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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


Bolt”? A voice crackled through my earcom suddenly, seeming louder than normal due to how quiet it was tonight. “Are you in position?” 
Startled by the voice, I tapped my earcom and said, “Don’t worry Brains. I’m exactly where you told me to be. Not like I have anywhere better to be tonight anyway.”
In my mind’s eye, I could just imagine Brains’ disapproving frown at my flippant remarks from behind his horn-rimmed glasses. “Right. I just wanted to make sure you were still in position so this mission is a success. We’ve been planning this for months and I don’t want to leave anything to chance.”
I smiled, even though Brains could not see my face. “Like I said, don’t worry. I may be young, but I’m a team player. You can count on me.”
“Good to hear,” said Brains. “Anyway, you know the signal. Once you see it, then you do your part, but do NOT act before then. Understood?”
“Perfectly,” I replied. “I’m well-known for my patience. Ask my girlfriend.”
“Right,” said Brains with more than a hint of skepticism in his voice. “Well, you won’t have to wait much longer. The informant is already en route to your location. You should see his car pulling up in front of the building any minute now.”
I peered out the window of the abandoned apartment building I had made into my temporary base, but right now the back alleys of Showdown were quiet and empty. “I don’t see anyone yet. You sure he’s coming?”
“He just sent me a text telling me he’s on the way,” said Brains. “Again, I must caution patience. The man we’re after is a dangerous crime boss who has escaped justice dozens of times over the last couple of years. Last thing we need is to act preemptively and give him an opportunity to escape. If we can get him tonight, we can dismantle his entire criminal empire for good.”
I nodded. “Gotcha. Anything else I need to know?”
“That’s about it,” said Brains. “So I’m going to hang up now and leave you be. Honey and I are—”
“Honey?”
“Vanish,” Brains corrected himself. “My wife.”
“Oh, right.”
“Anyway, Vanish and I are just about ready to do our parts,” Brains continued. “Again, don’t act until you see the informant, and if you notice anything suspicious, call me immediately. See you later.”
With that, I heard a soft click in my ear that told me that Brain had ended the call. I lowered my hand from my ear and frowned. Though I was looking at the streets below, I was still thinking about how Brains repeatedly stressed my need for patience. As much as I liked the guy, he seemed to think that because I was younger than most superheroes—just 18-years-old, while most adult supers were in their twenties and thirties, sometimes older—that I needed more guidance than most.
“It’s not like I’m a kid,” I muttered under my breath to no one in particular. “I’ve saved the world more times than I can count. I don’t need to be told what to do all the time.”
“He’s just trying to make sure everything is in order,” said another voice in my ear, this one feminine and cool. “According to the NHA’s membership database, Brains is well-known for his conscientiousness and attention to detail. It probably is not anything personal.”
I almost started when I heard her voice, but relaxed when I recognized it. “I know, Val, but it is still annoying. Maybe he will look at me differently after we pull this mission off.”
“Perhaps, but I don’t think the Leadership Council sent you here to try to prove something,” said Valerie. “They sent you here for the purpose of helping Brains and Vanish crack down on a recent spike in crime in Showdown. I would suggest focusing on that rather than how the adults in your life treat you.”
I sighed, but as always, I found it hard to argue with Valerie’s logic. Valerie was an AI program originally designed by my father, the legendary superhero Genius, to act as his personal assistant, but after Dad’s death, Valerie passed on to me as my personal assistant. She was smart and very good at researching anything I asked her to, but she was not afraid to tell me when I was out of line and to focus on the mission at hand than my own feelings. She may have been my assistant, but she was hardly my slave.
I liked Valerie, but as an AI, I felt like she really didn’t always understand what I, as a human, was going through. Maybe it was a bit entitled for me to expect the kind of respect that older and more experienced superheroes commanded on a regular basis. Even so, I was a full NHA member now, not mere a member of the Young Neos or even worse, a student at the Academy. I was starting to wonder if there was more to getting respect from other adults than just getting my NHA membership card.
