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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


Grace Greggs—best known as Switch, daughter of the supervillain Electrica—was quite proud of herself for sneaking out of her dorm in the middle of the night without waking up her roommates. It helped that the two girls who slept in the same dorm as her had been completely knocked out, even though they’d stayed up far later in the night than her, chatting about boys and sharing makeup tips, despite the fact that they were supposed to be studying their homework. They probably had never suspected that Switch was plotting her escape that very night, but even if they had, Switch would have gone ahead with the plan anyway, even if that meant knocking together a couple of skulls, because Switch had no desire to stay in this dumb superhero school any longer than she already had. 
The Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, her twin brother, Bait (who was staying in a completely separate dorm from her), would have corrected her, if he had been here. And it’s not dumb. The teachers here are going to help us avoid making the same mistakes as Mom.
Switch could not help but snort when she thought that, though she paused in the trees along the main campus path and looked around just to make sure she really was alone. She did not see anyone else out tonight—the entire campus seemed deserted—but Switch knew, from experience, that there was usually at least one security guard active at all times in this idiotic school and sometimes they even had robot assistants; those were the worst. Switch’s metallic fingernail projectiles (which she called nail bullets, if only because it sounded cooler than metallic fingernail projectiles) were rarely effective against the robotic guards that sometimes stalked the campus grounds like mountain lions. They were useful against the human guards, though, because their uniforms usually weren’t thick enough to catch the nail bullets themselves.
In any case, when Switch saw that she was alone tonight, she rose from her hiding place and resumed making her way to the exit, sticking to the darkest parts of the campus on the off-chance that someone else other than her might be out tonight. As a result, her movement was slower and more deliberate than she would have liked, but she had learned from experience that slow and deliberate was the best way to go about sneaking around unseen. Mom probably wouldn’t have agreed, but Mom was also a powerful supervillain capable of traveling through electricity lines and frying anyone who tried to catch her, so this was one area where Switch would just have to do her own thing.
But Mom will be real happy to see me when I get her out of Ultimate Max, Switch thought, a smile creeping across her lips as she paused behind a tree, looked around briefly, and resumed her walking again. Don’t know how happy she’ll be when I tell her about Bait, though.
Thinking about her twin brother made Switch scowl. Bait had always been more of a goody two shoes than her, but ever since the two of them had been forced to attend this stupid school, he had gone completely off the rails. He often preached to her about how this was their chance to avoid repeating the mistakes of their Mom, how he loved Mom more than anyone but realized that she had been raising them wrongly, and how he was looking forward to becoming a superhero in his own right someday.
Switch would have punched him if he was here right now. He wasn’t exactly a traitor, maybe, but she found his lack of loyalty to Mom disturbing. Didn’t he realize that Mom needed their help? She’d been arrested and thrown into Ultimate Max—the best and only prison for supervillains in the country—about two months ago now and was unlikely to ever be released. Mom was normally capable of getting out of even the worst situations by herself, but this time, Mom was truly trapped, because Ultimate Max was specifically designed to hold supervillains like her. Switch had never visited the prison herself, but she’d heard rumors that the guards all carried guns that could shoot powerless pellets, which would release a gas that could disable a superhuman’s powers for a brief period of time.
It’s really rich hearing Bait talk about becoming ‘good,’ Switch thought. He was just as eager about committing crimes and doing what Mom told us to do when we were younger as I was, maybe even more so. He’s probably just putting on an act to make everyone think he’s turned over a new leaf, seen the light and all that. If Mom hadn’t been arrested—
The sound of crunching leaves almost made Switch jump. For a moment, she thought that the gig was up, that she had been spotted by one of the guards and they were coming to drag her, kicking and screaming, back to her dorm.
But when Switch turned her head in the direction from which the sound came, she saw a raccoon, of all things, standing very still in the bushes. Its big eyes stared at her, as if it had never seen a human before, though based on its size, it had to be an adult.
Switch scowled. “Scram, you stupid ring tail.”
She aimed her index finger and fired one nail bullet. But the raccoon had fled even before she shot it, running away into the darkness between the Library and the Cafeteria without making a sound.
Lowering her finger, Switch shook her head. Dumb raccoons. She hated the little jerks. They were everywhere, especially at night, and had this tendency to trip up her escape attempts every time she tried to get out of here. One of her roommates, Melissa, loved raccoons and thought they were the cutest thing in the world, but Switch had decided in her mind that the next raccoon that messed up her next escape attempts would become a hat. She had no time to waste chasing this one, but maybe next time, she would.
Grumbling about stupid raccoons under her breath, Switch resumed sneaking around the campus. She passed the Administration Building, the Academy Clinic, and various other campus buildings, all of which were currently closed. She still didn’t see any guards, but that was fine by her, because that meant that she might actually escape this time.
