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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


I walked through the empty hallways of my John Smith High School, keeping my eyes and ears open for any traps or ambushes. I didn't hear anything, aside from the sounds of my own footsteps echoing off the smooth floor. It was actually really eerie, because just moments ago, when I entered the school, I had been among the loud police cars, news reporters reporting on the kidnapping, and my own team mates, who I wished were with me right now. 
Then again, it wasn't like I was defenseless. As Bolt, the leader of the Young Neos and a strong superhero in my own right, I had super strength, super speed, and the ability to fly. That kept me safe from most things that would kill an ordinary person, but when those failed me, I had my costume, which was bullet and fireproof.
But it wasn't really me I was worried about. I was actually worried about my friend, Malcolm Rayner, who was somewhere in the school, held hostage by my old school bully and enemy, Robert Candle. Malcolm was just a normal person with no powers of his own whatsoever, while Robert, also a normal person, was reported to have a gun and was threatening to shoot Malcolm if anyone other than me entered the school. That was why I went in alone; I didn’t want to risk Robert killing Malcolm.
As I turned the corner down the hallway to the cafeteria, I thought about the events leading up to this. According to the police, Robert had kidnapped Malcolm three hours ago and was threatening to kill him if I didn't show up in person at the school. It had happened during the last hours of the school day when everyone was leaving, but Robert had allowed the rest of the students and faculty to leave unharmed. He said that he just wanted to face me alone and would kill Malcolm if any police or other superheroes entered the school.
When I first heard the news, I was shocked. I knew Robert was somewhat unstable, given that he had lost both of his parents over the last five months and was a cruel person even before then, but I had never imagined that he would actually kidnap Malcolm and threaten to kill him. The police had told me that no one knew why Robert snapped, but I guessed that he was so overcome with grief at the loss of both of his parents (whose deaths I had had a hand in) that he was no longer thinking rationally. He was probably hoping to kill me, but, of course, there was no way he could, because even with a gun at his side, I was still much stronger and faster than him. I could dodge any bullets he shot at me and disarm him faster than I could think.
But that didn't mean I was just going to barge in and take him down immediately. I was worried that Robert expected me to do that and would just shoot Malcolm right away if I used my powers to enter. Besides, I suspected that Robert probably set up some kind of trap to catch me, although so far the school's hallways were pretty empty and normal.
As worried as I was for Malcolm’s safety, I felt confident that I could beat Robert. Whatever his plan was—if he had a plan at all, because it sure didn’t seem like he had one—I knew it wouldn't take much effort on my part to take him down. My plan was simple: Enter the cafeteria, distract Robert with some conversation, and then zoom over to him with my super speed and knock the gun out of his hands before he could react. Then knock him out with one punch, free Malcolm, and let the police handle the rest. Easy peasy.
The only thing I didn't understand was that Robert said he would 'know' if someone other than me entered the school, which meant that the police couldn't send in a SWAT team as backup or help my teammates enter the school secretly. I thought it was a meaningless threat, given how Robert was not known to have any cameras on him or anything, but the police understandably didn’t want to take any chances. Not that I cared either way, since I was confident I could take out Robert on my own anyway.
I stopped in front of the doors to the cafeteria. I listened for any sounds on the other side, anything that could indicate that Robert had set a trap or ambush for me, but I heard nothing. I didn't even hear Robert or Malcolm breathing, but because that was where Robert was reported to be holding Malcolm hostage, I pushed open the doors and stepped inside.
Ah, the cafeteria. I had so many fond memories here, like the time I punched Robert through the wall on the other side of the room, which I noticed was still hastily plastered over. The lights were on, but the cafeteria still felt dim and dreary, maybe because the windows were closed. It also smelled of the slop they gave here, which made me grimace.
At first, I didn't see Robert or Malcolm anywhere. Then I looked over at the table where me, Malcolm, and Tara used to sit for lunch and saw two people sitting there.
One was Malcolm. He was bound with thick rope, while duct tape had been slapped over his mouth to make it impossible for him to speak. He didn't look injured, but when he saw me, I saw fear and terror in his eyes. He tried to speak, but I couldn't understand a word he said due to the tape covering his mouth.