In any case, I didn’t dislike Brains or his wife, Vanish, at all. They were great people and good superheroes who were clearly focused on protecting the citizens of Showdown from all kinds of threats. In the month since I’d arrived in Showdown, I had seen them both work very hard to catch criminals and protect civilians. And it was all about to culminate tonight with the capture of the infamous supervillain and crime lord Gregorio ‘Earth King’ Russo.
For the past few months, the city of Showdown, Virginia had been plagued by a spike in criminal and supervillain activity, ranging from bank robberies to the sale of illegal weaponry to local criminals and gangs. While Brains and Vanish were capable of handling almost any level of crime, the recent upsurge had been too much for them to handle on their own, so the Neohero Alliance had sent me to help.
According to Brains, most of the recent spike in crime could be traced back to a man named Gregorio Russo, or, as he was known in the criminal underworld, Earth King. Unlike most supervillains, Earth King rarely acted out in public. He instead acted behind the scenes, striking deals with drug cartels and selling illegal weaponry off to the highest bidder. As a result, he had never been arrested himself, although plenty of his associates or minions had been arrested in his place.
Tonight, however, that was about to change. According to the intelligence which Brains and Vanish had gathered, Earth King was supposed to be in the building directly across the street from me tonight. Although it looked like a simple hometown bakery on the outside, Frank’s Bread & Donuts was actually supposed to be the meeting place between Earth King and a client. Earth King was allegedly going to try to sell some salvaged powerless gas to this client tonight, which was when we were supposed to pounce and arrest him.
But we had to be careful. Earth King was extremely paranoid about getting arrested and was known to bail out on a potential meeting with a new client if he even suspected that it might be a trap. That was why it had taken many months for our informant—a charismatic young man named Albert Doyle—to set up this meeting, because he had to take it slow so Earth King wouldn’t become suspicious. Even the location had to be carefully chosen. Fred’s Bread & Donuts was one of Earth King’s favorite restaurants in Showdown, so it was chosen in order to lower Earth King’s guard.
Of course, even if Earth King did show up, capturing him would still be difficult. As his name suggested, Earth King could not only control dirt but turn his body into earth. More than once, Earth King had evaded capture by the police or superheroes by turning into dirt and sinking into the ground. That was why everyone who was part of this operation tonight was armed with powerless gas pellets that we could throw at him. I had a few in the pockets of my costume, which I was eager to get rid of because I hated carrying around these pellets even when necessary. I was worried they would burst open in my pockets and make me powerless, which would definitely ruin our plans.
The plan tonight was simple. Doyle would drive up to Frank’s Bread & Donuts, where he would then walk up to the front door and knock. One of Earth King’s minions would let him inside and he would go to the back of the building, where Earth King himself would be, waiting in the bakery’s office. There, Doyle would chat with Earth King for a few minutes, pretending to be interested in buying weapons from Earth King. Meanwhile, Brains, Vanish, me, and the Showdown City Police Department would surround the building and ensure that neither Earth King nor any of his minions could escape.
With any luck, Earth King would be on his way to Ultimate Max prison tonight and the crime levels in Showdown ought to return to their normal levels. And if not … experience told me that it wasn’t helpful to dwell on what would happen if things went wrong. We’d just have to improvise, which was something I had a lot of experience doing.
Suddenly, a light blue sedan with white bumpers pulled up in front of the bakery. The door popped open and a short, stout man with long hair hopped out. I had to stifle a laugh because I always found the antics of Albert Doyle, our informant, amusing. Unlike me, Doyle was just an ordinary human being with no powers of his own, but he cared about Showdown just as much as any superhuman and he had been the one to volunteer to meet with Earth King when Brains first came up with this plan months ago, or so I heard. He was just a security guard working at the Braindome, our base in Showdown, but so far he had shown himself to be a lot more than just an employee.
Doyle definitely was not showing any fear as he walked up to the front door of the bakery. He held up a hand, paused as if for dramatic tension, and then knocked loudly and quickly on the door before stepping back. He folded his hands behind his back and waited, whistling patiently for Earth King’s men to answer.
