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  Follow Cadmus Smith on his hardest mission yet!
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Cadmus Smith, head of the  Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings, goes on his most dangerous mission yet: Hunting down a supervillain who can steal a person's soul with just a touch. Will Cadmus survive this mission or is he destined to lose his soul to the Reaper?
Subscribe to my weekly newsletter and get a FREE copy of Don't Fear the Reaper: A Neoverse Short Story, in both ebook AND audiobook formats, sent directly to your inbox to find out! Additionally, you will get a free copy of The Official Lucas Flint Series Reading Order & Guide just for signing up!
In addition to Don't Fear the Reaper and my series reading order guide, newsletter subscribers also get:
	New release announcements before anyone else

	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books

	Exclusive deals

	Weekly updates every Saturday on upcoming books, projects, etc.

	And more!



So what are you waiting for? Subscribe to my newsletter today HERE!






  
  CHAPTER ONE


Having never been on a field trip before, Switch—real name Grace Greggs, daughter of two of the world’s most infamous supervillains, and a student at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans—didn’t know much about them. She was aware, via pop culture, that they usually involved a class of students going to some place for ‘educational’ purposes, such as a museum or historical site, with a teacher or two to chaperon. Students usually looked forward to them, because they were a good excuse to get out of class and see more of the world. Sometimes they could even be genuinely interesting and educational, but having little firsthand experience herself, Switch couldn’t really say for sure. 
But one thing Switch was sure about: Most field trips didn’t involve the students getting ambushed by a group of mysterious supervillains who called themselves the Neo-Visionists.
Crouching low behind the Museum’s gift shop counter with her fellow students, Switch peeked over the top. She saw a flash of flame cross the atrium, followed by a thwip of web, and then someone screaming in pain. She even thought she caught a glimpse of their chaperon, Arachnid, swinging across the atrium and kicking one of the Neo-Visionists in the face, but then someone grabbed her arm and yanked her down to the floor harshly. She looked in annoyance at the person who had grabbed and saw that it was her twin brother and fellow Academy student, Bait.
“What was that for?” said Switch, rubbing her arm. “I was just looking.”
“You heard Arachnid,” Bait said without even sounding apologetic. “He said we need to keep our heads down. He doesn’t want us to get hurt.”
“Oh, come on,” said Switch. “We’re perfectly safe in this gift shop. Besides, what’s the problem with looking? I want to see Arachnid kick those idiots’ asses.”
“Stray blasts have been known to kill people in these kinds of superhuman fights,” Bait said, shaking his head. “Including other superhumans. Lots of superheroes have died because they thought it was safe to just ‘look.’”
Switch folded her arms across her chest. “How do you know that? You don’t have much more experience fighting supervillains than I do.”
“Because, unlike you, I actually pay attention in our History and Combat classes,” Bait said. “You know, the classes we need to take in order to become actual superheroes? The ones you keep complaining about?”
Switch opened her mouth to argue, but then Tommy—another one of their classmates, who didn’t yet have a code name like them—leaned forward and whispered, in a harsh hiss of a voice, “Can you two keep it down? I don’t want those Neo-Visionists to overhear us and find us while Arachnid is distracted.”
Tommy’s eyes were wide and round with fear behind his glasses. Behind him, the other students who had come along on the field trip were huddled together near the shelves full of coffee mugs, postcards, and other things you usually found in a gift shop. There were about a dozen in all, each one with a superpower of their own that they were learning to use, though you wouldn’t have guessed it by the way they all acted like scared little kittens.
“So what if they hear us?” said Switch. She punched her fist into her other hand. “We can take these losers. If Bait and I can beat Tsunami, then we can beat these guys easy.”
The sound of cracking marble made the students jump, but when it became clear that the floor outside of the gift shop had cracked and that they were safe, Bait leaned toward her and said, in a harsh whisper, “You know that we got lucky that time. If we try to ‘help’ Arachnid this time, we’d just get in the way because he’d get distracted trying to protect us.”
“We’re perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves,” Switch said. She tapped the glowing orange stone on her chest. “And with our Blood Gems, those Neo-Visionists idiots won’t see our unorthodox fighting style coming.”
“It doesn’t matter if we can take care of ourselves or not,” said Bait in annoyance. “Arachnid says we need to sit back and let him deal with it. I promised him we’d keep the other students safe.”
Switch glanced at the other students—who were all watching her and Bait with fear in their eyes—and then at Bait again. “So what? They’ll be safe here even if we leave. And besides, I thought you were the one who wanted to fight bad guys and be the hero, yet you’re the one saying we should stay in here and hide like cowards.”
Bait sighed. “There’s more to being a hero than running around beating up bad guys, you know. Sometimes, the most heroic thing you can do is stand back and protect those who can’t protect themselves. It’s not cowardly.”