Sitting next to Malcolm, looking as relaxed as if he was sitting in a hot tub surrounded by beautiful girls, was Robert. He was aiming a handgun at Malcolm's chest, smirking in an irritating way. He wore jeans, a black t-shirt, and a leather jacket, but otherwise looked pretty much the same as he had the last time I saw him. He looked a lot more confident, though, but maybe he just didn't want to show any weakness to my face.
“Robert,” I said, not bothering to hide the contempt in my voice. “Let Malcolm go.”
Robert raised an eyebrow. I noticed he had his finger on the gun's trigger. “Just as bossy and entitled as I remembered. But I guess you've become more spoiled, what with you now being the leader of the most famous young superhero team in the country and whatnot.”
“I said, let Malcolm go,” I said. I stepped toward them. “No one needs to die today, Robert. No one even needs to get hurt. Just put your gun on the floor and kick it toward me. We can end this peacefully.”
Robert pressed the barrel of the gun directly against the side of Malcolm's head, causing Malcolm to make muffled whining noises.
But Robert didn't pay any attention to Malcolm. He just looked at me, his smirk never leaving his face. “You're even stupider than I remembered, Kevin. Acting like you're in control of this situation. Tell me, are all you neoheroes this arrogant or is it just you?”
“I could end this all right now if I wanted,” I said. “But I'd rather not use my powers on a normal human like you. I could kill you.”
Robert chuckled bitterly. “Really? You mean like how you refused to use your powers on my mother? Don't play dumb with me. I know you'd like to bash my skull in. I know you’d like to kill me. The only reason you haven't yet is because you don't think you're faster than my trigger finger.”
“You're annoying as hell, Robert, but I really don't want to kill you,” I said. “I just want to save Malcolm. You know that there's no way you could beat me, even with a gun. We're not equal.”
“You're right,” said Robert. “We're not equal. For one, you've still got your parents. Both of mine are dead and you're responsible for their deaths.”
I internally winced at Robert's biting words, but I said, showing no fear, “Robert, your parents were dangerous and insane. Both of them tried to kill me. They would have caused a lot of trouble for the rest of the world, too, if they hadn’t died.”
“So?” said Robert. “What do I care about the rest of the world? It's never cared about me. Besides, you still have your parents, so I doubt you understand me. But you will soon enough.”
“That sounds like a threat,” I said.
“It is,” said Robert. He pressed the barrel of his gun against Malcolm's head harder. “Now I am going to give you a choice here: Either let me shoot and kill you or I shoot and kill your friend instead.”
“That's what you want?” I said. “My death?”
“Yes,” said Robert. “I don't really care about your friend here. He was just bait, though I’ll kill you if you try anything.”
“Why should I believe that you will spare Malcolm even if I agree to your demands?” I said. “How do I know you won't just kill Malcolm, too?”
“Because, like I said, I don't really care about him,” said Robert with a shrug. “He could live or die and it wouldn't make any difference to me. He's an annoying little twerp, but he hasn't hurt me the way you have.”
I tried to calculate how long it would take me to zoom over to the table and disarm and knock out Robert before he could pull the trigger. But even at my fastest speed, I didn't think I could do it. The barrel of the gun was right up against Malcolm's head and Robert's finger was still on the trigger. He just needed to pull it once and Malcolm would be dead.
But I couldn't let him kill me, either. I didn't want to die. I had a whole future ahead of me, after all. Besides, I still didn't trust Robert to spare Malcolm. He was clearly unhinged and likely would just kill Malcolm for the hell of it, since he would be going to jail no matter what.
Unfortunately, I couldn't see any way out of this situation that would leave me and Malcolm alive. Either way, one of us was going to die … and I decided that it was going to be me.
So I said, “Okay, Robert. You win. I'll let you shoot me in exchange for Malcolm's life.”
“Really?” said Robert. “That didn't take long. But anyway, I want you to come over here. I'm not going to come over to you because I don't want to give you a chance to save your friend.”
Reluctantly, I walked across the cafeteria to Robert, who didn't pull the gun away from Malcolm's head. But as I walked, a plan occurred to me, one that would allow me to save both of us and take down Robert, too. It depended on the speed of my reflexes, but I was sure it would work as long as I was quick and smart.