Sensing that it was almost time to act, I leaned closer to the window, keeping my eyes fixed on the front door to the bakery. Once the door opened and Doyle went inside, it would be go-time for all of us.
But no one came to answer the door. I saw Doyle walk up to the glass door and peer inside, cupping his hands around his eyes to help him see better. Then he stepped back and looked to the left and to the right briefly as if he was looking for something.
“Doyle,” came Brains’ voice through my earcom, which was on the same group frequency as Doyle’s. “What’s the matter? Why haven’t they let you into the bakery yet?”
“I was about to ask the same question myself,” came Doyle’s Southern drawl. “Just looked inside, but it’s dark as a cave and I can’t see anything.”
“You don’t think Earth King somehow knew this was a trap and bailed at the last minute, do you?” said Vanish, her concerned voice coming loud and clear over my earcom.
“Impossible,” said Brains. “I saw Earth King arrive in his limousine less than an hour ago and I haven’t seen him leave the bakery since. Nor has the sewer team reported seeing anything unusual in the sewer below the building, either.”
“Maybe he just didn’t hear you,” I said. “Try knocking again.”
Doyle chuckled. “I knocked about as loudly as I can. Earth King ain’t a spring chicken, but I know he’s not deaf, either. Something’s up and I’m not sure what.”
“Check to see if the door is unlocked,” Brains suggested. “If it is, open it and go inside. We’ll surround the building as soon as you enter.”
“But what if they notice?” said Doyle.
“If Earth King is already gone, then it doesn’t matter if they notice or not,” said Brains. “Just go inside. You’ll be perfectly safe.”
“Okay,” said Doyle doubtfully. “The door seems unlocked, so I’ll just let myself in. If something happens, I’ll let you guys know.”
I tensed, watching as Doyle walked up to the front door and opened it. He hesitated for a moment before disappearing inside, the door swinging shut behind him on his way in.
“Okay, I’m in,” said Doyle in a soft voice. “Smells like bread, but I don’t see anyone.”
I gulped but said nothing. If Earth King really was gone, then this entire plan would go to waste and we’d be back to square one.
“Keep looking,” said Brains. “I already told the cops to start surrounding the place. Perhaps Earth King’s minions are hiding somewhere.”
“Doubt it,” said Doyle. “Place looks like no one’s been in it since—”
I suddenly heard what sounded like a chair scraping against the floor, followed by Doyle saying, “Who’s there?”
“Doyle?” said Brains. “Did you find someone?”
Doyle, however, did not seem to be paying attention to what Brains said, because he said, “Now who in the hell are—”
Doyle was cut off by a single gunshot. And then I heard him fall to the floor of the bakery with a dull thud.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Doyle!” Brains yelled in my earcom frantically. “Doyle, are you still there? Doyle?” 
There was no response. Nor did I see Doyle come out of the bakery below. All I could hear was the blast of the gun ringing in my ears, an ominous feeling rising up my spine.
“Bolt, can you see Doyle from your position?” said Brains sharply. “Can you see him at all?”
I shook my head. “No, it’s too dark. But I think he was shot. That means Earth King knows we’re here. It’s a trap.”
Brains swore. “Dang it! Never mind. You just stay put. The police are nearly ready to enter and—”
“No, I’m going in,” I said, rising to my feet. “Doyle might die any minute now. I’m not going to let one of our own die, not if I can do something about it.”
“What?” said Brains. “Bolt, I am in charge of this mission, not you, and if say stay put you—”
I tapped my earcom twice, instantly cutting off Brains’ connection. Perhaps that was rude of me, even insubordinate, but the way I saw it, Doyle was a friend and ally who was in trouble. He might even be dying for all I knew. I wasn’t about to let Earth King and his minions have their way with Doyle. Besides, we had already lost the element of surprise, so why not just run in and start beating up Earth King’s goons? We might even be able to capture Earth King if I was fast enough.
Activating my flight powers, I shot out the window of the apartment I was in and crashed straight through the storefront window of Frank’s Bread & Donuts. Glass shards flew everywhere as I landed on the floor of the darkened bakery, the scent of bread and other baked goods filling my nostrils. But I didn’t waste any time enjoying the smells. I stood up straight and looked around, trying to find Doyle, but it was dark even with light from the street pouring in through the broken window from outside.