Switch opened her mouth to argue the point, but then thought better of it. Bait could be very stubborn whenever he wanted to be. Trying to convince him that they should go out and help Arachnid defeat the supervillains who had ambushed them was tantamount to trying to convince the tide to stop coming in. Once Bait set his mind on something—especially if you could convince him that it was what a ‘real’ superhero would do—he didn’t budge, no matter what.
But Switch was going to figure out a way to fight the Neo-Visionists one way or another. When she first started attending the Academy, Switch had had no interest in becoming a superhero, but ever since defeating Tsunami a month ago, Switch now wanted to become a superhero just as much as Bait, if not more so. She loved the praise and admiration that superheroes got every time they saved the day and she wanted some of that for herself.
I bet that’s why Arachnid told us to hide in here, Switch thought, listening to the sounds of battle raging just outside the gift shop. He wants all the glory for himself. Well, I’m sure he cares about us, too, but he probably still wants the glory for himself and not for a bunch of kids.
Earlier today, Switch, Bait, and ten of their fellow Academy students, along with their chaperon Arachnid, had come to the Museum of Superhuman History in Washington, D.C. The Museum had opened in 2010 and chronicled the history of superhumans in America, starting with the first appearances of confirmed superhumans in 1986 and going on to present day. The field trip was chaperoned by Arachnid, who was currently fighting the Neo-Visionists by himself. The field trip was supposed to be part of their History class, helping them to better learn and understand more about the history of superhumans and how they lived in America. The reason their History teacher didn’t come was because she got sick and couldn’t come with them, though Switch wished she had, because Arachnid needed all the help he could get to fight the Neo-Visionists.
The field trip had been pretty boring at first, mostly because Switch found history of any sort boring, but when they reached the gift shop, their class was suddenly attacked by a group of supervillains calling themselves Neo-Visionists. They had come seemingly out of nowhere, locking down the Museum and threatening to kill any Museum visitors or employees who tried to fight them.
But these Neo-Visionists hadn’t realized they were up against Arachnid, one of the strongest and most vicious teachers in the Academy. As a result, Arachnid had challenged them to a fight while ordering the students to hide in the gift shop. This also gave a chance for the other Museum visitors and workers to run and hide or call the police, though Switch didn’t expect the police to show up anytime soon due to how slow they were.
Switch didn’t know very much about these ‘Neo-Visionists,’ as they called themselves. She seemed to recall a History lesson about a superhuman cult called ‘Vision’ that had infiltrated the NHA once before it was rooted out by a superhero named Bolt, though she didn’t know if these Neo-Visionists were related to the old Visionists or not. Nor did she care. Regardless of their origin or their ideology, these Neo-Visionists had threatened her life and needed to be stopped before they harmed or killed innocent people.
And we could help Arachnid beat them, if only Bait wasn’t such a coward, Switch thought, glancing at Bait with a scowl. Honestly, even if it was just the two of us working together, we could beat those Neo-Visionists with no problem. Maybe the other students can’t help, because they’ve never fought a supervillain before, but we can. After all, I seriously doubt that these Neo-Visionists are anywhere near as strong as Tsunami was.
But Switch knew that if she tried to leave, Bait would use force to make sure she couldn’t. And not just ordinary force, either. Bait had super strength, super strength he was more than willing to use to hold her down if necessary. He would claim it was for her ‘protection,’ but Switch knew that Bait was just too afraid to actually go out and fight.
I need a way to distract him, Switch thought. Some opportunity to—
A loud scream from outside the gift shop made all of the students jump, except for Switch, who quickly peered over the top of the counter to see where the scream had come from.
Through the gift shop’s front windows, she could see a girl—probably about her age, based on her appearance—lying on the floor as if she had tripped over something. The girl was curled into a ball, as if trying to avoid the webbing and fire blasts which flashed across the hallway outside. Then a man in a dark robe appeared over her, walking toward her with his hands held high, glowing with some kind of purple energy, as if he was about to blast the girl into pieces.
“Hey, that girl is about to get hurt!” Switch said, looking down at Bait. “We’ve got to help her!”
But Bait shook his head and said, “Switch, we don’t know who that girl is and—”
“I don’t care,” Switch snapped. “Unlike you, I’m going to be a real hero and save her, no matter who she is.”
With that, Switch launched herself over the top of the counter, just barely avoiding Bait’s outstretched hands, landed on the other side, and sprinted out the gift shop door toward the girl and the Neo-Visionist. The Neo-Visionist stood over the girl, chuckling darkly as the purple energy around his hands grew darker and darker, while the girl sobbed in fear, though for some reason she didn’t look up at the Neo-Visionist at all. Maybe she thought she was going to die and didn’t want to see her own death coming toward her.