I stopped in front of Robert and Malcolm. Malcolm was still looking at me with fear in his eyes and was still trying to talk to me, but the tape made it impossible to tell what he was saying. I guessed that he was probably trying to tell me that I shouldn't do this, but Malcolm didn't know my plan, so, of course, he would be against it, though he wouldn't be once I saved us both.
As for Robert, he just smirked even wider and aimed his gun directly at my face.
Moving as quickly as I could, I slapped Robert's gun out of his hand. Robert let out a surprised cry before I grabbed him by the neck and lifted him off the table's bench. I was choking him enough to keep him from fighting back, but not enough to actually kill him.
Keeping my tone level, I said, “All right, Robert. Looks like this hostage situation is over. You're going to the same place as your dad: Prison, which is where you belong and where you won't be able to harm me or Malcolm or anyone else.”
I expected Robert to scowl in anger or flail his arms and legs around to get me to let go of him. I expected Robert to glare at me in pointless defiance.
What I did not expect was for Robert to smile the evilest smile I had ever seen someone smile and say, in a choked voice, “Got you.”
Robert grabbed my arm with both of his hands. But instead of trying to make me let go of him, he tightened his grip on my arm like a steel clamp.
Before I could figure out what was happening, I immediately started feeling drained. It felt like something was being drained out of me and into Robert. It kind of felt like Robert had poked my arm with a needle and was draining blood from my body. I even started to feel dizzy and disoriented, but I didn't let go of him because I couldn't. My hand felt locked around his throat.
I was growing … weaker. Even though I was just standing there, I was starting to feel like I had run a marathon. Even worse, there was nothing I could do about it except stand there and watch as Robert's grin grew larger and eviler with each passing second.
Then the draining feeling stopped, but I couldn't hold Robert up anymore. I dropped him, but he landed on his feet, while I dropped to my hands and knees. I felt so weak that I could barely even stand.
But I had to beat Robert, so I forced myself to stand up. Robert, to my confusion, just watched me with amusement in his eyes, his hands on his hips as I struggled back to my feet.
“What … did … you … do?” I said.
Robert didn't answer. He was just grinning at me, which annoyed me. I decided that I was just going to knock him out with one punch.
So I pulled back my fist and hurled it at him, aiming directly for his smug grin. I intended to take him out in one hit and then maybe go home and take a nap, because I felt too tired to do anything else.
But then Robert caught my fist without even flinching. He wasn't even sent stumbling backwards. He just caught my fist like I was a normal person and not a superhuman.
“Huh?” I said. I tried to pull my fist out of his hand, but his grip was too tight. “How did you do that? Your hand should be broken.”
“Broken?” Robert repeated. “You mean like your whole body is about to be?”
Before I could ask what he meant, Robert reared back and punched me in the chest.
The blow sent me flying. I hurtled through the air uncontrollably, spinning head over heels as my whole world went upside down. I couldn't see anything until I crashed into the wall so hard that I smashed through it and into the wiring and plaster behind it.
For a moment, I was too jarred by the impact to feel anything. But then, after a few moments, my body started hurting. My entire body felt like it had been crushed underneath a huge rock. My bones felt as brittle as ice and maybe even completely broken in some places, but it was impossible to tell for sure because I was in so much pain that I could barely think.
Then my earcom crackled to life in my ear and I heard the voice of Blizzard—one of my teammates—say worriedly, “Bolt, what's going on in there? Are you okay? We heard something get smashed through a wall.”
I tried to speak, but just moving my mouth hurt like hell. Still, I managed to utter a few words, “Send … help …”
“Help?” Blizzard repeated. Her voice became even more worried. “Bolt, you sound injured. What did Robert do to you? Bolt?”
I couldn't answer her, mostly because I was in too much pain. I had taken some serious hits before, but this was easily the worst attack I had ever suffered in my life. Even just blinking sent agonizing pain through my body.
Nonetheless, I raised my head to look out the hole in the wall, which was immediately blocked by Robert. The light from the cafeteria made it impossible to see his face, but I knew he was probably smirking in triumph.