“Doyle?” I called, whipping my head this way and that as I searched for him. “Doyle, where are you? Are you all right?”
A grunt from behind a nearby table made me jump. I rushed over to the table and, knocking it aside, saw a familiar outline of a person lying on the floor. It was still too dark for me to see who it was, however, so I channeled red electricity through my right hand, casting a soft glow on the man lying on the floor in front of me.
It was Doyle, all right, but he was clutching a bloody wound on his chest from where he had been shot. He was breathing in and out rapidly, his eyes wide with pain. He appeared to be in so much pain that I was surprised he was still conscious at all.
Kneeling over him, I said, “Doyle, this is Bolt. Can you hear me? How do you feel?”
“Like I’m dying,” said Doyle with a cough. His voice was deeply strained. “But you need … need to get out of here. Earth King knows we’re here and he’ll kill you if you don’t leave.”
“I’m not leaving until I make sure you’re safe,” I said. “Now, just stay still while I pick you up and get you to safety.”
Doyle’s eyes suddenly bugged out. “Watch out!”
I looked over my shoulder just in time to see the barrel of a gun pointed directly in front of my face. And before I could react, the gun barrel exploded and something hard struck my face point blank and sent me stumbling backward over Doyle. I fell backward onto the floor, gasping and coughing as a strange yellow gas entered my lungs.
The pain in my face was unreal, but I soon realized that I hadn’t been shot in the face with a bullet. No, I had been hit with some kind of pellet, which contained an odd yellow gas that looked an awful lot like—
“Powerless gas,” I gasped. “Uh oh.”
“Bingo, kid,” came a harsh voice from within the shadows. “And now you’re just a mortal, like the rest of us humans.”
From out of the shadows strode a man wearing full tactical body armor and gear. He looked less like a common crook and more like a mercenary or soldier. He carried twin pistols in his hands, one of which seemed to have been modified to shoot powerless pellets rather than actual bullets. He wore a featureless mask over his face, its surface clear enough that I could see my own reflection even in these low light conditions.
“Who are you?” I said, sitting up and coughing every now and then. “I’ve never seen you before. Do you work for Earth King?”
The man tilted his head to the side. “Who am I, kid? Easy answer. I’m your worst nightmare. And I’m about to get a whole lot worse.”
Without warning, the man raised his other gun and fired at me twice. I tried to roll out of the way, but the powerless gas had made me weaker and slower. I dodged one bullet, but the second bullet grazed my shoulder. My suit was bulletproof but getting grazed like that hurt even with my costume on. I grabbed my shoulder and gasped in pain, but then the man appeared in front of me and lashed out with his foot. His boot struck me in the abdomen hard enough to make me double over onto the floor, clutching my abdomen with both hands and gasping in pain.
“Pathetic boy,” said the man in a mocking tone. “This is the great Bolt, the son of Genius, I have heard so much about? To me, you seem like just another dumb teenage boy, especially without your powers.”
Panting hard, I tried to sit up, but then the man put the barrel of his normal gun against my the side of my head and I froze.
“Before I take your life, Bolt, I would like to ask you a question,” said the man. “Are you brave because you’re invincible or have you always been this stupid?”
“None … of … your … business,” I growled.
The man snorted. “Awful last words, kid. Not that I would expect much from a super freak like you. Say hi to your old man to me in the afterlife … assuming you go to the same hell that he’s in, of course.”
Right before the man pulled the trigger, he suddenly lost his balance and staggered backward. He dropped his gun, which disappeared somewhere into the darkness around us, and looked down at his feet. I did as well and saw Doyle—barely clinging to consciousness—grasping the man’s boots with both of his hands, the wound in his chest bleeding out fiercely.
