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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


Switch knew that today was going to be one of those days when President Adam Lucius Plutarch was nearly assassinated before her eyes by her favorite teacher. She knew it was going be even worse when she learned of the prison break led by her father not long after. 
The day had started out innocently enough. Switch had woken up earlier than usual in order to get ready for the arrival of President Plutarch, who was coming to the Academy that day to give a speech to the students about using their superpowers for the greater good. Her home room teacher, Arachnid, had not seemed entirely thrilled about the President’s visit, and it wasn’t because he had voted against Plutarch in the last election, either. It was because Arachnid had been convinced that Plutarch was going to try to sell the G-Men to the prospective students, because once they graduated, the Academy students would have freedom in choosing what to do with their lives afterward, and the G-Men were always recruiting new superhumans into their organization.
Switch had no idea if Plutarch planned to do that or not, though looking back, she should have realized that Arachnid’s distrust of Plutarch was a subtle foreshadowing of Plutarch’s near assassination. Truthfully, Switch didn’t know very much about Plutarch in general. She was aware that Plutarch, prior to becoming the President of the United States, had once been a supervillain known as the Billionaire and had even worked with her mother, Electrica, on more than one occasion. She had never met Plutarch herself—he had retired from the supervillain life when Switch was very young—but she remembered that Mom always talked about Plutarch with respect and even admiration, so she didn’t particularly hate or distrust Plutarch herself.
What she did hate, however, was having to sit in the Auditorium so early in the morning to listen to his speech. Bait, her twin brother, had said that Plutarch was a great speaker and that his speeches were never boring, but Switch wasn’t so sure of that. She was glad it meant they got the morning off from their normal classes, but if the alternative instead was to listen to a politician drone on about being good little boys and girls, then she wasn’t sure if it was as good a thing as she thought. At least by taking her classes Switch was getting one step closer to her dream of becoming a famous superhero who was loved and praised by the people.
And when is the speech even going to start? Switch thought, tapping her foot against the concrete floor of the Auditorium, glancing up at the stage every now and then to ensure that the President hadn’t sneaked on without her noticing. We’ve been sitting here for ten minutes and he still hasn’t shown.
Switch looked to her right. Bait and Tommy sat next to her, but unlike her, they were talking excitedly about Plutarch’s speech. Tommy even wore a ‘PLUTARCH/PORTER 2016’ t-shirt, with the catch phrase ‘MAKE AMERICA NORMAL AGAIN’ written underneath it in smaller lettering. Switch would never be caught dead wearing such a tacky t-shirt herself, but Tommy didn’t seem even remotely embarrassed about it. Then again, Tommy was kind of a huge nerd, so she shouldn’t have been surprised that he would wear such a lame shirt.
What did surprise her was how Bait seemed even more excited about Plutarch than Tommy. Bait had explained to Switch that he viewed Plutarch as a kind of role model, because Plutarch had managed to go from being a supervillain to a popular President who won the most recent presidential election in a landslide. Bait took that as a good sign that it was possible for someone to be redeemed and become good, which was a big concern of his due to the fact that he and Switch were the children of infamous supervillains.
And Switch supposed that Bait had a point, but she still couldn’t muster up the excitement he showed. She was just not very interested in politics in general. Most of it was too complicated and confusing to understand, and what she did understand was incredibly boring. Who cared about tax cuts or regulations or random terrorists in the Middle East or whatever? It all seemed like a waste of time to her and she didn’t think she’d ever understand why adults got so worked up over this crap.
Honestly, if it doesn’t help me become a superhero or become more famous, then why should I care? Switch thought. But the Headmaster said that attendance for this speech is mandatory, so I guess I have to be here.
Switch glanced around the Auditorium. The Auditorium was full today, with the entirety of the student body in attendance, save for those who were recovering at the Clinic. As well, all of the teachers were present, sitting up in the center box above everyone else. Switch saw Balloon, the grounds keeper, arguing with Charger, the Combat class teacher, while Miss Shield, the Ethics teacher, was trying to get them to stop fighting. The only two members of the faculty who were not present up there were Headmaster Johanson—who was probably going to introduce Plutarch—and, oddly enough, Arachnid.