With a yell, Switch jumped into the air and kicked the Neo-Visionist in the chest. The Neo-Visionist staggered backwards, but before he could respond, Switch swept his legs out from underneath him, causing him to fall head first onto the floor, smacking his head against the marble floor and falling unconscious instantly.
Panting, Switch looked down at the girl and said, “Are you okay?”
The girl—who had been sobbing uncontrollably—suddenly stopped, though she did sniffle every now and then. “Y-Yes. Who are you? Are you one of those Neo-Visionists?”
Switch shook her head. “No, I’m not. I’m a student from the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans and I just saved your life.”
“Oh, th-thank you,” said the girl between sniffles, who for some reason still wasn’t looking at Switch. “I th-thought I was a goner.”
“No problem,” said Switch, flashing her a smile. “But you really should look where you’re going, especially in these situations. And why aren’t you looking me in the face, anyway? That’s what people usually do when they talk to other people.”
The girl looked up at Switch, which was when Switch noticed her dull, unseeing gray eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m blind. I should have mentioned that.”
“Oh,” said Switch. “Blind, huh? Well, what were you doing—”
Switch was interrupted by a roar of flame and looked up to see where that sound had come from.
Arachnid was doing battle with the Neo-Visionists. He was clinging to the ceiling, having just barely avoided being burned to death by one of the three Neo-Visionists standing below, a portion of the ceiling smoking from where a fireball had crashed into it. The Neo-Visionist in question was literally on fire. In fact, he looked to be made of fire and was glaring up at Arachnid with sheer hatred. The other two Neo-Visionists wore those same dark cloaks that all Neo-Visionists seemed to wear, so Switch didn’t know what they looked like, nor was she interested in finding out.
“What was that?” said the girl, clinging to Switch’s leg in panic. “I heard fire. Is the Museum on fire?”
“No, you silly girl, it’s not,” said Switch, trying to pry the girl off her leg. “It’s just another one of those Neo-Visionist freaks. One of them is on fire.”
“On fire?” said the girl in a high voice. She sounded like she was close to fainting. “That explains the smoke and heat, then.”
“Don’t worry,” said Switch. “I’ll get you into the gift shop where you’ll be safe. Just come with me and—”
Switch was once again interrupted, this time by the Neo-Visionist she thought she had knocked out coming out of nowhere and punching her in the gut. Switch gasped and fell, but then was caught by the neck and slammed to the ground by the Neo-Visionist. She gasped for air, but couldn’t get any into her lungs because the Neo-Visionist was squeezing the air out of her.
“Stupid girl,” said the Neo-Visionist in a deep voice. “Don’t you realize that you stand against equality and justice? That is why you will die today.”
The Neo-Visionist’s other hand exploded with burning purple energy. He brought his glowing fist above his head, but before he could bring it down on her, Bait appeared out of nowhere and punched the Neo-Visionist in the face.
Bait’s punch must have been powered by his super strength, because the Neo-Visionist flew off Switch. He crashed into a display case featuring a picture of Omega Man shaking hands with Ronald Reagan, hitting the wall so hard that the huge picture crashed down on top of him. Once again, he didn’t get up, but this time, Switch was certain that the Neo-Visionist was down for the count.
Gasping for air, Switch sat up and rubbed her neck. She looked up at Bait and said, “Thanks, bro! I think you might have actually killed him that time. Probably the only way to keep him down.”
Oddly enough, Bait was not smiling. He just grabbed her by the collar of her uniform and yanked her up to her feet. “What were you thinking? I told you to stay in the gift shop, not run out into the atrium and nearly get yourself killed.”
“But I saved that girl’s life,” Switch argued, gesturing at the blind girl lying on the floor, now curled into a fetal position and sobbing again. “Isn’t that what heroes do?”
“Yeah, but you also almost got yourself killed,” Bait said, still not letting go of her collar. “And if you’d done that, I would have taken the blame for your mistakes. As usual, I might add.”
“Whatever,” said Switch, rolling her eyes. She yanked her collar out of Bait’s hands and glared at him. “Because we’re both out here, you can take the girl into the gift shop with everyone else, while I’ll go help Arachnid.”
Switch tried to walk past him, but Bait grabbed her elbow and forced her back, nearly causing her to fall on to her behind. She caught herself before she fell, however, and glared at Bait, who folded his arms across his chest and looked at her with disgust.
“No,” said Bait firmly. “All three of us are going into the gift shop, where we’ll stay until backup arrives to help Arachnid or until Arachnid beats these guys himself. And that’s final.”
Switch sneered. “You’re not the boss of me. We’re the exact same age, so stop acting like you’re the responsible older sibling.”
“Then stop acting like a spoiled brat,” Bait said. “Maybe if you acted your age for once in your life, you’d—”
But Switch never did get to figure out what would happen to her, because at that moment, a ring of fire appeared around her, Bait, and the girl. The sudden appearance of the flames caused the girl to yelp and jump to her feet, though she was far enough away from the flames to avoid getting burnt.