“How does it feel, Kevin?” said Robert. His voice was full of gleeful insanity now. “To be punched through a wall like that and have every bone in your body broken … it hurts, doesn't it? But I can tell you that it is nothing compared to the pain of losing your parents that I have had to suffer every day of my life since last year.”
I heard the click of a gun and saw that Robert was now aiming his gun directly at me, his finger on the trigger.
“But now, I think I will put you out of your misery,” said Robert. “I don't know if heaven or hell exist, but if you see my parents on the other side, I hope they torture you for eternity.”






  
  Chapter Two


There was no way I could get up and dodge Robert's gun. My legs just didn't want to cooperate because they felt like broken sticks. 
But before Robert could pull the trigger, he was interrupted by the sound of glass shattering. Robert looked away, lowering the gun as he said, “What the hell—” before he ducked, causing a huge chunk of ice to fly over him. He raised his gun and fired back, but it didn't sound like he hit anyone, thankfully, because he started backing away out of my sight while still firing his gun.
As a result, I couldn't see what was happening in the cafeteria, but I could hear the sounds. I heard gun shots go off, heard screams and shouts, heard large chunks of ice striking the floor and tables, and more glass shattering, probably more people coming in, but I didn't know if they were the Young Neos or SWAT.
But it was becoming harder and harder to stay conscious. The pain was so overwhelming that I just couldn't handle it. I tried to stay awake long enough to hear the end of the fight, but I just couldn't do it.
In seconds, I drifted off into unconsciousness. The last sound I heard was a familiar pop, but I was unable to remember where I heard it from before I fell into darkness.
-

“Please wake up, Kevin.” 
“Can you hear us, Kevin? Please open your eyes.”
The two voices floated into my ears. They sounded kind of familiar, but I couldn't remember where I had heard them before. In fact, I wasn't even sure if they were even real. All I saw around me was darkness, which made me think I was in some kind of weird dream. I felt a soft mattress underneath me that was quite comfortable, much better than the plaster and wiring I had landed on in the cafeteria.
But then, maybe it had all been a bad dream. My fight with Robert, Robert punching me through the cafeteria wall, Robert almost shooting me … yes, that was it. It was all just a bad dream, a nightmare, one that I was sure I was going to wake up from soon. I didn't even feel like I was in pain, though my muscles felt soft and stiff.
Opening my eyes, however, was a different story. I had to crack them open bit by bit. It was like they had been sealed shut with glue, not helped by the bright lights around me that made me want to close them again.
Eventually, however, I managed to open my eyes and see that I was lying on a soft bed with white sheets. I recognized it as the bed in the House's medical station, which made me feel relieved, because it meant that it had been a dream after all. Oddly, I wasn't in my costume, but that was okay because I was fine and everything seemed normal.
Then I noticed two people sitting near my bed. It was my Dad—who was in his full Genius costume now, though he had removed his helmet—and my Mom, who was wearing her green dress and blue necklace. They were both looking at me intently, as if they were watching my every move, which was kind of creepy.
“Mom? Dad?” I said. My mouth was dry and thirsty, but I seemed to have all my teeth, at least. “What are you guys doing here?”
“Kevin?” said Mom. She leaned forward in her chair, worry in her eyes. “How do you feel? Any broken bones?”
“Not that I can feel,” I said. I yawned. “I feel pretty good, actually.”
Dad sighed in relief, while Mom gave me a quick but tight hug before sitting back down in her chair.
“See, Ashley?” said Dad with a smile. “I told you that Healing Touch's power would heal him. There was no need to worry.”
“I know, but I'm his mother,” said Mom. “I'm supposed to worry about him, even if he is under the care of another superhero.”
At the mention of Healing Touch, who was the resident healer in the Neohero Alliance, I felt my heart sink, but I tried to keep my spirits up. “Why did Healing Touch heal me? What happened to me?”
“You mean you don't remember?” said Dad in surprise. “I guess that's not surprising. It looked like you crashed headfirst into that wall. Must have messed with your memory.”
My heart sank even further. “Tell me what happened. Maybe that will jog my memory.”