Normally, Switch would have headed for the gate, which was the primary entrance and exit for the Academy. But tonight, Switch was not going that way, because not only was the gate locked every night, but it was also always watched by the guards, perhaps more than any other place in the school. She had already tried the gate during her last few escape attempts anyway. Each time, she would be caught before she could climb over it or unlock it, and hauled back to her dorm, usually kicking and screaming.
No. Tonight, Switch was heading for a portion of the main fence surrounding the campus, a portion which had a hole in it. She had discovered the hole a few days ago, during lunchtime, when she had decided to take a walk around campus to see if she could find possible alternative escape routes. The hole in question was large enough for her to slip through, which she’d tested by actually climbing through it once. But she had returned just as quickly, because she knew that if she tried to escape during the day, the faculty would notice and send someone to catch her.
On the other hand, sneaking away during the night meant that by the time anyone realized Switch was no longer on campus, she’d be long gone. Also, even if someone woke up and realized that she was gone, finding her at night would still be harder than finding her during the day. If necessary, Switch could find somewhere out in the wilderness surrounding the school to hide until they gave up finding her, though she figured that she would not need to do that tonight.
Finally, after a few more minutes of sneaking around, Switch reached the campus fence. The fence was twice as tall as her, with sharp tipped points above it to make it harder for people to sneak in or out. The wires which made up the fence were also done together in such a way that the gaps between them were big enough maybe for your finger, but not big enough to escape.
Except, of course, for the hole which Switch spotted, the hole which would allow her to escape. Switch was relieved to see that it was still not fixed. She had been worried that the groundskeeper might have noticed it at some point during the last few days and fixed it. Thankfully, this portion of the fence was out of the way of most of the school’s traffic, which meant that even the Academy’s faculty and employees were likely unaware of it. Switch had no idea who had made this hole, though. And it had to have been made, because it looked like something had torn the hole open.
It’s probably just a raccoon or something, Switch thought as she made her way over to the hole. Those little jerks will destroy anything, but for once, I’m not angry at them. Maybe I’ll actually spare the next raccoon I see, instead of making it into a hat like I’ve been thinking about doing.
Switch stopped in front of the hole. She knew she should have crawled through it without hesitation, but she could not help but look back over her shoulder toward the campus itself. Though the night was dark, the main campus of the Academy was lit by lights from the front porches of the buildings; not enough to make sneaking around impossible, as Switch had already proved, but certainly enough to force her to be more careful than she otherwise would have been.
Bait is still back there, Switch thought. He’s still stuck in this school just like me. I should go back and get him. Mom would be happy to see me, but she’d be even happier to see both of us together.
But Switch shook her head and turned away. Bait wouldn’t have gone with her even if she had woken him up and guaranteed him that they would see Mom again. He had already shown an unwillingness to escape this stupid school in the past. All he wanted to do was suck up to the teachers and pretend to be a good little superhero. If that meant leaving Mom to rot in jail, then that was a perfectly acceptable price to pay, according to Bait. Well, Switch thought that that was what Bait thought. She didn’t know what his actual motivation was, because she was so disgusted with his desire to become a ‘real’ hero that she didn’t spend as much time with him as she normally did.
Once I get Mom out of prison, maybe we can come back and rescue Bait together, Switch thought. Mom always liked him more than me. Said he always reminded her of Dad, but maybe she’ll like me more than him when she finds out I’m coming to save her.
Switch frowned. She rarely thought about Dad, but mostly because she had not known him growing up; hell, she didn’t even know his name. For as long as Switch could remember, it had always been just her, Bait, and Mom, always on the run from superhero organizations like the Neohero Alliance or government agencies like the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings. It had been a hard life—even Switch could admit that—but at least they’d been a family and had always been there for each other.
Not anymore, Switch thought, her hands balling into fists. Mom’s in jail, Bait has become soft and mushy, and Dad’s still nowhere to be seen. How could things have gone to hell so quickly?
And then, of course, there was her other brother, or half-brother, really: Stinger, a member of the Young Neos, the most famous young superhero team in the country. But Switch thought about him even less than she thought about Dad, because she hadn’t grown up with him like she had with Bait, though she’d always been aware of him even before she went to school.
If he and his stupid friends try to stop me from freeing Mom, I’ll treat him like every other self-righteous ‘superhero’ in the world, Switch thought with a scowl. If he’s smart, he’ll stay out of my way when he hears that I escaped from the Academy. If he isn’t … well, blood may be thicker than water, but I’m pretty sure that nail bullets are thicker than both.