Switch looked at Bait. “Bait, do you know where Arachnid is? I don’t see him with the other teachers.”
“Hmm?” said Bait, looking at Switch as if he had forgotten she was there. “Arachnid? Oh, I saw him leaving the Auditorium in a hurry when we got here. I think he was going back to his office, though not sure why.”
“I saw him, too,” Tommy piped up. “He looked kind of worried and was talking to someone on his phone. Not sure who he was talking to, though.”
In retrospect, Switch should have seen that as the second sign that everything was about to go to hell, but given how Switch lacked the ability to see into the future, she could only frown and say, “So he makes a big deal about making sure everyone attends the speech, but then bails at the last second? I thought Arachnid was better than that.”
Bait shrugged. “Unlike us, he’s got work to do. Maybe something came up that forced him to leave suddenly. It’s always possible.”
Switch folded her arms across her chest and pouted. She wished she could have been wherever Arachnid was. Whatever Arachnid was doing was probably a lot more interesting than listening to a speech by a politician, even if that politician was the President of the United States himself.
Then Headmaster Johanson—wearing a fancier-than-usual black suit—walked out onto the stage to the podium. He stood behind the podium and rested both hands on either side of it, looking out over the assembled crowd of students and teachers. Suddenly, everyone stopped talking as soon as they noticed Johanson standing on the stage.
As usual, Johanson was smiling, and when he spoke, his charming Swedish accent was magnified considerably by the microphone sticking out of the podium. “Students and faculty of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, it is wonderful to see that everyone is here. Well, nearly everyone. A few students are out due to illness, while some of the faculty and staff are out for other reasons. Nonetheless, this is a nearly full crowd, and that is good, because it isn’t every day that you get to hear a speech from the President of the United States himself.”
It’s less amazing when you consider that attending this speech was mandatory, Switch thought, but did not say it aloud because she didn’t want to interrupt Johanson.
“President Plutarch has made relations between normal humans and superhumans a top priority of his since being sworn into office in January of last year,” Johanson continued. “And he’s made a lot of progress in that area, helping to bridge the divide between both groups, as well as supporting important legislation which helps our nation as a whole, not merely one group or another. Today, he is going to give an important speech talking about this and many other issues. I hope you will all pay very close attention to everything he says, because I believe that Plutarch will have a lot of important ideas for us to take away today, both for us as a community and as individuals.”
Switch slouched in her chair. She figured it was going to be yet another inspirational speech meant to pump them up. Switch didn’t mind being pumped up, but she did mind cliches and so she expected Plutarch’s speech to be full of them. She glanced at Bait and Tommy and saw that the two of them were listening aptly, not wanting to miss even one second of Plutarch, even though he wasn’t on stage yet.
“And now, without further ado, allow me to introduce the man himself, Adam Lucius Plutarch, the current President of the United States of America!” said Johanson.
Plutarch walked out onto the stage. Though Plutarch was in his early seventies, he certainly didn’t look like it. He was large and imposing, wearing a perfectly-done suit that fit his body very well. He walked with absolute authority and confidence. Indeed, his mere presence was enough to make Switch sit upright, even though he didn’t even look at her.
The students and faculty burst out into applause when Plutarch appeared on stage, causing Switch to nearly jump in surprise. Bait was also clapping, while Tommy was actually standing up, clapping so hard that Switch was almost afraid that he would hurt himself.
Plutarch, to his credit, didn’t look even remotely surprised at the sudden applause from everyone. He just smiled and waved in such a way that made it obvious that he was used to receiving spontaneous applause just for appearing. He stopped in front of the podium, shook Johanson’s hand and said something to him that Switch couldn’t hear, and then looked out over the crowd.
“Thank you, thank you,” said Plutarch as the applause started to die down. “I always love seeing enthusiastic young people showing respect to their elders. It gives me some hope for the country, especially when those young people are superhumans who will one day grow up to use their powers for good. And the teachers are great, too.”
Chuckles went through the crowd at Plutarch’s last quip. Switch could not help but smile herself. She looked up at the box where the teachers sat and noticed that even they were smiling, but Arachnid was still missing. Once again, she wondered where he was.