“Well, according to Malcolm, Robert punched you through the cafeteria wall with one blow,” said Dad. “You went flying and crashed into the wall hard enough to break nearly every bone in your body. Even Healing Touch had a hard time healing you, because she usually doesn't deal with injuries that serious. You've been out cold for a day.”
My heart hit the bottom of my stomach. “So you mean that all of that really happened, then.”
“It did,” said Dad. “Did you think it was a dream or something?”
I rubbed my forehead. “I don't know. I thought it was, but … well, how's Malcolm doing?”
“He's fine,” said Dad. “Jumpy and scared last I saw, but he was not injured and he is back with his family, though the G-Men have sent some agents to protect his family in case Robert comes after him again.”
“You mean Robert got away?” I said.
Dad nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. Your friends broke into the cafeteria to stop him, even fought him, but he managed to escape through a portal.”
“A portal?” I said. “Who made it?”
“We don't know,” said Dad, “but based on the description of it that Blizzard gave to us, I suspect that it was made by Hopper. You remember him, right?”
I nodded reluctantly. Hopper had been a member of the last incarnation of the Young Neos, the one that existed before my team. He had had the ability to open portals that could let him go wherever he wanted. He was also a member of the radical cult known as Vision and was crazy as all hell.
“But why would Robert escape through a portal made by Hopper?” I said. I shuddered. “Did Robert convert to Visionism or something?”
“We don't know, but it's possible,” said Dad. “We have no idea where Robert escaped to, but the G-Men are searching for him, as is the NHA.” Dad looked at me with a much more serious look now. “But what happened to you? How did Robert punch you through the cafeteria wall? Robert doesn't have any superpowers at all, much less the kind of super strength that you have.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I don't know how he did it. All I remember doing is walking up to him, knocking the gun out of his hand, and grabbing him. But then he grabbed me and … I don't know, but it felt like he drained me or something.”
“Drained you?” Dad repeated. “What do you mean? Did he draw blood from you?”
I shook my head. “No. It was like … he grabbed my arm with his hands and somehow drained me of my energy. I felt so weak that I could barely stand.”
“How do you feel now?” said Mom in a worried voice. “Do you feel sick?”
“Just … tired,” I said. I leaned backed against my pillow. “Kind of like I just did a really intense workout session, but worse.”
“Well, at least you are still alive,” said Mom. “We were worried that you wouldn't make it. You were out like a rock.”
“I'm glad I made it, too,” I said.
That was when I noticed Dad's expression. His eyes seemed to be focusing on something far away and his chin was resting on his fist, his lips curled downward in a frown.
I recognized the expression. It was how Dad looked whenever he was thinking about something important. And his frown told me that whatever he was thinking about, he didn't like it. He didn't like it at all.
“Dad, what are you thinking about?” I asked. “What's the problem?”
Dad looked at me in surprise, like he had forgotten I was there. “What? Oh, I was just thinking about what you told me. About how Robert 'drained' you and your weakness.”
“It probably doesn't mean anything,” I said, shaking my head. “Maybe I just need a few days of rest and then I'll be back in action.”
“I am not so sure about that,” said Dad.
An ominous feeling went down my back, but I tried to ignore it,. “What do you mean? I'm healed. It's not like I'm bleeding internally or whatever.”
“Yes, but that's not what I'm talking about,” said Dad. He leaned toward me, a questioning look in his eyes. “Can you still use your powers?”
“Um, yeah,” I said. “Why wouldn't I be able to? It's not like I forgot how to or anything.”
“Are you absolutely sure?” said Dad. “Try to activate your super strength. Try to lift something.”
“Ted,” said Mom, looking at Dad in horror. “Why are you asking him to exert himself when he clearly needs rest? He's been through a lot and needs to sleep. You heard what Healing Touch told us.”
“No, Mom, it's all right,” I said. “Using my powers won't hurt me. You have nothing to worry about.”
“But—”
“It's fine, Ashley,” said Dad, putting a hand on her shoulder reassuringly. “I'm not asking Kevin to fight a supervillain. I just want to see something.”