But Switch shook her head again. What was she doing, standing around thinking about her family like this? She was just wasting time, time that could be better spent escaping. True, no one knew that she was here, but Mom had always taught Switch that you should never become complacent as a supervillain, because that was a good way to get caught. Switch supposed that Mom had gotten complacent herself, because that was the only way she could have been caught, but all that did was prove Mom right, as usual.
Right before Switch could climb through the hole to freedom, however, she heard a soft thwip sound and sticky webbing came out of nowhere and covered the hole. Switch jumped backwards on instinct and immediately raised all ten of her fingers in the way Mom had taught her, swinging her hands back and forth as she attempted to locate the web shooter, though it was too dark to see anything.
“Who’s there?” Switch demanded, turning this way and that as she attempted to find the person who had blocked off her only avenue of escape. “Show yourself or else I’ll put some nails in your eyes!”
Two more thwips came from the darkness and covered her hands. Switch immediately shot her nail bullets, but the webbing was so thick that they just got caught in it. She immediately began struggling to tear the webbing apart, but it had already solidified and now felt like concrete on her hands. It was times like this that she wished that Bait was here so they could trade powers. His super strength would have been very useful right now.
“That’s better,” came a familiar male voice from the darkness. “It’s not appropriate for a child your age to be shooting those ‘nail bullets,’ as you call them, at people you can’t see. Especially if those people are your own teachers.”
A flashlight suddenly turned on, causing Switch to cover her eyes with her webbed hands. Even so, Switch recognized the voice, because she heard it many times a day in the Academy and had come to dread it. She didn’t need to look to see who it was; still, she lowered her hands anyway and squinted her eyes to see her attacker.
The man holding up the flashlight was in his early thirties. He was tall and muscular, though he had a more athletic build than a bulky one. He wore a purple and green suit that always made Switch ill whenever she looked at it, a suit that covered his whole body from head to toe. On his chest was a spider-like design, while a strange, web-like cape hung from his shoulders.
But it was his eyes which Switch found herself staring at. They were a very light brown, almost yellow, and they were peering at her with their usual smugness, like a cat which had caught a mouse that thought it had managed to escape the cat.
“Arachnid,” said Switch, scowling at him. “What are you doing up so late?”
Arachnid—who was also Switch’s home room teacher—smirked. “That’s a question I should be asking you, though I don’t need to, given how this is the fifth time I’ve caught you in the act like this.”
“Sixth,” Switch said, pouting slightly. “Sixth time. I’ve tried to escape from this dumb school six times.”
Arachnid shrugged. “I stopped keeping track after the third time, to be honest. That’s also about the number of times I thought you’d give up. After all, third time is usually the charm, as they say.”
Switch’s scowl grew deeper, but she didn’t say anything. Arachnid was the main reason Switch had failed to escape from school every time. He essentially had the powers of a spider, which included shooting web and wall-crawling. He was not the most powerful teacher in the school—that honor probably belonged to the Headmaster—but he was a master at stealth and sneaking up on people, even in broad daylight. Not only that, but he also always seemed to know everything that went on in the Academy, even things he was not present to hear. Bait was convinced that Arachnid could talk to spiders, who acted as his spies around the campus and reported everything to him, but Switch though Arachnid was just very good at keeping informed on everything.
“How did you know I was going to try to escape through this hole?” said Switch, gesturing awkwardly with her hands at the webbed up hole. “I didn’t think anyone else knew about it, otherwise it would have been fixed.”
“I followed you earlier today, when you went on your little walk around campus at lunch,” Arachnid replied. “When I saw the hole, I thought about telling Balloon, the grounds keeper, to fix it, but decided that I would let you continue to think that you were the only one aware of it so you could incorporate it into your clever escape plan. But I will definitely ask Balloon to fix it later today; that web covering won’t last forever, after all.”
Switch thought about trying to run away, but there was nowhere else to run to in here. Besides, Arachnid was fast and would probably just web up her feet and drag her back to her dorm. That was how he caught her the first time she had tried to escape and she knew he wasn’t above doing it again if need be.
Arachnid held out a hand. “Now, come with me and we’ll head back to your dorm.”
Switch stepped backwards, even though she had already decided that she didn’t want to run away from him. “Make me, you jerk.”
Arachnid’s eyes narrowed. “If necessary, I will.”
Switch bit her lower lip. Arachnid never seemed to get angry or upset, no matter what Switch called him. Maybe it was because he was an adult and had a lot of experience dealing with sarcastic or uncooperative kids, but it still annoyed Switch. If she couldn’t escape this prison, then she had hoped to at least make life miserable for her teachers, if nothing else.