“Now,” said Plutarch, lowering his hands onto the podium, “first, I just want to thank Headmaster Arnold Johanson for letting me come and speak to you. Johanson and I haven’t always gotten along, but it is nice to know that, like me, he’s willing to put aside our past differences in order to focus on something greater than ourselves. He’s a great guy, simply fantastic, and you couldn’t find a better headmaster if you tried.”
“What’s he mean, they haven’t always gotten along?” Switch muttered to Bait.
“Remember, Plutarch used to be a supervillain,” Bait whispered back. “I bet that Johanson, when he was Timestopper, probably fought with him a lot. Plutarch actually fought with a lot of different superheroes over the years, so it wouldn’t surprise me if Timestopper was one of them.”
Switch nodded in understanding and then turned her attention back to Plutarch, who was still speaking.
“As for why I am here today, it’s because I’m a firm believer in education for our children,” said Plutarch. “I believe that it is crucial that our children receive the best possible education they can get, whether superhuman or not. I’ve taken a few tours around the campus and am very pleased by what I see and have heard. Vice-President Porter already told me what a fantastic place this school is, but it wasn’t until I came here and saw it for myself that I really believed it. And that, of course, is in part because of the great teachers you have working here.”
More than a few teachers looked rather pleased when Plutarch praised them. And once more, Switch still didn’t see Arachnid. She did notice Miss Shield looking at the chair where he normally would have sat in confusion, as if she, too, wondered where Arachnid was.
In retrospect, that was the third—and final—clue which should have tipped Switch off that something was wrong.
“You guys have just the greatest teachers here, believe me,” said Plutarch, gesturing at the teachers’ box above. “I’m even familiar with more than a few of them from the old days. Great teachers and great heroes with an even greater sense of justice. You couldn’t find better teachers if you—”
At that moment, Arachnid burst out from the side of the stage. Plutarch looked in his direction in surprise, but that was the last thing Plutarch did before Arachnid aimed something—a small handgun—and Plutarch and fired.
The bullet struck Plutarch in the chest and he immediately fell backward onto the stage.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Everything happened in slow motion to Bait. He had seen Arachnid appear on the stage almost like a ghost, moving so silently that Bait wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been looking like a stage. Then he saw Arachnid pull a shiny gun out of his pocket, aim it at Plutarch, and fire. Even the sound of the gun being shot seemed to happen in slow motion, like Bait was listening to a slowed down video. 
The bullet entered Plutarch’s chest and the President fell backwards onto the stage like someone had punched him in the face.
As soon as Plutarch hit the stage, time seemed to return to its normal speed again and Bait’s ears were filled with loud shrieks and screams of fear and shock from everyone in the Auditorium. Several Secret Service agents appeared on the stage from the other direction and rushed over to Plutarch, where they formed a loose but protective circle around the fallen President. Johanson, meanwhile, took to the podium and started calling for order, but it seemed like no one heard his calls for order, because students and faculty were already scrambling for the exits while screaming their heads off.
As for Arachnid, he vanished through the side door without even saying anything. He didn’t even look over his shoulder to make sure no one was following him.
“What the hell just happened?” Tommy shouted, his voice full of fear and shock. “Why did Arachnid just shoot Plutarch? What’s going on here?”
“I don’t know,” said Bait. He rose from his seat. “But I’m going to go after Arachnid and stop him before he gets away.”
“I’ll come with you,” said Switch, rising from her seat as well. “I’m just as interested in finding out what happened as you are and—”
“No,” said Bait, holding out a warning hand before her. “You and Tommy should get out of here. If Arachnid’s gone evil or crazy or whatever, I don’t want either of you to get hurt.”
Before Switch could argue with him about that, Bait jumped over the seats next to him and ran down the aisle next to their seats. Thanks to having sat close to the front, Bait reached the stage quickly. He burst through the same side door as Arachnid just in time to see Arachnid about to reach the end of the hallway.
“Arachnid!” Bait shouted. “Get back here! Now!”