“Fire?” said Bait, looking around in alarm. “Where did this come from?”
“From me,” came a harsh voice on the other side of the flames.
Switch looked through the flickering flames and saw the fiery Neo-Visionist from before standing outside the ring, one hand out. He was grinning widely, his head resembling a burning skull, while the other two Neo-Visionists stood on either side of him.
“Hey!” Arachnid suddenly dropped down from the ceiling behind the three Neo-Visionists and stood up, taking a fighting position as he did so. “Let my students go now, fire-face, or else.”
The fiery Neo-Visionist turned around to face Arachnid, though he never pulled his hand away from the ring of fire. “Certainly, Arachnid, but on one condition: You stand back and let us destroy the Museum of Superhuman History for good. If you don’t, then you can say goodbye to all three of these brats. Trust me, human flesh doesn’t smell great when cooked.”






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Right now, Bait was cursing more than he had ever cursed in his life. 
Oh, he wasn’t cursing aloud. No, cursing aloud wouldn’t help. It would just make everyone more anxious and possibly distract Arachnid from coming up with a plan to save them. Besides, Bait didn’t like cursing all that much. It reminded him too much of Mom, who was always very liberal with her usage of swear words, and if there was one person whose life he did not want to emulate, it would be Mom’s.
But he was cursing inside. He was cursing Switch for disobeying Arachnid and getting them in this situation in the first place. He was cursing the girl for walking into the middle of a heated battle between Arachnid and the Neo-Visionists in the first place. And, of course, he was cursing the Neo-Visionists themselves, who had turned what Bait had hoped would be an interesting, educational, and informative field trip into a hostage situation. Maybe they hadn’t killed anyone yet, but Bait knew that, whenever terrorists were involved, someone was bound to die, usually in a very gruesome way.
The heat from the flames around them was intense. Though Bait, Switch, and the girl had retreated into the very center of the ring, that wasn’t much help, because the flames were so hot that Bait figured even Arachnid had to be feeling it from where he stood. Neither of the two hooded Neo-Visionists showed much of a reaction, although given how warm those cloaks looked, they also had to be sweating like crazy.
Bait wiped a line of sweat off his forehead, watching the fiery Neo-Visionist and Arachnid, hoping that Arachnid had some kind of plan to rescue them figured out already. Bait’s own super strength was useless against fire and, while Switch’s nail bullets might be able to pierce the flames, they wouldn’t be of much use against a man who was literally made of fire. Besides, Switch was the one who had put them into this situation in the first place, so Bait didn’t trust her to get them out of it.
Unfortunately, Arachnid merely looked at the fiery Neo-Visionist in confusion. “Wait, what? Did you say you wanted to destroy the Museum?”
The fiery Neo-Visionist nodded once. “Indeed. This is the reason we’re here in the first place. We have come to burn this building and all of its contents to the ground, as well as anyone stupid enough to be inside it when we do it. Hence why I, Burning Skull, was sent, because my powers are perfect for this job.”
“Why do you want to destroy the Museum?” said Arachnid. “What’s so bad about it?”
Burning Skull made a fist with his other hand. “Of course you can’t see, for your privilege prevents you from seeing how oppressive this place is. This Museum is one of many institutions and buildings which promote the oppressive teaching that superpowers are genetic in origin, rather than the social constructs they really are. By burning down this Museum, it will mark the beginning of a new era, the era of the Neo-Visionists, led by our great leader, the Neo-Visionary!”
“Oh,” said Arachnid, now sounding bored. “So you’re just as crazy as the old Visionists.”
“All visionaries are called crazy by their contemporaries when they first speak up against the oppressive power structures that oppress the powerless,” Burning Skull said. “The old Visionists may have failed, but they paved the way for the Neo-Visionists to succeed. And this time, not even the Neohero Alliance will be able to stop us.”
“Wait, did he say that superpowers are just social constructs, not genetic?” said Switch. She wiped sweat off her face. “Please tell me I misheard him because of the flames or whatever.”
“No, you heard him right,” Bait said. “The original Visionists believed the same thing. It’s pretty insane.”
Suddenly, the flames grew taller and hotter, and the Burning Skull snapped, “Silence! Or be silenced!”
Bait shut his mouth, but Switch—true to form—blurted out, “Hey, if you guys believe the same things as the old Visionists, what’s with the whole ‘Neo’ thing? Just because it sounds cooler or something?”
Burning Skull chuckled. “Whereas the old Visionists believed in subverting major superhuman institutions, we believe in destroying them, as well as anyone who supports them. We’ll even kill children who oppose us, because oppression starts young and can never be cured after a certain age.”