“Bolt, go!” Doyle shouted. “I’ll distract him while you—”
With a snarl, the man ripped his right boot out of Doyle’s grasp and swung the back of his boot into Doyle’s face. The crunch made when the man’s boot connected with Doyle’s nose was sickening, but I didn’t hesitate to turn and head deeper into the bakery. I could hear the man calling out my name, but I didn’t stop until I got to the back of the counter and fell to the floor, panting hard as I tried to catch my breath. I couldn’t believe how out of shape I was without my powers. Then again, I had just gotten shot in the face and kicked in the abdomen with a steel-toed boot, so that was another reason I was tired.
“Come out, kid,” the man’s voice suddenly boomed through the bakery. “I thought you were a superhero! Why are you playing hide and seek like a little brat? Maybe because that’s all you really are.”
I was amazed at how personal this man’s insults were getting. I had never seen him before in my life, so I didn’t understand why he treated me like I’d murdered his wife. Maybe he was just a crazy guy who didn’t like kids.
In any case, I was not dumb enough to reveal my position to him. I got into a crouch and peered through the glass of the counter. It was still too dark to see, but I did see a vague outline wandering through the tables and chairs on the other side, knocking tables over and kicking chairs aside as he searched for me. Even without being able to see his face, I could tell he was mad and that he was willing to tear apart the entire bakery to get me if he had to.
“Val,” I muttered, sitting back down and slouching slightly to make sure my attacker couldn’t see me. “Where are Brains and the others?”
“Still surrounding the bakery, I believe,” said Valerie’s cool voice in my ear. “GPS data suggests that the police are on their way and will have the entire bakery surrounded in a few minutes.”
“Then all I need to do is avoid getting shot by that guy until the cops show up,” I said with a sigh. “That’s easy.”
“Almost as easy as shooting an unarmed brat,” said a voice above me.
I looked up just in time to see the armed man leaning over the counter. He pointed his gun at me and fired, but I rolled forward and just barely avoided getting a bullet put in my head.
Rolling to a stop in front of a set of metal shelves, I looked back and saw the man aiming his gun at me again. I grabbed a loaf of bread off of the shelves and hurled it at him, nailing him directly in the face and making him lower his gun.
I rose to my feet and rushed toward the back of the bakery, but before I could get very far, the man suddenly appeared in front of me again, causing me to skid to a stop in front of him.
“What the hell?” I said, taking a step back. “Can you teleport like Vanish?”
The man didn’t respond. He just punched me in the jaw, sending me falling to the floor. I knocked my head against the tile, causing my head to spin as my senses were scrambled.
Then the man pointed his gun at my face again and said, “Don’t you ever compare me to super scum like you, you dirty, disgusting little—”
“Halt!” an authoritative voice boomed throughout the bakery. “This is the police! Drop your weapons and come out quietly with your hands up. Do not, I repeat, do not attempt to escape through any of the windows or exits, because we have the whole building surrounded.”
“Cops?” the man muttered. He swore under his breath. “Dang it. Took too much time. Shouldn’t have wasted so much time talking.”
The man suddenly holstered his gun and turned and ran. He disappeared through a door in the back, which swung in and out rapidly as he passed through it.
Gasping for breath, I nonetheless shouted, “Hey, get back here!” and rose to my feet and ran after him. I shoved open the doors he disappeared through and suddenly found myself in what appeared to be the bakery’s main office, because in the gloom I could see what appeared to be a solid wooden desk in front of me, as well as shelves along the walls lined with books and business documents. It was too dark for me to see, but I thought I could smell blood, so I groped the wall next to me until I found a light switch, which I did.
As soon as the light turned on, I found that I was correct: This was the bakery’s office. It was rather small and cramped in comparison to the rest of the bakery, but it was also obviously well-kept and clean. The desk in front of me looked like cheap plywood rather than actual wood, but it was still relatively clean and orderly as if whoever ran this bakery made sure that even his workspace was neat and tidy. There was a family photo to one side, depicting a happy, smiling family of four standing on the front lawn of a beautiful suburban house with a big golden retriever sprawled out onto the ground in front of them. A bookshelf stood off to the right, full of binders of what looked like the bakery’s financial information.