Deep down, I thought I knew what Dad wanted to see, but it was such a horrifying idea that I hoped it was untrue. I focused on activating my super strength, on gaining my power again, but I felt … nothing. Nothing at all. It was like someone had opened me up and drained me of every power I had.
I looked at Dad again in panic. “Dad, I can't feel my super strength.”
Mom gasped, but Dad didn't look surprised at all, although his frown became even more pronounced.
“Yes, I suspected as much,” said Dad. “I wish to hell I was wrong, but it looks like my theory is correct.”
“What is your theory?” I said, even though I had a feeling that I already knew what it was.
Dad took off his glasses, rubbed them on his shirt, and then put them on and looked at me again. “Robert stole your powers.”






  
  Chapter Three


No,” I said. “No, that can't be possible. Maybe I'm just tired. That's probably why I can't use my super strength.” 
“Kevin, you know that's not true,” said Dad. “I think you, me, and your mother all know that Robert somehow stole your powers. If you were just tired, you would still be able to use your powers, maybe not as effectively as normal, but you would be able to use them nonetheless.”
“Well, maybe he got my super strength, but I bet he didn't get my flight or super speed,” I said.
“Kevin—” said Dad, but I interrupted him by throwing my sheets off my body and swinging my legs over the side of the bed.
“No, Dad, it's all right,” I insisted. “I'll use my super speed and flight right here, right now and prove that I still have them.”
“Kevin, you should get back into bed,” said Mom. “You won't be able to stand. You're still too weak. And if you do use your super speed, you might hurt yourself.”
I stood up from my bed and stumbled forward before I regained my balance. “No, Mom, I'm fine. And I'll be even finer once I use my super speed and flight again.”
I turned toward the door. I focused on putting extra speed into my legs, giving me a boost that would allow me to run to the other side of the room in an instant. I wouldn't have even minded if I ran straight into the door and harmed myself. As long as I could still use my super speed, I'd be willing to take just about any amount of pain.
But I felt nothing. I did not feel the burst of energy that I usually felt whenever I used my super speed. My legs felt normal; well, actually, they felt weaker than normal, but that wasn't what I was trying to feel.
Dad must have noticed, because he said, “Kevin—” again before I said, “Watch me fly!”
I jumped into the air, but then fell right back to the floor. I didn't jump particularly high, but I still fell on my bottom. The impact wasn't jarring, but the realization that I had indeed lost all of my powers was.
“Kevin, are you okay?” said Mom. “Do you need help, honey?”
I shook my head. Grabbing the side of the bed, I raised myself back to my feet and sat down on the bed. I looked at my hands, which now looked a lot smaller and weaker than they did yesterday, even though I was pretty sure that I was still the same size I had been before I lost my powers. I just felt so fragile, like I would shatter into pieces as soon as someone touched me the wrong way.
At that moment, the door to the medical station slid open and a man in a full metal power suit that looked like knight armor entered. It was Mecha Knight, one of the members of the NHA Leadership Council, and also the supervisor of the Young Neos. He stopped when he saw me sitting on my bed, but it was impossible to tell if he was surprised or concerned, since his helmet blocked his face.
“Ah, Bolt,” said Mecha Knight in his usual cool monotone. “Carl told me that you were awake, so I came to check on you. How do you feel?”
“Awful,” I said. “And weak.”
“Well, you shouldn't feel so bad about yourself,” said Mecha Knight. “Everyone fails at some point, after all, and—”
“Jack, that isn't what Kevin means,” Dad interrupted him, causing Mecha Knight to look at him.
“What is the problem, then?” said Mecha Knight. “Does he still need to rest?”
“No,” I said. I couldn't look at Mecha Knight. “I'm fine. But my powers … my powers are gone.”
Mecha Knight tilted his head to the side. “Your powers are gone? What do you mean by that?”
“Robert Candle stole Kevin's powers,” Dad explained. He shook his head. “We're not sure how, but now Kevin is just a normal human teenager again.”
“Are you certain that he has lost his powers?” Mecha Knight questioned. “Sometimes particularly traumatic events can block a superhuman's powers for a brief period of time, as you know, Genius.”