“If you kill my students, I’ll kill you,” said Arachnid. His voice was scarier and more threatening than Bait had ever heard it before, as if he was just waiting for an excuse to carry out his threat.
Burning Skull chuckled again. “Oh, please. Your webs can’t even touch me. You’ve been very good at dodging my flames and distracting me, but now that I have some of your brainwashed students in my grasp, you can’t waste more of my time jumping around and trying to wait for the calvary to arrive. You must either acquiesce to my demands or watch as three of your students burn to death in front of your eyes.”
“Actually, I’m not a student,” the girl muttered. “I’m just a scared blind girl who got caught up in something straight out of a comic book.”
Burning Skull ignored her. He simply stared at Arachnid, a constant chuckling coming from his throat, or where his throat would be if he wasn’t made out of fire. Arachnid glared at Burning Skull, but he didn’t move or say anything. He seemed to be trying to find a way out of this situation, a way to save Bait, Switch, and the girl, but given his silence and stillness, it was obvious that he was having a hard time of it.
And we don’t have much time left, Bait thought. Even if Burning Skull doesn’t kill us, we might die of heatstroke or maybe inhale the smoke into our lungs or whatever. Times like this I wished I had Tsunami’s powers. At least then I would be able to put out the fire.
“Well?” said Burning Skull. “What is your choice? Are you going to do as I say or are you going to watch as your students die of an easily preventable death?”
The flames grew higher and hotter once again. Sweat now broke out all over Bait’s body, making his school uniform cling to his body. Switch and the girl were also sweating like crazy. The girl looked close to fainting, though since she was blind, it was hard to tell for sure. Even so, Bait figured they probably didn’t have much time before one or all of them fell unconscious.
And if that happens, then we’ll definitely die, Bait thought. Man, what a terrible way to go. We beat Tsunami, only to get killed by some guy who believes that you can get superpowers if you just believe. This isn’t the way I saw my superhero career ending, to be honest.
At that moment, however, Bait heard a shattering of glass and he looked toward the exit, wondering if the calvary had finally arrived or if more of Burning Skull’s fellow fanatics had arrived instead. At this point, Bait would have even been happy to see the police, even though they would have been just as ineffective at fighting Burning Skull as Arachnid.
The glass doors of the Museum had been shattered, their pieces scattered across the floor. Standing in the doorway was a woman who Bait had never seen in real life before, though he had seen plenty of her pictures on the Internet. She looked like a Greek warrior, wearing old-fashioned Amazonian armor that also somehow looked modern. She was tall and muscular, with a sword in one hand and a spear in the other. She looked at them all with anger etched across her features, her dark hair done up in such a way so as to keep out of her eyes.
“No way,” said Bait. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. “It’s not her, is it?”
“It is,” said Switch, clapping her hands together gleefully. “Lady Amazon herself!”
Bait couldn’t deny it: The woman who had come to their rescue was indeed the legendary Lady Amazon. She was one of the original Four Founders of the Neohero Alliance, as well as a current sitting member of on the governing Leadership Council. She was perhaps the most famous female superhero in the world, with a fair amount of victories under her belt, such as the time she defeated the supervillain Pharaoh or the crucial role she had played in the defeat of the first Pokacu invasion.
That she was here, in the flesh, was extremely unusual, because all Council members were usually too busy with their duties on Hero Island to deal with these kinds of supervillain attacks personally. Based on Arachnid’s surprised expression, Bait guessed that he had not expected Lady Amazon to be the back up he had called in earlier.
“Fear not, my friends,” said Lady Amazon, her voice loud and authoritative, “for I am here to defeat those who would harm our children or our history.”
“Lady Amazon, huh?” said Burning Skull. “No matter. All you privileged superheroes are the same. Your arrival here changes nothing, for the Vision shall come to pass, regardless of who stands in our way.”
“The words of a man who is about to fall,” said Lady Amazon. She cracked a vicious grin. “I’ll give you one chance, burning man, one opportunity to let the children go and go to jail peacefully. If you do not let them go, I will not stop until every one of you is down for good.”
“Foolish woman,” said Burning Skull. He gestured at his chest. “Can’t you see that I’m made of fire? I am familiar with your powers. You rely on your super strength and speed to fight your enemies. Such powers are useful, but only when dealing with a physical enemy who you can lay hands on, not someone like me, who is made of fire itself.”
“I’ve faced far worse enemies than you, fire man, and come out victorious,” said Lady Amazon. “But if you refuse to let the children go, then I won’t show you even the slightest hint of mercy.”
“Too late,” said Burning Skull. “The children will die and their blood will be on your hands.”
