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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 flew as fast as I could through the air, pushing my body to its absolute limit to keep up with the roaring airplane beside me. Between the howling wind all around me and the loud airplane engines, I could barely hear myself think, but I could still see the smoke rising out of one of the engines quite clearly as the plane struggled to remain in the air. The pilot must have been really good, because so far he had managed to keep it in the air against all odds, but sooner or later the engine would burn out and the entire thing would go crashing down. 
Unless, that is, I could stop it. Which was looking increasingly unlikely with every passing second.
I looked ahead. Through an opening in the clouds, I saw the Showdown City Airport stretched out before us. Showdown itself stood a little farther off, but not too far away. Assuming the plane made it to the landing stripe, I could easily see it crash into the airport’s main terminal, which would not only kill most of the passengers, but a good chunk of the airport workers and people waiting for their flights. That just made it all the more imperative I stop the plane.
I tried to get under one of the wings to keep it in the air, but with nothing to grab, I just slid off, forcing me to use a combination of my super speed and flight powers to catch up. I caught glimpses of terrified passengers through the windows on the Alpha Airlines plane, but at the moment there was nothing I could do to assure them that everything was going to be okay.
“Bolt!” said Valerie in my ear, her volume turned up unusually high so I could hear her above the roaring of the plane’s engines and the whipping wind all around me. “What is the status of Alpha Airlines Flight Two Seven Four?”
“Not good,” I said. “Smoke from the engine is getting worse and the pilot is barely keeping the thing airborne. Looks like it’s going to fall out of the sky any second. Tell Brains and Vanish to evacuate the airport. It’s gonna be ugly.”
“Affirmative,” said Valerie.
My earcoms clicked off, but hearing Valerie’s voice reminded me of I got into this situation in the first place.
Less than an hour ago, the pilot of Alpha Airlines Flight 274—inbound from Chicago—had reported that one of the plane’s engines had failed for reasons unknown when they were about an hour out from the Showdown City Airport. He estimated that the plane would be unable to land safely and that they needed help to make sure it didn’t crash.
That was where I came in. When we got a message from the police informing us of this, Brains sent me to intercept the plane and do what I could to help it. My superpowers were well-suited for this sort of thing and I even had experience intercepting giant objects falling from the sky. It had seemed easy, so, of course, I didn’t hesitate to head out from the Braindome to catch up with the plane, which I found easily enough with Valerie’s help.
The problem was that I had underestimated just how big, fast, and loud airplanes could be. This wasn’t a tiny two-person plane that a hobbyist might fly for fun. This was a full-sized commercial airline plane run by Alpha Airlines, one of the biggest airplane companies in the world. This particular model was the biggest they had, capable of holding over 850 passengers at once. According to the pilot, they didn’t have quite that many passengers on board, but it was pretty darn full and that meant it was even heavier than it normally was.
And worse, it got faster and faster the closer it got to the airport. If I didn’t do something quick—
Suddenly, the smoking engine exploded. Shrapnel and smoke flew back toward me, which I barely managed to avoid, forcing myself to fly up through the clouds to avoid getting hit.
That was when I noticed the plane was falling now, the nose dipping toward the ground. At that angle, it wouldn’t even reach the airport. It would just crash straight to the ground and kill every single passenger on board.
No time to think. Just act.
I activated my super speed and rushed toward the plane, going underneath it. Activating my super strength, I grabbed the underside of the airplane Atlas-style and pushed up.
It was heavy. I had lifted plenty of heavy things throughout my superhero career and, thanks to my super strength, most of it was easy. But I’d never tried to lift an entire airplane full of nearly a thousand people, plus their luggage and anything else on board. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest as I pushed the airplane up, but I ignored that and focused entirely on keeping this thing airborne.
To my relief, I could feel the plane righting itself already, rising inch by inch as I pushed against it with every muscle in my body. In my mind’s eye, I could imagine the pilot and passengers alike being confused at this turn of events, wondering why they weren’t falling to their deaths like a stone thrown off a cliff. It would have brought a smile to my face if I wasn’t already using my face muscles and every other muscle in my body to keep this thing up.
But maybe they weren’t going to survive after all, because we were now on course for a direct crash into the landing stripe. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t force the airplane to stay up. Nor could I make it change direction. All I could do was watch as the black asphalt of the landing stripe grew closer and closer. At this rate, even I wouldn’t survive a direct crash like this. At least the passengers had the plane itself to take most of the impact. I, on the other hand, was going to take the brunt of the crash. At least I would probably instantly die upon impact, but that wasn’t a very comforting thought.