But Arachnid didn’t even look back over his shoulder. He just burst through the door at the end, causing Bait to run after him. Bait reached the end of the hall quickly and kicked the door open hard enough to knock it off its hinges.
Bait now stood at the side of the Auditorium, but at first, he had a hard time finding Arachnid. That is, until he spotted a familiar flash of purple and green disappear behind the President’s limousine, prompting Bait to run toward it. He ran around the car and then ran smack dab into something solid, falling flat on his bottom from the unexpected impact.
“Bait?” said a voice above him. “Why are you in such a hurry? And why is everyone fleeing the Auditorium? Did someone get hurt?”
Bait looked up at who he had run into. It was Arachnid, who was looking down at Bait with confusion in his eyes.
Without even thinking, Bait tackled Arachnid to the ground. Arachnid grunted in surprise, but Bait pinned his arms above his head, using his super strength to ensure that Arachnid would not be able to break his grip.
“Don’t try anything, assassin,” said Bait, breathing hard. “I’m not going to let you get away, even if you are my home room teacher.”
“Assassin? Get away?” Arachnid repeated. “Bait, what in the world are you talking about? I was just on my way back from my office. I have no idea what just happened in the Auditorium.”
Arachnid seemed genuinely confused, which almost made Bait think he had made a mistake in tackling him. But then he remembered seeing Arachnid shoot the President with his own two eyes and his grip on Arachnid’s wrists tightened. “That’s a pretty unbelievable story, given how I just saw you in the Auditorium not even five minutes ago shooting Plutarch with a gun. Not exactly your office, is it?”
“I shot Plutarch with a gun?” said Arachnid. “For God’s sake, I don’t even own a gun. Now get off me or I’ll be forced to make you.”
“Yeah, no,” said Bait, shaking his head. “You’re tough, but even you can’t overwhelm my super strength. I’m just going to hold you here until the Secret Service catches up with me and arrests you.”
“I guess Charger never taught you that an enemy doesn’t need to be stronger than you in order to beat you,” said Arachnid.
Without warning, Arachnid squeezed his right fist and a gob of web shot out of wrist and hit Bait in the chest. It was almost like being shot by a gun and the impact knocked Bait off Arachnid, who quickly scrambled back to his feet and stepped several feet away from Bait, holding his hands up in a defensive way.
Gasping for breath, Bait got to his feet and raised his fists. “I should have seen that dirty trick coming.”
“Dirty trick? You know what I’m capable of,” said Arachnid. “If I wanted to hurt you—and I don’t—I could have done much worse to you even then. This is all a misunderstanding. I don’t want to fight you.”
Bait scowled. “But you were okay with shooting the President on stage in front of a bunch of kids. Like I said, I’m going to make sure you don’t get away, and if that means beating the crap out of you, then so be it.”
Bait rushed toward Arachnid, but then Arachnid leaped backwards at the last second and landed on top of Plutarch’s limo. Before Bait could react, Arachnid fired two web lines, which struck both of Bait’s fists. Arachnid yanked Bait forward, causing Bait to fall flat on his face on the gravel.
Struggling to his feet, Bait looked up just in time to receive a kick to the face from Arachnid. The blow knocked Bait on his back, knocking the wind out of his lungs, and then Arachnid stomped a foot on his chest, pinning him under his weight.
“I said I don’t want to hurt you,” said Arachnid. “Don’t you understand? There’s no need for us to fight. The real assassin is getting away while we waste time fighting each other like this.”
Bait, however, growled and tried to grab Arachnid’s foot, but Arachnid leaped over his head and landed about a yard behind him. Once again getting to his feet, Bait whirled around in time to see another web blast coming at him. He ducked, however, allowing the webbing to fly harmlessly over his head, and rushed toward Arachnid. He threw a super-powered punch at Arachnid’s face, but at the last second, Arachnid ducked and grabbed Bait’s arm.
Before Bait even realized what was going on, Arachnid whirled around and slammed Bait flat on his back on the ground. Pain exploded through Bait’s back and he was pretty sure he heard something break, but he was in too much pain to think about that.