All of a sudden, the flames not only grew hotter and higher, high enough to scorch the ceiling, but also tightened around Bait, Switch, and the girl. Switch and the girl huddled together, putting their hands over their heads, while Bait put his arms around them and tried to keep them both safe from the flames. He knew that covering them with his body wouldn’t keep them safe for long, but he wanted to protect them anyway. It was what a real hero would do, he knew, and he wanted to die a hero, not cowering like a criminal. He could already feel the flames starting to eat at his back, and soon the flames would devour all three of them.
But then he heard a rushing wind, followed by a pair of strong arms picking up him, Switch, and the girl in one swift motion, followed by them rushing through the surrounding flames, and then appearing next to Arachnid. Though Bait, Switch, and the girl were still hot from the flames, they were no longer inside the ring of fire, which was now burning uselessly on the floor in front of the gift shop.
“What?” said Burning Skull as he and his fellow Neo-Visionists looked at them in shock. “How did you rescue them through the fire like that?”
Blinking, Bait realized that Lady Amazon was standing right next to him. He looked up at her and realized, for the first time, just how strong she was. She could probably beat him pretty easily. He wondered if his super strength was a match for her own super strength, though he didn’t think he would find out anytime soon.
Lady Amazon drew her sword in one smooth motion and held it out toward Burning Skull. “My skin cannot be pierced or burned. I barely even felt the heat. You can try to burn me as much as you like, but it will do you no good.”
Lady Amazon suddenly rushed toward Burning Skull and his fellow Neo-Visionists. The two Neo-Visionists rushed to meet her, but they didn’t even get a chance to use their powers before Lady Amazon slashed them both with her sword so fast that Bait didn’t even see her arm move. One moment, the two Neo-Visionists were standing. The next, they were lying unconscious on the ground, their chests nearly cut open from Lady Amazon’s sword.
Burning Skull, on the other hand, transformed into fire, allowing Lady Amazon’s sword to pass harmlessly through his body. Rather than attack her again, however, Burning Skull’s fiery ball form flew toward the exit.
“He’s trying to get away!” Switch shouted. “Get him!”
Lady Amazon, however, said nothing in response to that. She just launched herself through the air, flew over Burning Skull’s fire ball form, and landed in front of the shattered glass doors, effectively cutting off his escape route.
“You dumb woman!” Burning Skull’s voice roared from within the fireball. “I might not be able to burn your skin, but that doesn’t mean I can’t go around you!”
Burning Skull’s fireball form tried to go around her, but Lady Amazon tossed her sword aside, reached out, and caught the fireball in one hand like an annoying fly buzzing around her head.
“Holy cow,” said Bait in surprise. “Doesn’t that hurt her hands?”
Arachnid shook his head. “Probably not. Lady Amazon has skin as strong as stone. My guess is that Burning Skull is hurting more at the moment than her.”
Arachnid appeared to be correct, because Lady Amazon didn’t look to be in even the slightest bit of pain. She just held Burning Skull in both hands, grunting in effort, while Burning Skull’s fireball form grew brighter and hotter in intensity.
“Let me go!” Burning Skull shouted, his voice barely distinguishable from the crackling of his fiery form. “Let me go now or burn along with this Museum!”
Suddenly, Lady Amazon smirked. “You want me to let you go? Very well. Arachnid, catch!”
Lady Amazon hurled Burning Skull’s fiery form toward Arachnid. Arachnid immediately leaped into the air and fired off a seemingly endless amount of webbing at the fire ball. The first few bits of webbing melted before they could touch the Burning Skull, but he fired off so many so quickly that soon the Burning Skull’s form was completely covered in a thick coating of spider web. The fire ball—now heavy with web—fell onto the ground and rolled a couple of feet before coming to a stop. Bait expected the ball to burst into flame, but it never did. Burning Skull was defeated.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Switch covered her mouth, her eyes wide. “Is he … is he dead?” 
Arachnid landed on the floor, picked up the web ball, and turned it over in his hands without any sort of hesitation or caution. “No, but the webbing I coated him in is very damp and wet. It’s cut him off from oxygen, so he can’t create any flames in there and won’t be able to create any fire at all until the webbing dissolves, by which time he will probably be in a prison cell in Ultimate Max designed for someone with his kind of powers.”
“If he doesn’t have access to oxygen, doesn’t that mean he’s dead?” said Bait. “I don’t see how anyone could survive without it.”
Arachnid shrugged. “Who knows? Superhumans actually do have different biology from normal humans, unlike what the Neo-Visionists love to tell themselves. Likely his powers make it so he can survive without air for a while, though even if he doesn’t, we could easily argue that we killed him in self-defense and I don’t think any judge would argue against that.”
Bait still looked a little disturbed by the implications of Arachnid’s casual response, but Switch didn’t care much. That Burning Skull man deserved it for nearly burning her, Bait, and the blind girl to death. Switch quickly felt her hair and was relieved to find that her hair had only been burnt along the edges. It would be easy to cut off back at the Academy and regrow after a few days. Her uniform was slightly sooty, but it otherwise looked okay, as far as she could tell. That was a relief, because Switch had worried that the flames might have messed up her looks, and, while she didn’t obsess over her looks as much as some girls did, she was still a lady who valued her own appearance.