Just as the plane broke through the last of the cloud cover, it came to an abrupt stop in midair. The stop was so abrupt that I was thrown off the underside of the plane and crashed into the landing stripe, landing flat on my back. Though the fall was far from lethal, it did jar me and make my head spin for a moment before I shook my head and looked up.
I found myself staring directly up the nose of the massive Alpha Airlines plane hanging in the air above me. I could dimly make out the terrified and confused faces of the pilot and co-pilot in the cockpit, but I was more focused on the fact that the airplane itself had simply stopped in midair like someone had grabbed it with their hand. A part of me feared that the airplane would simply crash down on top of me, which would definitely kill me no matter how strong I was.
“Hey, Bolt,” said a familiar voice behind me. “Long time, no see.”
Startled by the voice, I looked up and saw a superhero standing behind me, holding out one hand toward the airplane, the other on his hip. He wore a costume similar to mine in design, except blue and yellow, and he had a cool cape as well. He looked to be about my age and had a lean, athletic body, with dark brown hair and deep black eyes which were looking at me with a degree of amusement.
Although it had been a while since I saw him, I had no trouble recognizing the hero who stood above me now. “Strike? What are you doing here?”
Strike’s friendly smile disappeared, replaced by a troubled frown. “Dizzy is missing, Bolt. And I need your help to find her.”






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Before I could ask Strike what he meant, he slowly waved his outstretched hand. The airplane started moving again, but instead of crashing into the landing stripe, it slowly but surely floated by overhead. It floated for quite a few feet until Strike set it down further down the landing stripe, near the terminal. As soon as he set it down, the entrance popped open and a large inflatable slide popped out, which scared passengers immediately began sliding down. Police and emergency workers alike swarmed the plane, helping the terrified and confused-looking passengers get into the terminal, although I saw more than a few passengers—mostly elderly ones—being directed to the emergency vehicles sitting not too far away from the plane itself. 
I imagined that most of those passengers were going to suffer severe trauma after this, but at least they were alive. That situation could have ended so much worse than it did.
Strike held out a hand toward me suddenly. “Need a hand?”
Feeling slightly embarrassed by my position, I took Strike’s hand and he helped me up. “Thanks, man. If you hadn’t caught the plane like that with your telekinesis, everyone would have died.”
“Magnetism,” Strike corrected. “I simply used my magnetism to catch the plane and move it.”
“Right, magnetism,” I said, nodding. I rubbed my back, which ached from the pressure I had put on it. “You sure made it look easy.”
“Trust me, it wasn’t,” said Strike, shaking his head. “I’ve moved big things before, but catching a plane of that size and putting it down? You don’t know how hard that is.”
I had the feeling Strike was trying not to brag, which was just like him. Strike was the team leader of the New Heroes, a team of young superheroes for the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, just like the Young Neos were for the Neohero Alliance. The two of us didn’t always get along, but we had come to respect each other as leaders and superheroes in our own right ever since we first met each other. It had been a long time, though, since we last spoke to each other, although Strike looked about the same as always, though his suit looked different.
“Regardless, you saved those people when I couldn’t,” I said. “I tried my best, but those airplanes are way heavier than they look.”
“No doubt,” said Strike in agreement. “Anyway, with that out of the way—”
“Strike!” said a female voice all of a sudden. “Mr. Strike!”
Startled, the two of us looked over and saw what looked like a whole mob of journalists and reporters—complete with cameramen—rushing toward us across the tarmac. Soon we were surrounded on all sides by dozens of journalists, each one shoving phones in our faces as they attempted to interview us.
“Mr. Strike!” said one of the journalists, a young woman with curly brown hair and a tag that identified her as ‘SHERRIE BROWN, USNN.’ “My name is Sherrie Brown and I am from the United States News Network. Can you tell us your initial thoughts on saving nearly a thousand people in one go?”
A middle-aged man with gray hair suddenly shoved Sherrie out of the way and thrust his own phone in Strike’s startled face. “Mr. Strike, my name is James Costa from Neo Ranks News. Where do you put this on your impressive list of accomplishments? Is this near the top or closer to the bottom? Would you put this on par with your defeat of the supervillain Tsunami or—?”
Strike held up his hands as if fending off a wild animal. “Hey, I didn’t do this by myself. Bolt here helped as well.”