But my eyes were drawn to the man sitting on the opposite side of the desk. He was a big, portly man with a belly so huge that it seemed to be falling out of his pants. He wore a pristine brown-and-black suit that seemed to barely fit his massive frame, while his bald head reflected the lights overhead. Oddly enough, he wore thick sunglasses over his eyes, which combined with his huge nose and jet black mustache would have made him look really goofy if I hadn’t known who he was:
Gregorio Russo, the Earth King himself.
Yet even as I recognized him, I realized something was not quite right about him. Earth King sat unnaturally still, like a puppet, and he did not seem to be breathing.
More worryingly, however, were the two scents I smelled coming off his body. One was the stinky, awful stench of powerless gas, while the other … the other was blood.
“Earth King?” I said slowly. “Hello? Can you hear me? Hello?”
That was when I noticed a folded up piece of paper on the desk. It was facing me and somehow I sensed that it had been left for me, so I snatched the paper off the desk, unfolded it, and read its contents. Written in red ink—no, blood, probably even Earth King’s own blood—was a short, yet chilling, message that sent an ominous feeling down my spine:
BOLT—
YOU SEE WHAT I DID TO EARTH KING? YOU’RE NEXT!






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Earth King was pronounced dead at the scene of the crime. I should know because I was still there when the ambulance showed up and the paramedic declared Earth King dead. I would have known he was dead even if the paramedic hadn’t said so, however, because of how still and bloody he smelled. 
The police questioned me thoroughly about what happened in the bakery. I told them as much as I could remember about my fight with the armed man, but unfortunately, I wasn’t able to answer all of their questions. I did tell them that Doyle might know more than me, but the ambulance had to rush Doyle to St. Francisco’s Medical Hospital on the other side of the city, so the police would not be able to question Doyle until he was conscious again. I did give the police the letter I found, which they took as evidence from the crime scene.
Thankfully, the police did let me go after I answered all of their questions, which was good because it was late at night and I was starting to get tired. The powerless gas’ effects were starting to fade away already, which I was also thankful for, but not surprised by. The effects of powerless gas lasted only in relation to the amount of powerless gas one inhaled. I just got a face full of that stuff, hence why it wore off so quickly, but as my fight with the armed man showed, you don’t need a whole lot of time to kick a superhuman’s butt once you take away their powers.
As I leaned against the apartment building on the other side of the street, still tenderly rubbing my shoulder, I heard someone shout, “Hey, you!” and looked to the right to see two familiar superheroes walking up to me.
It was Brains and Vanish. Brains walked in front of Vanish, his spindly, almost insect-like body towering over her comparatively normal-sized frame. Though Brains was a lot thinner and weaker than me, I couldn’t help but feel apprehensive as he came closer and closer to me. It was his expression. At once he looked infuriated and worried and mad all at the same time. I’d never seen him like this before, but I could guess why he felt this way. Vanish wore her skintight blue bodysuit and domino mask, her brown hair trailing behind her as she attempted to keep up with Brains.
“Hey, Brains, Vanish,” I said, waving at them weakly as they approached. “Beautiful night tonight, isn’t it?”
“Who cares about that?” said Brains in annoyance. He gestured sharply at the bakery, which was still surrounded by police cars with flashing lights. “Look at what you did. You nearly got yourself killed, even though I told you to stay put.”
“I know,” I said. I tried to hide my annoyance because I didn’t want to make Brains even more annoyed than he already was. “But if I hadn’t stepped in, Doyle would have been killed and—”
“And what?” Brains interrupted me. “Yes, it’s a good thing you saved Doyle, but you still disobeyed me. You directly and knowingly flaunted my orders, as though my orders were merely suggestions. That is not the kind of behavior I will tolerate.”
“I agree with Brains,” said Vanish. She brushed back her long brown hair. “What you did just now was very irresponsible. Mecha Knight warned us that you could be a bit impulsive at times, but this was ridiculous.”
“Ridiculous? More like rebellious,” said Brains, shaking his head. He put his hands on his hips. “I just can’t believe it. And they allowed you to graduate from the Young Neos with this kind of attitude?”