“Yes, I am aware of that, but that doesn't appear to be what happened to Kevin,” said Dad with a sigh. “He has literally lost his powers.”
“Has this ever happened before?” I said, looking up at Mecha Knight and then at Dad. “Has anyone ever had their powers stolen before? Like, maybe a supervillain in the past did this sort of thing at some point, making a machine that could take away peoples' powers or whatever.”
“Not that we know of,” said Mecha Knight, shaking his head. “Powers are genetic, after all. While some scientists speculate that there may be a way to shut off powers in the brain, the fact is that modern neuroscience has yet to find the 'off switch,' as some call it, or its opposite, the ‘on switch.’”
“The closest thing I can think of is during the Pokacu invasion,” said Dad. He readjusted his glasses. “The Pokacu aliens used an artificially designed gas that negated a victim's powers. But the gas only lasted for a few hours, at which point the effects would fade and the victim's powers would immediately return to their original level and the gas itself would leave no long term effects on its victims.”
“Is Robert like half-Pokacu or something?” I said. “I mean, he's ugly enough to be one.”
Dad just rolled his eyes. “No, but it is a mystery as to how he did it. Kevin, did he happen to have any sort of device or gadget that he could have possibly used to do that? Perhaps some kind of powered glove that let him take your powers?”
I shook my head. “No. He had a gun, but that's not very useful for stealing powers from neoheroes. He just grabbed me with his bare hands and started draining me.”
“I see,” said Dad. He rubbed his forehead in worry. “Then my worst fears have come true: Robert's superpowers have finally manifested.”
“It is only logical,” said Mecha Knight, who didn't sound as worried about this as Dad did, though Mecha Knight generally didn’t emote much anyway. “After all, his father was Master Chaos. It would have been surprising if he hadn't manifested his powers at some point.”
“Hold on, are you guys saying that Robert's power is that he can steal powers from other neoheroes?” I said in shock.
“Unless he has some kind of device embedded under his skin or there is another explanation for it, then yes, that appears to be the case,” said Dad.
I groaned. “Why did he get the most overpowered superpower? That's so unfair.”
“Life is unfair in general, Bolt,” said Mecha Knight. “We must simply play with the hand we are given, even if it isn't as good as someone else's hand.”
I was about to ask how that was relevant when Mom suddenly said, “If Robert has Kevin's powers, does that mean he will use them to attack us?”
“Probably,” said Dad. “I think it is more likely that he will come after Kevin first, but I wouldn't be surprised if he tried to get you and me as well. After all, I was ultimately the one who killed his father, so he probably doesn't think very highly of me.”
“But how will we defend ourselves?” said Mom. She anxiously rubbed her hands together. “And what if he has other powers as well? Maybe he's stolen powers from other neoheroes besides Kevin. There's no telling what he can do.”
In all of my whining at losing my powers, I had completely forgotten that Mom was just an ordinary human being who didn't have any powers of her own and was therefore defenseless against someone like Robert. I felt ashamed of myself for not thinking about what this meant for my parents, because their lives were in just as much danger as mine.
Dad wrapped an arm around Mom's shoulders and said, “Don't worry, Ashley. Valerie and I will secure the home and make sure Robert won't be able to come within five feet of our house without getting blasted into oblivion.”
“The NHA can also offer you protection, if necessary,” said Mecha Knight. “As you were once a member of the NHA, we would be more than happy to offer you whatever protection from Robert you may need.”
“We may just have to take you up on that offer, Jack,” said Dad. “I can make defenses against a variety of different powers, but it would probably be better if we had at least a few actual neoheroes there to defend us.”
Jack? Was that Mecha Knight's real name or something? I guess it made sense that Dad knew him, because Dad and Mecha Knight used to work together in the NHA, but I didn't know what Mecha Knight's real identity was. He had never seen fit to tell me or the other Young Neos what his real identity was, but then, that wasn't unusual, because most NHA members kept their true identities secret. Still, Mecha Knight worked more closely with the Young Neos than he did with Dad, so I wondered if he would ever share his identity with me at some point.
Not that that was my biggest problem at the moment, however. My biggest problem was figuring out how to get back my powers, but that was such an uncomfortable thing for me to think about that I decided to focus on a new problem I noticed.