Nonetheless, Bait tried to get up, only for Arachnid to web up his arms and legs. The thick webbing kept Bait’s arms and legs attached to the ground and, despite his best efforts, Bait couldn’t tear the webbing apart. Even his super strength wasn’t of much help against the steel-like properties of the webbing.
“Sorry, Bait, but you’re still just a student,” said Arachnid, standing over Bait and looking down at him with cold eyes. “I don’t know what’s happening or why you think I attacked the President, but I’m going to go to the Auditorium and speak with the Headmaster and see if he can tell me what’s going on. You can just stay here until I return.”
Bait gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to let Arachnid get away, but the webbing was too thick for him to break. He was still convinced that Arachnid was the assassin, even if Arachnid was playing dumb for some reason. He knew that Arachnid was actually going to run away and there was nothing he could do about it.
But then a large shadow suddenly appeared over them both. Arachnid looked over his shoulder just in time for two large hands made of shadow to grab him and lift him off the ground. Arachnid cried out in surprise and kicked his legs, but it was obvious that he couldn’t break the hands’ hold over his body.
“What is this?” said Arachnid, staring at the shadow hands in shock. “Where did these come from? A monster?”
He said that last question when he looked up. Bait also looked up and saw a familiar lizard-like shadow face looking down at them both. It even seemed to be smirking, as if taking pleasure in Arachnid’s surprised and terrified appearance. It also looked hungry, though Bait didn’t know if it was going to eat Arachnid or not.
“Not a monster,” said a familiar Hispanic voice not far away. “His name is Sombra. Learn it, spider.”
Bait looked in the direction from which the voice had come. A Mexican man with extremely short hair stood near the front of Plutarch’s limo, his hands in his pockets and his G-Men patch on his right shoulder bright and colorful as always. He was smirking, wearing a similar smug expression to the shadow monster, though it was more human, of course.
“Vengeance?” said Bait in surprise. “Is that you? What are you doing here?”
Vengeance’s smirk grew even more amused. “Of course it’s me, kid. As for why I’m here, I was selected to be part of President Plutarch’s security detail. And I think I just caught the man who tried to kill him. You’re welcome.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Hours later, Switch lay in her bed in her dorm, staring up at the bottom of the bunk above her. She overheard her roommates, Dora and Alanna, gossiping on the other side of the room about Arachnid, but she didn’t join in, even though she normally loved to gossip. She was still trying to make sense of what she had seen back in the Auditorium a few hours back, wondering if this was all some horrible dream she was experiencing, one that she would hopefully wake up from any minute now. 
A nightmare, not a dream, Switch thought. And if I haven’t woken up yet … despite pinching myself a dozen times … then this isn’t even a nightmare, but something worse: Real life.
After the G-Men agent Vengeance successfully caught Arachnid, Headmaster Johanson had ordered all students to return to their dorms immediately while the G-Men and Secret Service searched the campus for any other possible threats to the President. The teachers were all posted outside each dorm, just in case Arachnid had any associates who might try to take advantage of this moment to harm the students. That was why Switch was back in her dorm. She knew that Bait was probably back in his, too, but she hadn’t seen him since he went after Arachnid and so didn’t know what his current status was. Her Blood Gem’s tracking ability had showed her that Bait’s Blood Gem, at least, was in his dorm, though given how Bait had not brought his Blood Gem to the speech in the first place, that still didn’t reassure her about his status.
There was still a lot of stuff Switch didn’t know. She didn’t know what Arachnid’s current status was or if the G-Men and Secret Service had found any more potential threats or dangers on the campus. She didn’t even know if the President had survived the assassination attempt. She hoped that Johanson would see fit to update them on the situation as it developed, but given how it had already been several hours since they had been ordered back to their dorms and they still hadn’t heard anything, Switch worried that the situation might be even worse than she originally thought.
“Can you believe that Arachnid actually shot the President?” said Alanna from the other side of the room. She was speaking in a whisper, perhaps to avoid waking Switch, who they assumed was asleep. “It’s crazy.”
“I don’t think it is,” said Dora, her Southern twang obvious even as she whispered. “I heard rumors that Arachnid used to be a supervillain before he became a teacher, an assassin even. Maybe he never really changed at all and was always just waiting for the right moment to put a bullet in Plutarch’s body.”