I tried to smile and look friendly, but I’ll admit to being a little jealous of all the attention Strike was getting. I knew Strike was really popular and had a tendency to command attention from people wherever he went, but it was still annoying that they all acted like Strike was the only guy who saved those people and completely ignored me. At least I knew Strike didn’t intentionally seek out fame, which made me feel a little better.
Some of the reporters glanced at me, but the rest were all focused on getting the scoop directly from Strike. I could tell that Strike was feeling increasingly uncomfortable with all of the attention he was getting, but with reporters mobbing us on every side, it wasn’t like Strike could just walk away. Nor could I, for that matter, not without shoving aside reporters. But we also couldn’t talk to each other with these people mobbing us, so I needed a distraction.
Suddenly, I pointed in a random direction and said, “Hey, is that President Plutarch dancing naked on top of the airport?”
That did the trick. All of the reporters and cameramen turned their attention to the airport itself. Before they found out I was lying, I grabbed Strike’s arm and twisted my Teleportation Buckle.
An instant later, Strike and I were standing on top of the Braindome in downtown Showdown, well away from the city airport. I let go of Strike, who didn’t seem very bothered by the teleportation.
He did, however, look at me with a raised eyebrow. “Plutarch dancing naked on the airport? That’s an … interesting mental image.”
I shrugged. “Media bait. The media is really obsessed with Plutarch for some reason, so I figured if I made up some outrageous lie about him, it would distract them long enough for us to escape.”
Strike chuckled. “Frankly, I’m just jealous I didn’t think of it first. Last time I got mobbed by a bunch of reporters, I had to make up a lie about being late for a date with that singer, Carly Kendall. That also made all the gossip sites run articles on people speculating that I’m dating her. Some of them even said Carly and I got secretly married and eloped to Uzbekistan, of all places.”
“I never get that kind of coverage from the media,” I commented. “Then again, I’m not sure I want it.”
“It’s not as fun as it looks,” said Strike with a shrug. “Used to really bother me, but after a while, it becomes a game where you try to figure out the most ridiculous lies you can make and see how much the media will believe it. You’d be surprised at some of the fake rumors I planted out there which a lot of mainstream journalists still insist are totally true, despite not having any evidence for them.”
I couldn’t help but smile at that. I hadn’t known this side of Strike before, but it was nice to see he had a sense of humor, at least. “That’s hilarious. Anyway, I think we should have some privacy here. The Braindome has a pretty strict ‘no journalists’ policy so you won’t have to worry about being mobbed by reporters here.”
“Wonderful,” said Strike. He looked around at the buildings surrounding us. “Showdown is a lot bigger than I thought it was. Looked small on all the maps I consulted.”
“Yeah, it’s size is deceptive,” I said. “And it’s definitely not boring. Lots of supervillains and criminals around here. Keeps us busy.”
“Right,” said Strike. “Anyway, now that we’re alone, I should explain why I’m here.”
“You said Dizzy was missing,” I said. “Right?”
Strike nodded. “Yeah, she is.”
I knew who Dizzy was. She was Strike’s girlfriend and another member of the New Heroes. I didn’t know her all that well, but I did know that she could induce dizziness and confusion in other people, hence her name. “What happened to her? Was she kidnapped?”
Strike folded his arms over his chest. “I think so, but …”
“But what?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “If she’s been kidnapped, then we have to find her.”
“Yes, but it’s slightly more complicated than that,” said Strike. “Strike that, it’s way more complicated than that.”
I frowned. “How much more complicated can a kidnapping be?”
Strike sighed. “Because she wasn’t just kidnapped. She is still here … sort of.”
“Okay, you’re not making any sense now,” I said. “Maybe you should start from the beginning. How did it begin?”
Strike looked away suddenly as if trying to think of how to describe his situation. “Even starting from the beginning is too complicated. I might as well just put it as bluntly as I can: The NHA kidnapped her. And I want her back.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


No way,” I said, shaking my head. “The NHA didn’t kidnap Dizzy.” 
Strike looked at me, this time with harsher eyes. “I would like to think the same thing, Bolt, but the evidence I’ve found points in that direction. Someone in your organization kidnapped Dizzy. And I suspect that that person is somewhere here in Showdown, along with Dizzy, though what they’re doing with her, I don’t know. It can’t be good, though.”
“Start from the beginning,” I said. “When did Dizzy first disappear?”