But Switch was a practical girl, if nothing else, and she recalled Mom telling her that it was usually a good idea to cooperate with the police if they had you cornered. Arachnid was no policeman, but he still had authority over her and it would still be wise to cooperate with him, at least for now. Switch would just have to figure out another way to escape. Seven was her lucky number, after all.
So Switch nodded grudgingly and walked over to Arachnid. Arachnid grabbed her arm when she got within reach of him and began pulling her along behind him. His grip was as firm as ever and Switch didn’t resist, allowing him to pull her along behind him at a brisk pace.
Despite that, Switch could not help but look over her shoulder at the webbed over hole in the fence. With her best chance of freedom now closed off, Switch knew it would be weeks before she got another chance at escape again.
That was when she felt something put in her pocket. She started slightly, causing Arachnid to stop and look over his shoulder at her.
“What’s the matter?” said Arachnid, who now sounded impatient. “Did you step on a snake or something?”
Switch glanced down at her pocket. There was something in it, a piece of paper from the look of it, but she immediately looked up at Arachnid again, not wanting him to suspect that she had a note. She didn’t know what the note was or who had put it there, but she wanted a chance to look it over herself before he did so he wouldn’t take it away from her.
“Nothing,” said Switch in her usual sarcastic tone of voice. “It was just a stick.”
Arachnid shook his head, muttered something about her scaring him for no reason, and then resumed pulling her along back to the campus. As they walked, Switch once again looked over her shoulder, but this time searching for the person who had put that note in her pocket.
But Switch saw nothing at all, save for the webbed over hole in the fence, which was slowly starting to vanish in the darkness of the night.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Jason Greggs—also known as Bait, son of the infamous supervillain Electrica, and superhero in training—rushed through the Academy campus as fast as he could, his backpack bouncing off his back as he ran. His breath bursting from his lungs, Bait kept glancing at his suit-up watch to see what time it was. He was dismayed to find out that he was going to be about five minutes late for Combat class, at least if he kept running at this current speed. He found himself wishing that he had had super speed instead of super strength as his power, like that kid named Lightspeed in his Gym class. Then he wouldn’t have to be running to get to class on time. 
But as long as I keep running, maybe I’ll get there on time anyway, Bait thought as he ducked under a tree branch sticking out over the path. I just need to make sure I don’t get distracted like I did last night.
Bait grimaced when he thought about how late he and his roommates stayed up last night playing video games. When Bait had returned to the dorms that evening, he had intended to study his homework for an hour and then go to bed at a reasonable time, but instead he got sucked into playing video games with his roommates, Max ‘Wind Whisperer’ Logan and Richard ‘Falcon’ Manny, for three hours. As a result, Bait had slept in late this morning and probably would have slept in even later if Max hadn’t accidentally kicked his bed and woke him up.
The biggest problem was that Bait had been forced to miss breakfast, which was always held in the Cafeteria every morning from six to eight. As a result, Bait had been forced to eat a banana and drink some day old coffee from the day before in order to get some energy, but Bait could already feel it starting to wear off. Even so, he pushed himself to run as fast as he could, because he had no intention of being late for class again and having to endure the taunts of his classmates. He already had to deal with the fact that he and his sister were not very well liked due to their parentage. He didn’t need to be known as someone who was always late for class as well, especially a class he was interested in.
Just got to keep running, Bait thought as he made his way north, toward the Coliseum, where his class for today was going to be. Keep running and don’t let myself get distracted. Never let myself get distracted. Ever.
As Bait turned a corner, intending to take a shortcut between the Library and the Cafeteria that would cut a minute or two off his time, he heard someone crying for help, followed by what sounded like a fist punching someone’s face and then derisive laughter from several guys. It was coming from the other side of the commons, near the Auditorium, which was out of Bait’s way. He considered ignoring it—he was in too much of a hurry to think about anything else—but he hated hearing someone crying for help, so he decided to go and see who it was. And if it turned out to be nothing, then Bait could keep going north to the Coliseum and hopefully not have lost any significant amount of time in the process.
With a sigh, Bait turned and ran toward the Auditorium. He soon spotted the source of the noise: Three guys, who all looked to be in their late teens, standing around and laughing at a younger kid, who must have just turned thirteen based on how young his face was. All four of them wore the same blue and yellow uniform that all Academy students had to wear, uniforms just like Bait. That was how he knew they were his fellow students, albeit not ones he normally shared classes with as far as he could tell.
The four students were standing in the Auditorium parking lot, in front of the statue of Omega Man, the current leader of the Neohero Alliance superhero organization. Bait had always admired the Omega Man statue, because it was so huge, detailed, and impressive. It looked almost like Omega Man himself had been carved from stone, his huge, blank stone eyes watching over the entire campus like a silent protector or guardian. It helped that there were rumors that it actually was capable of moving, that it was actually some kind of giant robot encased in stone armor, but Bait didn’t know whether those rumors were true or not.