Switch’s hands balled into fists. If she wasn’t so worried, she would have jumped out of her bed to scream at both of them for being so stupid, but her worry kept her paralyzed in her bed. She was glad that she had pulled the curtain in front of her bed, because she didn’t want either of her roommates to see the tears running down the sides of her face.
It can’t be true, Switch thought. Arachnid is a good guy, a hero even. He would never kill someone in cold blood like that or even try to. He’s changed.
But Switch could not deny that she had her doubts. Like everyone else, she had seen Arachnid shoot Plutarch with her own two eyes. She wanted desperately to believe that Arachnid was somehow innocent, but she couldn’t keep telling herself that forever. The facts were the facts, and right now the facts suggested that Arachnid had indeed tried to assassinate Plutarch.
And if he succeeds, then this entire school will probably be shut down, Switch thought. It would be the scandal of the century if the President of the United States got killed here. It might even increase hatred toward superhumans. What would Bait and I do if the school closed down because of this?
Switch did not know. With both of their parents in jail, and no other relatives they knew of, she and Bait would be entirely on their own if the Academy was shut down following this incident. She wondered if Brains and Vanish might be willing to take them in as sidekicks or something.
It doesn’t matter, Switch thought. This is even worse than when Reagan betrayed me. I really thought Arachnid was good, but if it was all an act … if he was always evil and just hid it really well … then what chance do Bait and I have of becoming heroes ourselves?
A sudden knock at the front door almost made Switch jump out of her bed. She heard Alanna rise from her chair and go to answer it. She lay very still, listening as Alanna opened the door and said, “Yes?”
“Hi, Alanna,” said Bait, whose voice Switch immediately recognized. “Is Switch awake? I’ve got some news for her that the Headmaster wanted me to deliver to her.”
Switch immediately sat up in bed and pushed aside the curtains as Alanna said, “Sorry, Bait, but she’s still sleeping. If you’d like, I can—”
“Hold on!” Switch shouted, jumping out of the bed—almost falling in her eagerness to get out—and onto the floor. “I’m awake! No need to take any messages. I can take them myself.”
Bait stood in the doorway, looking over Alanna’s shoulder at Switch in surprise. “Oh, hey, sis. I guess you were taking a nap or something?”
“Sort of,” said Switch, standing upright and stretching her arms. “Why don’t you come in and tell us what’s happened? We’re really interested in hearing any updates you’ve got for us.”
Bait rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I dunno. It’s a girls’ dorm, after all, and I’m not sure if it’s proper for me to enter.”
“Oh, it’s completely proper,” said Alanna, standing to the side to let Bait enter. “I—I mean, we don’t mind having boys in our dorm at all, do we, girls?”
Switch eyed Alanna suspiciously. She had always suspected that Alanna liked Bait—the constant side glances she gave Bait in the cafeteria or whenever they had a class together was a consistent clue—but this was the most shameless she had ever been about her attraction toward him. She didn’t think Bait noticed, but then Bait was usually oblivious to girls who showed interest in him anyway.
Pushing that thought out of her mind, Switch said, “Yeah, come in and tell us what happened.”
Bait nodded and stepped inside, closing the door behind him on his way in. He glanced around the dorm quickly—probably due to natural male curiosity of female spaces—before looking at Switch and saying, “All right. The G-Men performed a thorough search of the Academy campus, but didn’t find any other possible threats to President Plutarch’s life. They think that Arachnid was working alone, but the Headmaster still says that students should stay in our dorms for another hour at least. I was given permission to go out because I helped catch Arachnid.”
“Whew,” said Alanna, brushing a few strands of hair back. “I was worried for a second there that he might be working with someone. Good to know he doesn’t have any accomplices on campus.”
Switch should have felt relieved to hear that Arachnid acted alone, but somehow that just made the situation worse. From her perspective, that meant that Arachnid had attacked on his own, rather than as part of some greater group. He hadn’t even been hired to kill Plutarch, which meant that Arachnid had tried to kill him for his own reasons, a thought which left Switch feeling even worse than she had just a few seconds ago.