“I don't think that sending real neoheroes to protect us will actually work,” I said. “If Robert can steal powers, what's to stop him from stealing their powers and then using them to kill you?”
“Bolt raises a good point,” Mecha Knight said. “Any neohero we send to protect you will be at risk at losing their powers to Robert, assuming we are correct that Robert has the ability to steal powers. Even if Omega Man himself were to protect you, he wouldn't be able to buy you much time against Robert unless he could kill or disable him quickly.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” said Mom. She tugged at her necklace anxiously. “If even the NHA can't defend us, then who can?”
“We can,” said a soft and gravelly voice from the doorway.
We all looked over at the doorway to see a man in his late forties standing there. He wore an old-fashioned suit, with a G-Men patch on his right shoulder and had deep black hair, with a few gray strands here and there that hinted at his age.
I almost didn't believe my eyes, but the man standing in the doorway was indeed Cadmus Smith, the Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings, and the leader of the G-Men. It had been a while since I last saw him, but he looked almost exactly the same as he did when I met him last year. The only difference was the fact that he was wearing a blue tie rather than a red one, but other than that it was like he had simply traveled through time to get here.
Standing behind Cadmus's right shoulder was a young woman in her twenties who I recognized as Shade. She was another member of the G-Men and seemed to be Cadmus's right-hand woman. She was so-named because she could travel through darkness and even control it, two powers that had always given me a lot of trouble whenever I tangled with her. She smiled and waved at me when she saw me, though it looked like a mocking smile to me.
“Cadmus?” said Mecha Knight, turning to face Cadmus and Shade. Though Mecha Knight's tone didn't change, I noticed him reach for the sword at his side, like he expected a fight. “What are you doing here? I do not remember you being invited to Hero Island.”
Cadmus didn't even smile. He just said, “Shade and I arrived a few minutes ago in response to Robert Candle's attack on John Smith High School yesterday. We heard that Bolt was seriously wounded in the attack and was taken here to recuperate.” He glanced at me. “I can see that that report was accurate.”
“Why are you here?” said Mecha Knight. “You know that the G-Men are not allowed on Hero Island without permission.”
“Oh, but we already received permission from Omega Man and the rest of the Leadership Council,” said Cadmus. “You can ask them, if you'd like. They were very cooperative.”
“Why would they give you permission without consulting me first?” said Mecha Knight. “I am also a member of the Leadership Council, after all. My opinion matters as much as theirs.”
“Because I made it clear that it was rather urgent that Shade and I come here to speak with Bolt,” said Cadmus. “We have already investigated John Smith High School, as well as interviewing witnesses such as Malcolm Rayner about the attack. We now wish to speak with Bolt, who we understand fought Robert Candle.”
“Why do you want to speak with my son?” said Dad. The heat in Dad's voice took me by surprise. He almost looked like he was going to jump up from his chair and fight Cadmus if he got any closer.
Cadmus looked at Dad in surprise. “Ted? I didn't know you were here. But it makes sense, because Bolt is your son, after all.” Then he nodded at Mom. “And, of course, Ashley is here as well.”
“Don't act like we're friends,” said Dad. “Answer the question. Why do you want to speak with Kevin?”
“Because the G-Men are also after Robert Candle,” said Cadmus, “though perhaps not for the same reasons as you. Because Bolt fought Robert, we wish to speak with Bolt and find out what he knows about him.”
“Everyone wants Robert now,” said Dad, folding his arms across his chest. “After that attack on the high school, the NHA and the INJ are also looking for him. You guys aren't that special.”
“But we've been looking for Candle for much longer than you,” said Cadmus. “Not that we actually knew it was him, of course, until just yesterday, but he matches the description of a particular super criminal we've been tracking for a few weeks now.”
“Who would that be?” said Dad.
“He doesn't have a name, but we've nicknamed him the Thief,” said Cadmus. “We call him that because he steals other neoheroes' powers and adds them to his own.”
Cadmus suddenly looked at me directly in the eyes. “Just like what happened to you, correct?”
I gaped. “How did you know? No one outside of this room even knows that I lost my powers.”
“It's
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