Not that it mattered, however, because the Omega Man statue was doing nothing to protect the young student who was being bullied by the other students at its feet. As Bait watched, one of the bullies kicked the younger student in the gut, making him fall to the ground, clutching his stomach as the other two bullies laughed their approval. Bait, despite himself, could not help but smile, because it briefly reminded him of when he and his sister had been supervillains and had helped Mom in her crimes.
But then Bait shook his head. He needed to stop thinking like that. If he wanted to graduate as a superhero, then he would need to stop taking enjoyment in the suffering of people who were weaker than him. What was it that one of his teachers, Arthur ‘Changer’ Collins, had said a while back about superheroes having to do what was right, rather than what they wanted? Bait wasn’t sure if that was it, but either way he knew it was his responsibility to step in and help.
But then Bait remembered that he was almost late for class. He glanced at his watch again and saw that class was about to start in just a few minutes. If he left now, Bait figured he would make it, if just barely, and avoid arousing the wrath of his teacher, the aforementioned Changer. He might not do well in class, but getting on time was always better than being late.
But if I leave now, this kid will be at the mercy of the bullies, Bait thought. Poor kid’s completely on his own. I don’t know what his power is, but it’s obviously not strong enough to defend himself from these guys.
Biting his lower lip, Bait dropped his backpack on the ground and ran toward the bullies, who had yet to notice his arrival. He honed in on the first bully, the one who had kicked the kid in the gut and now stood over the cowering kid with a vicious smile on his face. The bully raised his fist over his head, clearly about to bring his fist down on the kid’s head.
“Aw, what’s the matter, Tommy?” said the bully in a mocking tone. “Can’t get up and shoot your pathetic little lasers at me? Are you gonna go cry to mommy or something?”
The boy, apparently named Tommy, just groaned in response and curled up into a tighter ball. He didn’t even bother to use his lasers; maybe he was too afraid to use them against these bullies.
But Bait didn’t care. Just as the bully brought his fist down, Bait reached out and caught the bully’s fist with his hand, stopping it cold.
“What the hell?” said the bully, looking at Bait in surprise. “Who the hell are you?”
“Just someone who doesn’t like bullies,” said Bait. “Now, why don’t you go and pick on someone your own size for a change?”
Bait shoved the bully backwards. The bully staggered back into his friends, who caught him before he could fall over onto his behind. The bully wore an expression of pure shock on his face, even though Bait was pretty sure that he hadn’t actually harmed the bully. Perhaps the bully just wasn’t used to someone actually standing up to him or putting him in his place.
Regardless, Bait looked down at Tommy. The kid was still curled in a fetal position on the ground, but he wasn’t groaning as much anymore. Instead, he was looking up at Bait with a mixture of awe and confusion, as if he didn’t know how to react.
“Hey, kid, you okay?” said Bait, kneeling down next to him. “Those bullies didn’t beat you up too badly, did they?”
“N-No,” said Tommy. Bait was surprised at how high-pitched Tommy’s voice was; maybe he hadn’t even hit puberty yet. “But my stomach still hurts.”
“Don’t worry, Tommy,” said Bait. “I’ll take you to the nurse’s office after I’m finished with these guys, okay?”
Tommy’s lip trembled, but he nodded nonetheless. It was good to see that he understood; at the same time, Bait could not help but feel a little awkward, because he wasn’t used to playing the hero like this.
No, not playing, Bait told himself. I am a hero, or will be one. Just like Omega Man.
Rising to his feet, Bait turned to face the three bullies. The one he had shoved back—who was perhaps an inch or two shorter than Bait, though considerably bulkier—was glaring at Bait with hatred, though Bait noticed that the bully’s two friends stood slightly behind him as if they were afraid of Bait.
“Nice shove, dude,” said the bully, rubbing his chest where Bait had shoved him. “Almost knocked me over, though still not enough.”
“Get lost,” Bait said. He gestured in a random direction. “Don’t you guys have a class you’ll be late for or something? I mean, not that you guys seem like honors students or anything, but—”
“Shut up,” the bully said. He punched his hand into his fist. “Our first class for the day isn’t until later. Because we had some time, we decided to hang out with old Tommy here, right, Tommy?”
Bait glanced at Tommy. Tommy, of course, shook his head wildly, but didn’t say anything. Perhaps he was still afraid that the bullies might beat him up if he said anything.
Looking at the bully again, Bait said, “I don’t want to fight you or your friends, because then we’d both get in trouble with the faculty. If you guys leave right now, I won’t even report this to the teachers.”