“What about Arachnid?” asked Switch, stepping forward and putting her hands together. “How is he?”
“Fine, as far as I can tell,” said Bait. “He’s currently in the custody of the G-Men, who are holding him prisoner in the Library basement. They’re going to transport him to Ultimate Max tomorrow and interrogate him to find out why he tried to kill the President.”
“You mean they still don’t know?”
“Nope. Arachnid has been denying that he has anything to do with the assassination attempt, but they’re not going to let him go until they can get Cadmus to read his mind and find out if he’s telling the truth or not. They did search his office, however, and found the gun which had been used by Arachnid to try to kill Plutarch.”
Switch’s heart fell. “So he really did try to kill Plutarch?”
“So far, that’s what the evidence suggests,” said Bait. He folded his arms over his chest and frowned. “Yet when I confronted him outside the Auditorium, he acted like he didn’t know what I was talking about when I mentioned the assassination attempt to him. Either he’s a compulsive liar who was trying to gaslight me or he didn’t really try to assassinate the President.”
“Did President Plutarch survive, at least?” said Dora, who was sitting at her desk on the other side of the room, her legs folded underneath her.
Bait nodded. “I think so. The Secret Service moved him out of the Auditorium. Last I heard, he’s in the Academy Clinic, where Nurse Irma is working on his wounds. He’s going to be transported to a hospital in Washington later today, once he’s feeling well enough to travel. Right now, the Clinic looks like a mini high security prison with all of those Secret Service and G-Men agents surrounding it.”
“That’s a relief,” said Alanna. “If the President had actually died here, that would have been a huge disaster.”
“Maybe that’s what Arachnid was hoping for,” said Dora in a conspiratorial voice. “Have the President die and then make the government shut down the school. I could totally see him do something like that.”
“I couldn’t,” said Switch, shaking her head. “This just doesn’t make sense. Arachnid would never do something like this. Not ever.”
“Well, apparently he has,” said Bait with a shrug. “You saw what happened. You were as close to the stage as I was. Then there’s the gun in his office and the fact that he used to be an assassin with the nickname ‘Bloody Knife.’”
Switch glared at Bait. “Are you saying that you think Arachnid never changed his ways at all? That he was always a supervillain and just hid his true nature from everyone all this time? Is that it?”
“I’m not saying anything,” said Bait. “I’m just pointing out that all known evidence suggests that Arachnid did it. The only part that doesn’t make sense to me is how he kept denying any knowledge of the assassination attempt when I fought him, but guilty people usually are pretty strident about denying their wrongdoing even when it doesn’t make sense.”
“Maybe he was framed,” said Switch. “Did that ever occur to you or are you just so eager to throw Arachnid under the bus that you’re willing to believe all sorts of bad things about him?”
“You know I don’t hate Arachnid, Switch,” said Bait in annoyance. “I respect him about as much as you do, if not more so. I’m just basing my conclusions on what I see and what we know. And what I see and what we know doesn’t make Arachnid look very good, to put it lightly.”
Switch huffed and turned away. “I don’t need to listen to this. I know Arachnid was framed. How and by who, I don’t know. If you want to keep believing otherwise, however, then you can keep doing that. I’m not going to try to convince you that you’re wrong, since you are obviously keen on disagreeing with me.”
“Switch, stop acting so irrational,” said Bait. “You’re always like this whenever we disagree about anything. Just because you want to believe that he’s innocent against all evidence doesn’t mean that I’m just as irrational as you in my position.”
Switch whirled around and pointed a finger at Bait. “I’m not irrational! You’re irrational. This doesn’t make sense and you know it.”
“It does make sense,” Bait replied, “at least with the information we have. Maybe that will change as new evidence comes in, but for now—”
Bait was interrupted by a loud ringing noise coming from his pocket. Bait pulled his phone out of his pocket and held it up against his ear, saying, “Yes? Hello? Oh, hi, Headmaster. Any updates on the Plutarch situation?”
Bait suddenly went quiet as the Headmaster spoke, but Switch couldn’t hear what the Headmaster was saying. Not that she was very interested. She was more interested in Bait leaving her dorm and never coming back again. If he was going to keep accusing her of acting irrationally, then she wasn’t in the mood to talk to him.