“One week ago,” said Strike. “She was in the New Heroes’ base in California—you know, the underground one—with me and the rest of the team. We just got back to base after a long day helping rebuild some buildings in San Francisco and Dizzy, as usual, went to bed first. She’s not much of a night owl, you know.”
I nodded. “Continue. I’m listening.”
A cold winter breeze blew through, causing Strike’s cape to flutter behind him, though he did not seem to take notice of it. “I didn’t think much of it at the time, but then things got … weird. During the middle of the night, the security systems in our base suddenly went crazy. Alarms blared and lights flashed and our computers informed us that an intruder had been spotted on the premises. So Slime and I went to check it out, but when we got to the main floor, we didn’t find any intruders.”
“None at all?”
“None at all,” Strike confirmed. “I had the whole team search the entire base for any intruders, but we didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. We even checked the doors to see if any of the locks were broken, but they weren’t. So we dismissed the alarms as a glitch or something. I even made a note to have Tech Wiz—the INJ’s main tech guy—come down in the morning and audit the system to make sure everything was okay.”
“What did you do after that?”
“Went back to bed,” said Strike with a yawn. “The rest of the night went by without any incident. It wasn’t until we woke up the next morning that we discovered something bad happened.”
“And what happened?”
“Dizzy was missing,” said Strike. He ran a hand through his short, blonde hair. “When she didn’t come down for breakfast, I went up to her room and found it was empty. Her bed was still there and all her personal belongings, but she herself was nowhere to be seen. I had the team search the base again, just to make sure that she wasn’t simply on one of the other floors, but we didn’t find her anywhere. We even searched the immediate area outside the base, but still didn’t find anything.”
“Uh oh,” I said. “Did you tell anyone about this?”
“I informed the INJ,” said Strike. “In fact, I personally called the Midnight Menace himself to let him know what happened. He told me he would put together a team to search for her, but given how short-handed we are with the reconstruction of San Francisco, well, I thought it would be a while before he could do that. So I took a leaf out of your book and decided to do it myself.”
I raised an eyebrow. “My book? What do you mean?”
“You’ve got a reputation among the INJ for acting against authority sometimes,” said Strike. “Some guys even think you’d make a better INJ member than NHA member, but it doesn’t matter. I normally don’t act independently like this, but Dizzy’s kidnapping really worries me and I want to find her no matter what.”
I could understand that. If Blizzard had been kidnapped, I would definitely search for her myself, regardless of what anyone else thought. “But what makes you think the NHA is behind her disappearance? That seems totally out of character for the NHA.”
“It might not be the NHA itself, but one of your teammates,” said Strike. “You see, when I went to Dizzy’s room, I found something quite … interesting. Let me show you.”
Strike put a hand in his pocket and pulled out a small object, which he held out for me to look at. I recognized it right away: It was a Star Caller, a small, star-shaped communication device which the NHA used to use for communication between members before they were retired in favor of the more portable earcoms. It looked like a combination between walkie-talkies and old-fashioned cell phones from the 80s and 90s.
“Is that a Star Caller?” I said in surprise. “Man, I haven’t seen one of those in ages.”
“It is,” said Strike, lowering his hand. “The Star Caller devices were only used by you guys. The INJ never used them because we had our own communication devices for our teammates. That’s the main reason I assumed an NHA member must be behind this.”
“But we don’t use them anymore,” I said. I gestured at my ears. “We use earcoms now, which are a lot more convenient for communication. I mean, I guess it’s possible someone in the NHA still has a Star Caller lying around, but it’s a really weird thing to take with you to a kidnapping.”
“Unless the kidnapper wasn’t alone and needed to communicate with help on the outside,” said Strike. He looked at the Star Caller again with a troubled expression. “If so, then it might not just be one NHA member, but multiple.”
“Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” I said, holding up my hands. “There’s still a lot we don’t know. Why did you come all the way here to Virginia in particular, by the way? Does the INJ have a base out here, too, that I’m not aware of?”
Strike shook his head. “No. The INJ is primarily focused on the West Coast and the surrounding area. We let you guys deal with the East Coast and the areas around it. I came out here because I checked the Star Caller’s ID—”
“ID?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Strike looked at me as if I had just asked a really dumb question. “All Star Caller devices are registered to specific users, including their personal information like where they live, phone numbers, and so on. You didn’t know that?”
I smiled sheepishly. “Like I said, Star Callers were phased out when I joined the Young Neos. I only used mine once or twice. I had no idea they were registered.”