“Nah, I don’t think so,” said the bully, shaking his head. “I think we’ll beat you and Tommy, and maybe take your lunch money, too. Three against two; the odds on our side, I’d say, and I’m not even all that good at math.”
The bully stepped forward, a wolfish grin on his face, but then one of his friends grabbed his shoulder and said, “Wait, Derek, you shouldn’t pick a fight with that guy. I recognize him. He’s crazy.”
The bully—whose name was apparently Derek—looked over his shoulder at his friend with a death glare; he obviously wasn’t used to his friends telling him what to do. “What do you mean, you recognize him? And why does that mean I shouldn’t pulverize him like he deserves?”
“Because …” his friend hesitated, as if he was about to speak the name of some terrible monster whose attention he didn’t want to attract. “Because he’s Bait. You know, the son of that supervillain Electrica? And his sister is that crazy girl, Switch, the one who attacked Davis when he accidentally spilled milk on her at lunch.”
Derek’s friend spoke of Bait with fear. In fact, he didn’t even look directly at Bait when he spoke, as if he was afraid that Bait might attack him if they made eye contact. Derek’s other friend actually stepped backwards in terror, and even Derek himself looked slightly fearful when he looked at Bait.
Bait wished he could say he was surprised by this reaction, but he wasn’t. It was common for people to treat him and Switch with fear, if not outright terror, due to their status as the children of Electrica, one of the most infamous supervillains in the world. Most of the time, he and Switch were treated like convicted criminals and Bait had already accepted that most people would react that way toward them.
Still, I wish people would sometimes reserve judgment before deciding that we’re as bad as Mom, Bait thought. Would make becoming a superhero a whole lot easier.
“The son of Electrica, huh?” said Derek, looking at Bait again. The fear in his face was gone now, replaced by interest. “Yeah, now that I look at you, I think I’ve seen you around campus before, though I don’t think we’ve ever met.”
“It doesn’t matter who my mother is,” said Bait, shaking his head. “All that matters is that you guys need to leave this kid alone and get the hell out of here before I make you leave.”
Derek chuckled. “What are you going to do, call up mommy and ask her to electrocute us in our sleep? Or maybe have her smite us with lightning, like Zeus or something. I’m so very frightened.”
Bait felt his face flush; he’d never been one to take mockery all that well, especially when it involved Mom, but he kept his temper under control. “There’s still time for you guys to leave quietly. It’s not too late.”
“Hey, isn’t Electrica also Stinger’s mom?” asked Derek’s other friend; unlike Derek, his face was pale with fear. He looked at Bait. “Doesn’t that make him your brother?”
“Half-brother,” Bait said, though without any real happiness. “His dad is different from our dad.”
Derek put his hands on his waist and smirked. “So not only is your mother a world famous supervillain, but she’s also a slut. Wonder who she’s getting more of it from: The other Ultimate Max prisoners or the prison guards thems—”
Derek never got a chance to finish his sentence, because Bait’s temper snapped. He rushed toward Derek, gathering all of his super strength into his fist, moving so fast that everything seemed like a blur around him except for Derek. Derek looked shocked, but he was too slow to get out of the way or dodge Bait’s fist, which flew straight toward the center of his chest.
Bait expected the punch to send Derek flying, maybe even break a lot of bones in his body. What he did not expect was for his fist to hit Derek’s chest and a clanging noise to come from the collision. Not only that, but Bait did not feel human flesh or bone under the chest of Derek’s school uniform, but something which felt an awful lot like metal instead.
“What?” said Bait. He looked into Derek’s eyes. “Are you wearing armor under your school uniform or something?”
Derek’s smirk grew wider. “Armor? Nah. That’s my skin.”
Without warning, Derek’s own fist came out of nowhere and struck Bait in the side of the head. It wasn’t like getting punched by a normal fist, however; it was more like getting hit in the head with a metal pipe. As a result, Bait fell flat onto the ground, his head pounding and his whole world spinning. He thought he felt blood leaking out of the side of his head where Derek had punched him, but he couldn’t be sure.
Blinking hard, Bait looked up to see Derek standing over him. Derek still held up his fist; however, it now looked entirely metallic, as if Derek was wearing a prosthetic robot arm. That was odd, because Bait had not seen metal on Derek’s arm when he stopped him from punching Tommy before.
“See this?” said Derek, waving his metallic fist above his head. “This is my power. I can cover my entire body in hard steel. That’s why all my friends call me Ironheart. My skin even becomes strong enough to handle blows from other superhumans. It’s a cool power, much cooler than yours.”
Bait grimaced. He would have said something, but the pounding in his head was too much. He tried to get up, but Derek kicked him in the gut, forcing Bait back down again.