“All right, I’ll let her know,” said Bait. “Okay, see you soon. Bye.”
Bait lowered his phone into his pocket and looked at Switch. “The Headmaster has summoned both of us to the Clinic.”
“The Clinic?” said Switch. “Not his office?”
“President Plutarch has requested a meeting with us,” said Bait. He shook his head. “Don’t ask me why, but he wants to see us. The Headmaster told me we needed to be there as soon as possible, so get your shoes on, because I doubt Plutarch is going to wait patiently for us to see him.”






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Ten minutes later, Bait and Switch walked down the hallway of the Academy Clinic together, escorted by two Secret Service agents on either side of them. The two agents had met them at the front doors of the Clinic and had insisted on escorting them for ‘security purposes.’ Switch had, as usual, been annoyed at the implication that either of them might pose some sort of threat to the President’s life, but Bait understood. Arachnid’s assassination attempt on the President had come out of nowhere for everyone. No doubt the Secret Service wanted to make sure that no one else tried to take the President’s life under their watch, even if that meant treating innocents like Bait and Switch with more suspicion than was warranted. 
At least they haven’t insisted we meet the President in handcuffs, Bait thought as they walked. Guess that means they don’t completely distrust us.
Bait was a little nervous about meeting Plutarch. He had always admired the President for the simple reason that Plutarch was an example of a reformed supervillain who had truly made the jump from evil to good with amazing success. It gave Bait comfort and hope for him and Switch, that they would be able to rise above their family legacy and become real heroes in their own right.
But what if Plutarch is like Arachnid? Bait thought. Looks good on the outside, but is still evil on the inside?
Bait shook his head. He still didn’t know what to make of Arachnid. He’d always respected Arachnid, especially after learning that Arachnid had once been a supervillain himself, but after Arachnid’s attempted assassination on Plutarch, he wasn’t sure how he felt about Arachnid anymore. He could not get Arachnid’s constant denials and genuinely confused tone of voice out of his head. Whatever was going on here—with Arachnid, with Plutarch—it was all much deeper than Bait initially assumed. He wondered if Plutarch had summoned them because he had information that might help them make sense of it.
Bait and Switch soon reached the door to Plutarch’s room. Two more Secret Service agents stood in front of the door, but after a brief exchange with the agents escorting Bait and Switch, the agents stepped aside and gestured for the two of them to enter. Switch went in first, followed shortly by Bait, but none of the Secret Service agents followed them inside.
Not that that was necessary. Four Secret Service agents stood around Plutarch’s bed, each one standing at attention with dark sunglasses covering their eyes. The Secret Service agents looked at Bait and Switch when they entered, which made Bait nervous for some reason. Even though Bait was pretty sure that most Secret Service agents were just normal humans with no powers at all, he found himself treading carefully around them anyway. He figured their guns were probably full of powerless pellets, though even if they weren’t, the Secret Service agents were very good at projecting a collective aura of authority that would have squashed any thoughts he had about harming Plutarch out of his mind, if he had had any in the first place.
As for Plutarch himself, he lay on a bed on the other side of the room in a hospital gown. An IV drip was connected to his right arm and his skin looked paler than usual, but oddly, Plutarch didn’t look much worse than he normally did. Actually, when Bait and Switch entered the room, he looked at them, smiled a big smile, and waved at them.
“The Tag Team Twins,” said Plutarch, his voice as booming and friendly as ever. “I’ve heard so much about you, especially how you defeated Tsunami during the Seaside incident. I wish we could have met under different circumstances, but guess we can’t always choose how we get to meet people.”
“Uh, Mr. President—” Bait began.
“Please, just call me Plutarch,” Plutarch interrupted. “No need to be so formal. Besides, I’m practically an uncle to you two.”
“Wait, what?” said Switch, tilting her head to the side. “But didn’t you just say this is the first time we’ve met?”
“First time we’ve met since you were kids,” Plutarch corrected. “Back when I was a supervillain, I used to work with your mom every now and then. I saw you two when you were just babies, maybe about a year
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