“Hey, Switch?” said the blind girl, who stood next to Switch, though she was facing away from her as if she thought Switch stood over there. “I felt the heat of the flames, but I can’t tell if it burned my clothes or hair. How do I look?”
Switch looked over the blind girl briefly. “You look fine to me, though the edges of your hair look a bit crisp. Bait took most of the heat—literally—so you and I still look as fabulous as ever.”
The blind girl sighed in relief. “Thanks. This is one of the things I hate about being blind: I can’t tell if I look good or not even if I stand in front of a mirror. I have to rely on other people to tell me if I look good or not, but sometimes people aren’t always reliable, especially if they’re guys.”
Switch nodded. “You don’t need to tell me that. Bait wouldn’t know good fashion if it punched him in the face. It’s yet another burden of having a brother.”
“He’s your brother?” said the blind girl. She was facing Switch now, perhaps using her hearing to identify where Switch stood.
“Yes,” said Switch, shaking her head. “My twin brother, to be more exact, though sometimes it feels like we’re from different universes, if you know what I mean.”
“Yeah, I get it,” said the blind girl. “I’ve never had a brother, but I did have an uncle who always acted in ways I never understood. He was always well-dressed, though, better than most men.”
“Wait, do you mean you weren’t always blind?” said Switch, leaning forward interestedly. “How’d you lose your vision?”
The blind girl suddenly looked guilty, as if she had just said something she shouldn’t have. She rubbed the back of her neck and looked to the left, as if trying to avoid meeting Switch’s eyes, and said, “Uh, well, you see—”
“Children!” came a booming voice that made Switch, Bait, and the blind girl start. “Are you three well?”
Switch looked over in the direction from which the booming voice came and saw Lady Amazon walking toward them, her sword sheathed in its scabbard again. Though Lady Amazon had been holding a literal ball of fire in her hands just a few seconds ago, the palms of her hands weren’t even smoking. They looked slightly reddened and sweaty, but that was all, and even the redness and sweat was starting to go away.
“We’re fine, Lady Amazon,” said Bait, bowing respectfully toward her as she approached. “The flames made us sweat a lot, but otherwise none of us got burned or suffered any serious injuries, right, Switch? Switch?”
Switch—who had been staring at Lady Amazon in awe—shook her head suddenly and said, in a stammering voice, “Uh, yeah, we’re fine. You’re really good at running into fires and saving people without getting burned to a crisp yourself.”
Switch internally cursed herself. Damn it. That was awkward.
Lady Amazon, on the other hand, merely nodded once and said, “That is good to hear, children. I was worried that Burning Skull’s fires might have hurt you in a serious way. Even so, I recommend going straight to the Academy Clinic once you return to the Academy and have Irma check you out. It’s possible that you three may have inhaled smoke from the flames, which is what really kills people who get caught in fires.”
“Yes, Lady Amazon,” said Bait. “But this blind girl here with us isn’t actually one of our classmates. She’s just another Museum visitor who got caught in the crossfire.”
Switch looked at the blind girl, but noticed that the blind girl was not looking directly at Lady Amazon. At first, she thought that the blind girl was just shy, but it seemed as though she was deliberately trying to avoid meeting Lady Amazon’s gaze. Switch found that odd, because the Leadership Council’s members were some of the most popular superheroes in the country and everyone wanted to meet them.
“Girl, are you all right?” said Lady Amazon. “Were you harmed by the flames?”
“N-No, ma’am,” said the blind girl, an odd tinge of fear in her voice. She brushed her blonde hair aside. “A little singed around the ends, but otherwise okay.”
“Good to hear,” said Lady Amazon. “Protecting civilians is another superhero duty. It looks like you two managed to keep this one safe.”
“Oh, it was nothing, Lady Amazon,” said Switch quickly, tossing her hair back. “You know, I was the one who came up with the idea of saving her in the first place. If I hadn’t run out of the gift shop to save her—”
“Girl, you look familiar,” said Lady Amazon, completely ignoring Switch’s story. She leaned forward slightly, looking at the blind girl. “I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere before. What’s your name?”
“Reagan,” the blind girl said. “Reagan Waters, but we’ve never met before. Maybe I look like someone you once knew.”
Lady Amazon raised a skeptical eyebrow, as if she found Reagan’s explanation lacking, but then she nodded and stood up. “Most likely. I won’t bother you about it more, however. You should go and find your parents now. I imagine they’re worried sick about you.”
“Yeah,” said Reagan. “I just need a moment to catch my breath. My heart’s still hammering from everything that happened.”