“Nah, I don’t think so,” said Derek. “I like you on the ground better than when you’re standing up. Easier to beat up that way.”
Bait grit his teeth. “You’re … a … bastard …”
Derek chuckled. “For being the son of a famous supervillain, you sure got weak insults. But anyway, I guess I’ll just have to teach you a lesson in what happens to people who are dumb enough to pick a fight with me.”
“But Derek, what if his sister finds out and comes after us?” asked his friend, who stood off a little to the side with his hand over his mouth. “She’s in my Powers class. She’s absolutely nuts.”
“Are you telling me you’re afraid of a girl, Boyd?” said Derek with a snort. “Let her come after us, if she wants to avenge her stupid brother. I’m willing to beat down anyone of any gender; I don’t believe in any of that chivalry crap.”
Boyd shut his mouth, but Bait understood why Boyd was worried. Switch really could go crazy when she wanted, though he doubted if even she could prove much of a threat to Derek and his friends in a fight.
Nonetheless, Bait rolled away and rose to his feet, albeit slowly. His head was still pounding and his stomach hurt from where he had been kicked by Derek.
“Where you going?” asked Derek. “Not going to run away and tell one of the teachers, are you?”
Bait bit his lower lip. He looked over at Tommy to tell him to leave, but to his surprise, Tommy was already long gone. The kid must have run away during Bait and Derek’s brief scuffle, though where he went, Bait didn’t know.
All I know is that I am definitely going to be late for class, Bait thought, looking at Derek again. Again.
“Looking for Tommy?” said Derek. “I think the little brat ran away. And he didn’t even thank you for volunteering to take his place for the beating. What a brat.”
Bait did not respond. He just gathered his super strength again and rushed toward Derek, his hands balled tightly into fists. But he didn’t get very far before something slick and oily appeared on the ground and made him trip and fall on his behind, earning another derisive laugh from Derek.
Looking at the ground, Bait saw that he had tripped in a puddle of oil, though he didn’t know where it could have possibly come from until he looked up and saw Derek’s friend—the one called Boyd—standing with his hands out. His hands were dripping oil, which explained where the oil came from.
“Good one, Boyd,” said Derek, slapping his friend on the shoulder. “Your oil powers are always good for a laugh. Just look at his stupid face. It’s hilarious.”
Boyd just smiled weakly at Derek’s praise, but he didn’t engage in any trash-talking of his own, maybe because he was still afraid of Bait. Bait supposed that should have made him feel better, but given how he was still covered in oil and his head and stomach still hurt, it seemed more like a consolation prize than anything.
Slowly rising to his feet, Bait took another few steps forward, trying not to slip on the oil, before a powerful, concentrated gust of wind came out of nowhere and hit him in the chest. That blow knocked him flat on his back onto the oil again; this time, Bait got some oil in his hair and the back of his uniform, which felt as disgusting as it sounded.
“Ha!” Derek shouted gleefully. “That was hilarious, Jack! Hit him just when he thought he could cross the oil without falling. What an idiot!”
Scowling, Bait slowly sat up and looked at Derek’s other friend, the one call Jack. Jack had his arms extended outward, palms together like he had just clapped. Bait guessed that Jack had the ability to fire concentrated bursts of wind from his claps, which was probably what hit Bait. Unlike Boyd, Jack was grinning like an idiot, even more than Derek, and looked more than eager to shoot Bait again if he got up.
I’m going to rip that stupid grin right off his face and force it down his— Bait caught himself and shook his head. No. Stay calm. Real heroes don’t let their anger get the best of them. They’re always calm and rational, no matter the situation.
But that was easier said than done. Bait was late for class (and would probably be disciplined for it), hadn’t gotten enough sleep last night, had to skip breakfast, got punched in the head and stomach, and was now drenched in stinky oil. The last of Bait’s patience was slipping through his fingers like sand and he didn’t care one bit. Anger flowed through his body like lava, but it was colder anger than usual, cold enough to make him think clearly enough to know how to maximize the pain he was about to inflict on these three idiots.
Slowly rising to his feet, Bait glared at Derek, Boyd, and Jack. He was barely conscious of the fact that his uniform was totally drenched in oil, that he himself smelled awful, and that his hair would probably take forever to clean. All he could think of was beating the hell out of those three.
Derek, apparently, didn’t notice Bait’s anger, because he just smirked again and said, “Oh, still want some more? Guess you must be a masochist as well a supervillain, just like your mom, huh? Very well. Jack, hit him again with another air blast, but this time strong enough to send him flying. Make sure he goes high enough that when he falls and hits the ground again, he’ll break every bone in his body.”
