he escaped.”

			“Good instincts,” I said. “Leaving the car saved your life.”

			“Maybe instincts. Maybe dumb luck. Anyway, earlier today I called around and learned that you had all been to the hospital and everyone was okay. Then I got an email from Gilbert telling me where you would be and how to get here, so I decided to show up.”

			I nodded. “Yeah, I asked Gilbert to send that email in case you survived.”

			“Obviously I did survive, though for a while I wasn’t sure I would. I thought maybe Mephisto had set a trap, and the castle would blow sky high as soon as he ran out. But nothing happened. That’s why I’m not sure the dreaded device exists. Maybe Mephisto described it to Milligan to spread fear. Either way, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t in that castle.”

			“Well, good job trying to find it,” I said, “even though you came up empty handed.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Smiling again, he reached behind his back and pulled something to the front. My gadgets belt lay on his palms with Mastix attached, its thongs glowing. “When I grabbed Mephisto, I took this from him. That’s far from empty handed.”

			“Definitely not.” I stepped closer and ran a finger along the handle. “You must’ve figured out how to use it. It doesn’t glow for people it doesn’t recognize as heroes.”

			“I’m glad it approves. But from what I just heard, I’m not the one who should be wearing it.” He wrapped the belt around my waist and buckled it. “Take it. You and Samantha are the real heroes. I was listening in the shadows while you told your dad your story. You two are incredible.”

			“No.” I detached Mastix, put it back into his hand, and stepped away. “I was your brother’s only choice, a last-minute decision. It really should belong to you. You’re the real Damocles, a true superhero.”

			After looking at me for a moment with misty eyes, Damocles bowed his head. “Thank you, Eddie. That means a lot coming from you.”

			“What about the organic material?” Mom asked. “Do you have any idea what that might have been?”

			Damocles smiled. “I heard about that and made a call to the forensics lab. I suggested that they compare the organic remains to a bluestar flower. Turned out to be a match.”

			I laughed. “Gilbert left the flowers in the trunk!”

			Mom’s phone chimed. She withdrew it from her pocket and answered. “Hello? … Yes, Gilbert. It’s good to hear from you. … Yes, we’re all at the cave, including Damocles, and he brought Eddie’s belt and Mastix. … Uh-huh. It’s great, right? … Wait. Let me put you on speaker.” She tapped a button and held the phone out. “Go ahead.”

			Gilbert’s distinctive voice burst from the phone, loud enough to echo in the cave. “You will be elated, euphoric, and exhilarated to hear that Milligan is awake and talking. He’s going to be fine.”

			“Yay!” Sam said, clapping her hands. Damocles and I applauded with her.

			“He’s a bit woozy from medication,” Gilbert continued, “but he said he wants you to know that saving Eddie and Sam made every ache and pain worth it. He would do it again in a heartbeat.”

			“Are you in his room now?” I asked.

			“Heavens, no,” Gilbert said. “There are signs on nearly every wall forbidding the use of cell phones in his wing of the hospital.”

			“Okay. Can you ask him about a dangerous device Mephisto might have? Did he actually see it, or did Mephisto just tell him about it?”

			“Funny you should ask. While he was sleeping, he jabbered about a desperately dangerous device. When he awakened, I asked him about it, but he couldn’t recall anything. We assumed it was merely a dream. It’s possible he has a concussion and will remember more as time passes.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I guess it’ll have to stay a mystery for now.”

			“By the way,” Gilbert said, “I returned the coins to the museum, and they were delighted to receive them. I also scanned your apartment with a frequency detector. I located and disposed of two hidden cameras with microphones. Mephisto can no longer spy on you.”

			“Perfect. Thanks.” I glanced at Dad to see if he was absorbing the data. He stood motionless, though his glowing smile displayed as much pride as an AI image could possibly show. I refocused on the phone. “Tell Milligan that we all think he’s a superhero. The way he blasted into those zombies—”

			“Pow!” Sam said, smacking her palm with a fist.

			I smiled. “Yeah. Pow. He was purely awesome.”

			“I will be sure to tell him,” Gilbert said. “My own efforts weren’t much of a Pow, I think. More like a puny, pipsqueak pop, but at least we finally sent the correct signal.”

			Mom winked at me. “Gilbert, you’re every bit as much of a superhero as anyone here. Without you, all of Nirvana would still be in Mephisto’s control.”

			“Well, thank you … er … I never know what to call you. Always saying Eddie and Samantha’s mother is awkward.”

			Mom smiled. “Holly. My first name is Holly.”

			“Holly Hertz! Excellent! An alliteration. I am most pleased.”

			Mom shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I’m not sure I should tell you my middle name.”

			“Please do, Holly. I am on proverbial pins and push tacks.”

			“It’s Heather. Holly and heather are both plants. My parents thought it was a cute combination.”

			“Zounds and zebra zippers! Holly Heather Hertz! That’s stupendous! That’s sensational! That’s …“

			“Super?” Sam and I said at the same time.

			“Yes. Super.” Gilbert let out a happy sigh. “Good-bye my fellow superheroes. I will see you soon.”

			The call terminated. Mom slid the phone back into her pocket and spread her arms. Sam and I walked into her embrace, and she hugged us close. I glanced at Damocles. He stood a few steps away, folding his hands and looking like he wasn’t sure what to do.

			Mom spread an arm again. “Bring it in, Damocles. A superhero hug.”

			When he joined us, Mom stretched as far as she could over his broad shoulders while he wrapped his long arms around us. After all the injuries, after all the pain, the embrace felt so good. Every sorrow seemed to melt away, even our loss of Dad. The AI image didn’t really help much, but the dream about fishing with him did. He was close, watching over us. Maybe on some night in the future when I needed him again, he would visit me in another dream. I could always hope.

			“Eddie?” Sam whispered as we continued hugging.

			“Yes?”

			“I was thinking about something you told me this morning, what Daddy said in your dream. Sometimes it hurts to be a hero. He was right. Sometimes it hurts a lot. But you know what I think?”

			“What?” I asked as we stepped back from the hug.

			She half closed an eye. “I think it takes a Hertz to be a hero. Except for Damocles, of course. And Gilbert and Milligan. Or maybe we’ll adopt them into our family. They’ll all be named Hertz.”

			I mussed her hair. “You’re such a goofball.”

			“Hey! Good idea! My new superhero name is Princess Queenie Unicorn Iris Ponyrider Buttercup Olive Lover Eagle-eye Bubble Wrap Radar Ears Rosey is Posey Goofball …” She took in a deep breath and added, “Hertz!”
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