“Understandable, given what you just experienced,” said Lady Amazon. “Well, I’ll leave you under the protection of these two. For now, I’m going to search the Museum for any other Neo-Visionists who might have come with the others but did not directly participate in the attack. Do any of you happen to know if there were more than just Burning Skull and his allies?”
Bait shook his head. “No, ma’am, but it’s a good idea to check anyway, just to be safe.”
Lady Amazon nodded and then jumped over them to the other side of the atrium. She then rushed down the hallway into the First Pokacu Invasion Exhibit, quickly disappearing among the stuffed Pokacu and mounted Pokacu weaponry that had been salvaged after the first invasion.
“She’s definitely not wasting time,” said Bait. “She’s fast.”
“Yeah, she is,” said Switch, watching Lady Amazon go with longing. “Do you think she noticed me?”
Bait looked at Switch in an odd way. “Don’t tell me you have a crush on her.”
Switch punched Bait in the shoulder. “Shut up. I don’t have a ‘crush’ on her. I just admire her. There’s a difference.”
Bait rubbed his shoulder, but didn’t look convinced. “Uh huh. That’s why you were looking at her with longing, right?”
“Well, I certainly didn’t look at her the same way you look at your posters of Vanish that you have up in your dorm room,” said Switch. “You know, the ones with the emphasis on her cleavage?”
Bait’s face suddenly turned red. “What, how do you know about those? You’ve never been in my dorm.”
Switch flashed Bait an evil smile. “It’s amazing what Tommy is willing to tell me whenever I show him even the slightest bit of attention. He’s pretty easy to manipulate.”
Bait bit his lower lip, but shook his head and said, “Whatever. I don’t have time for this kind of pettiness. I’m going to go check on the others and tell them it’s okay to leave the gift shop. You know, be the responsible sibling, like I always am.”
With that, Bait turned and stomped off toward the gift shop. Switch watched him go, a smirk on her lips. She knew she had gotten to him that time, though he’d never admit it. She was now wondering what other secrets Bait shared with Tommy that he didn’t share with her and if she could get Tommy to tell her them with a few well-placed compliments. Switch no longer wanted to follow in Mom’s footsteps, but she was not above using the lessons Mom had taught her about manipulating men to get what she wanted.
“Did your brother just stomp off because you pointed out he had posters of a superheroine in his dorm?” said Reagan doubtfully. “I can’t see, you know.”
“That’s exactly what happened,” said Switch, looking at Reagan, her smirk never leaving her lips. “Boys are so predictable, Bait especially so.”
Reagan nodded, but then she glanced in the general direction in which Lady Amazon had left and said, “So you admire her?”
“Lady Amazon?” Switch repeated, glancing at the Pokacu Exhibit as well. “Yes, of course.”
“Why?” said Reagan. Her voice sounded slightly annoyed. “She doesn’t seem very nice.”
“But that’s exactly why I like her so much,” said Switch. “Look at her. She’s beautiful, she’s powerful, she’s strong, and she’s independent. She doesn’t feel the need to grovel before anyone and she’s the only female member of the Leadership Council. She’s also one of the Four Founders of the Neohero Alliance itself. She’s probably the most accomplished and famous superheroine in the country, if not the world. She’s exactly the sort of superheroine I want to be when I graduate from the Academy.”
Reagan nodded slowly. “All of that is rather impressive. I knew some of that, but I didn’t know all of it.”
“Of course it’s impressive,” said Switch. She rubbed her hands together eagerly. “And some people even think she could beat Omega Man in a fight or at least match him in terms of strength. Personally, I think she could beat him, though Bait disagrees, like he does with everything I say. I think he just doesn’t like the idea of the world’s strongest man being beaten by the world’s strongest woman.”
“She didn’t seem to pay much attention to you, even though you admire her a lot,” said Reagan. “She interrupted you once, I noticed.”
Switch scowled and stopped rubbing her hands together. “This is the first time I’ve actually met her, you know. I bet Lady Amazon was simply more concerned with making sure that the Museum is free of those Neo-Visionist freaks than she was in talking to a student like me. I doubt it’s anything personal.”
“I didn’t say it was,” said Reagan. “But you sure seem defensive about it.”
Switch’s scowl grew deeper. “Oh, never mind. You wouldn’t understand and I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Reagan, who sounded genuinely apologetic. “I didn’t realize you were sensitive about it. I—”
She was interrupted by a ringing sound coming from her pocket. Reagan pulled a phone out of pocket, answered it, and said, “Hello? Mom? Yes, I’m safe. I’ll see you there.”
Reagan ended the call and looked at Switch, though her focus was slightly off and focused more to the left. “I’ve got to go. That was my Mom. She said she’s okay and wanted to make sure I’m okay. She’s in front of the Museum and I told her I would be out there soon.”
“Okay,” said Switch, though she didn
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