Jack—still grinning like the doofus he was—raised his hands again to unleash another wind clap, but Bait didn’t give him a chance. He just slid forward on the oil, like an ice skater, taking advantage of the slickness of the oil to move too fast for the three bullies to follow him. He slid toward Derek, who was looking at Bait with surprise and confusion, like he wasn’t entirely sure what was happening, though he soon would be.
Pulling back his fists, Bait threw two punches at Derk. As he expected, Derek’s skin turned into steel, which Bait’s punches hit with a clang.
“Stupid,” said Derek. “Did you already forget what my powers are?”
“Nope,” said Bait, shaking his head. “But I think your friend did.”
With that, Bait shoved backwards, sliding along the oil again just as Jack turned his aim toward Derek. Even though Bait was no longer touching Derek, Jack still clapped his hands together harder than before, unleashing a blast of wind so powerful that it literally sent Derek flying high into the air. Derek screamed, turning head over heels in the air, before he landed head first onto the concrete pavement of the Auditorium’s parking lot about a dozen feet away. Based on the clang that Bait heard, he guessed that Derek had covered the top of his head with metal before impact; even so, Derek didn’t look like he was going to get up again anytime soon.
“Derek!” Jack shouted in horror. “Bro, are you—”
Bait slid toward Jack and punched him in the face. That blow was powerful enough to cause Jack to crumple instantly, falling to the ground, where he lay as unconscious as Derek. Blood leaked out from the corner of his mouth where Bait had punched him, looking a bit like red drool.
A small “Eek!” behind Bait reminded him that he still had one last mouse to take care of. Turning around, he saw Boyd fleeing, oil dripping out of his hands crazily, like he’d lost control of his powers or something. With a savage, wolfish grin, Bait slid toward Boyd on the oil and, upon reaching the edge of the oil, jumped off and tackled Boyd from behind.
The two of them fell onto the pavement. Boyd tried desperately to throw Bait off, but Bait was bigger and stronger than Boyd. He grabbed the back of Boyd’s head and slammed his forehead against the pavement, making Boyd stop struggling immediately, though Bait couldn’t tell if Boyd was dead or just unconscious. All Bait knew was that he wanted to keep slamming Boyd’s forehead into the pavement until the bully’s head was nothing more than paste.
But before he could slam Boyd’s head down again, someone grabbed the collar of his uniform and pulled him off Boyd. Bait hit the ground, but rolled upon impact and got into a crouch. He looked up to see who had thrown him off Boyd.
It was Derek. Although Derek’s hair and uniform were dirty and torn due to the impact of his earlier crash, he otherwise looked fine, though there was a mixture of anger and fear in his eyes and he was panting as if he had just finished a race.
“Yo, man, what the hell are you doing?” said Derek. “Knock out Jack in one blow and tried to turn Boyd’s skull into paste after that … what’s up with that?”
Bait grinned, which he knew likely looked crazy, but he didn’t care. “You’re right. I should turn your skull into paste first.”
“And I thought your sister was supposed to be the crazy one,” said Derek, shaking his head. “Guess crazy must run in the family, huh?”
Bait just rose to his feet and rushed toward Derek. Derek, to his credit, also rushed toward Bait, his drawn back fist turning metallic as he ran. All Bait could think about was socking Derek in the face, maybe even hitting him hard enough to knock his head off his body, and it was those thoughts which dominated his mind as he rushed toward Derek like a wild animal going to attack its prey.
When they got close enough, both Bait and Derek threw their punches at each other. Their fists would have met directly in midair had they been allowed to connect; but instead, they hit some kind of invisible wall, which didn’t even slightly budge under the strength of their blows.
“What the hell?” said Derek. “Who—”
“Ironheart! Bait!” a feminine voice suddenly shouted. “Enough!”
Bait and Derek lowered their fists and looked over to see who had shouted. As soon as Bait looked, however, he wished he hadn’t.
Walking toward them from the other side of the parking lot was a woman in her mid-thirties. She wore a thin, but flexible, suit of purple armor and she was holding out a hand toward them. Her hand was glowing purple, which was how Bait knew that she was the one who had conjure the invisible wall keeping him and Derek apart.
“Miss Shield?” said Derek in surprise, looking at her as she approached. “What are you doing here?”
Bait gulped. Miss Shield was a member of the school faculty, the Ethics teacher for the evening class specifically. She had the ability to conjured invisible walls and shields out of nothing, which was part of the reason she was usually brought in to deal with student fights, because her walls and shields were unbreakable. She was also known as a harsh disciplinarian who had no tolerance for fighting on campus that was outside of Combat class. Both he and Switch had ended up on Miss Shield’s wrong side more than once, and it was never
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