I scowled. “Look, maybe you’re right that I acted too hastily—”
“For the record,” came Valerie’s voice in our earcoms, “I tried to tell him to stay put, but he would not listen to me.”
I wanted to glare at Valerie, but since she was a disembodied voice, I just continued, saying, “Maybe I shouldn’t have run into danger like that, I’ll admit it. But you didn’t see what I saw. If I hadn’t entered the bakery, Doyle would have died.”
“He still might,” said Brains sharply. He tapped the side of his helmet. “I read his mind when they were putting him into the ambulance. I could barely hear a thing.”
I gulped. I had forgotten that Brains was a telepath. “You mean he’s—”
“I don’t know what his condition is,” Brains interrupted me again. “Or if the doctors will be able to heal him. That all depends on the actions of the doctors who work at St. Francisco’s. All I know is that you directly disobeyed me, which I cannot tolerate.”
“Is it because the mission was a failure?” I said. I glanced at the bakery and saw that police had turned on the lights, perhaps to make it easier to move around inside. “It sort of was, but also wasn’t. Earth King is dead, which means that his criminal empire is probably going to fall apart on its own. Right?”
Brains rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Earth King may be dead, yes, but that’s not as good as it sounds. We were hoping to capture Earth King alive so we could bring him into court and make him confess to the various crimes his gang committed. As it now stands, his minions are probably going to split up and lay low for a while before resuming their criminal careers somewhere else again.”
“What Brains here means, darling, is that Earth King’s death actually makes our job harder, not easier,” said Vanish, shaking her head. “We didn’t just want to arrest Earth King. We also wanted to bust his subordinates and associates, which would have crippled his criminal empire for good. As it is, we probably won’t catch them, at least not anytime soon.”
My face flushed with embarrassment. I had completely forgotten that that was what this entire operation had been about. I felt so stupid. “Well, I didn’t kill Earth King. He was already dead when I found him. Someone else killed him and wrote a death threat to me in his blood.”
“Actually, I was about to ask you about that,” said Brains. His tone shifted from angry to curious in less than a second. “One of the officers showed us the letter, plus Earth King’s body. They don’t have a final cause of death just yet, but they think he was shot in the head and probably died instantly.”
“How?” I said in surprise. “He could turn his body into dirt, couldn’t he? Why didn’t he just turn his head into dirt to let the bullet fly harmlessly through?”
“Powerless gas,” Brains replied. “His office stank of the stuff. We think that whoever killed him probably sprayed him with a load of powerless gas first and then shot him.”
“Not an uncommon occurrence, unfortunately,” Vanish sighed. “Ever since the second Pokacu invasion, it seems like there’s a new story every week about superhumans getting assassinated after being sprayed with that stuff. It’s a scary world out there and it’s getting scarier. Makes me wonder what kind of world our little Joey is going to grow up in.”
I frowned. Joey was Brains and Vanish’s one-year-old baby. He usually stayed at home with his babysitter, who was Vanish’s own mom, though Vanish had a tendency to bring him to the Braindome, our base in the city, whenever she could. “You means you guys think an assassin took out Earth King?”
“Sure looks like it,” said Brains. He looked at me curiously. “Did you happen to see anyone in there who might have been the assassin?”
I shook my head. “No. There was this guy I fought—some kind of armed man—who hit me with a powerless bullet and called me ‘superhuman scum,’ but—”
“Wait, he called you superhuman scum?” Brains repeated.
“And sprayed you with powerless gas?” Vanish questioned.
“Uh, yeah,” I said, nodding. “Well, more like shot me with a powerless bullet, but—”
“That must have been the assassin,” said Brains. He looked at Vanish. “What do you think, honey? The assassin, or one of Earth King’s bodyguards gone rogue?”
“Why not both?” said Vanish, looking up at her husband. “Perhaps he is an assassin who was hired by someone—probably some criminal rival of Earth King’s—to take him out, so he infiltrated Earth King’s gang and became one of his bodyguards to gain access to him.”
Brains nodded. “That makes sense. It explains how the assassin could have gotten into his office and shot him because Earth King brought one of his bodyguards with him when he arrived. Earth King was a paranoid
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