“Ah,” said Strike, nodding. “I see. Well, now you do, although I doubt that information will be very helpful for you.”
I found it weird that Strike, who wasn’t in the NHA at all, apparently understood how Star Callers worked better than me. I always knew Strike was smart, but I didn’t know he was good with tech, too. “So, what did you find?”
Strike held up the Star Caller again. “According to the Star Caller’s registration, it was registered to a man named Conan X. Longworth, from Showdown, Virginia, who is perhaps better known as the NHA agent and superhero Phaser.”
“Never heard of him,” I said. “Is he around here?”
Strike lowered the Star Caller again. “I imagine the reason you don’t know him is because he was kicked out of the NHA and became a supervillain.”
“What?” I said in surprise. “When did that happen? And how do you know this?”
“I did my research,” said Strike. “I don’t have access to the NHA’s membership database like you, so I used Google to find out more about him. I found some news articles from the turn of the century which state that Phaser was once the most famous superhero from Virginia before the NHA discovered that he was using his powers to rob banks without them knowing. They revoked his membership and kicked him out, so he became a supervillain instead and made it his mission to destroy the NHA.”
“Bizarre,” I said. “How come no one told me about that?”
“Probably because Phaser is also dead,” said Strike. “I found another article that states he was killed four years ago by an NHA agent named Brains after a failed bank heist. Supposedly, he was killed right here in Showdown, his hometown, which was is kind of ironic when you think about it.”
“Brains killed him?” I said. I pointed at the roof of the Braindome we stood on. “Brains is here. This is actually his base in Showdown. He might be able to tell us about this.”
“That’s another reason I came here,” said Strike. “I wanted to talk to Brains, so it looks like I got lucky. He might be able to tell me about Phaser and the circumstances surrounding his death because the articles I read were pretty vague on the details.”
I frowned. “This doesn’t make any sense. How did the Star Caller of a long-dead supervillain end up in your base?”
“I don’t know,” said Strike. “That’s one of the reasons I want to talk to Brains. He’s the one who killed Phaser so he might be able to answer my questions about him.”
“Well, I don’t see any reason to delay,” I said. “Let’s head down into the Braindome and see what we can find out.”






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Half an hour later, Strike, Brains, Vanish, and I sat around the table in the conference room of the Braindome. It had been easy to call Brains and Vanish for a private meeting because as I suspected, they both wanted to thank Strike for his help in saving that airplane. They thanked me as well, but it sure seemed like they thanked Strike even more, which would have made me jealous under other circumstances, but I was too intrigued by this recent odd turn of events to care about that. I wanted to find out the truth behind Dizzy’s kidnapping and if this Phaser guy was indeed related to it almost as much as Strike. 
As Strike explained the situation to Brains and Vanish, I paid closer attention to their expressions than usual. I wondered why neither of them had thought fit to tell me about the Phaser situation. Granted, it did happen four years ago, but I had never heard of an NHA agent going rogue before. Heck, I didn’t even know it was possible. Then again, it wasn’t like I had never met a hero who became a villain before, so maybe I shouldn’t have been so shocked.
“That is why I am here,” Strike finished. “I hope you understand the situation now and will be able to help me with it.”
“That’s awful, Strike,” said Vanish. “We’ll definitely try to help you find your girlfriend, especially if she’s somewhere here in Showdown. Right, Ryan?”
Brains nodded. “Of course. You may not be a member of the NHA like us, but the NHA and INJ are still close allies. We’ll help you however we can.”
“Great,” said Strike. He held out Phaser’s Star Caller. “This is the only piece of evidence I was able to find. It’s a Star Caller. More specifically, it’s a Star Caller that belonged to Phaser.”
Brains’ face became pale as soon as Strike mentioned Phaser’s name, while Vanish cleared her throat and looked very uncomfortable. I guess they hadn’t been expecting him to say that, which made me wonder how bad Phaser must have been for both of them to react that way.
“You said that belonged to Phaser?” said Brains doubtfully. “How do you know that?”
“I checked its user registration,” said Strike. “It says it belonged to him. But if you doubt me, you can check for yourself if you want.”
“No, no, I believe you,” said Brains, holding up one hand. “I can tell you’re telling the truth. It’s just that I haven’t heard Phaser’s name in years, so it was a big surprise to hear you mention it out of the blue like that.”
“Four years, right?” said Vanish, looking at Brains uncertainly. “That’s how long ago it was?”
“Yeah,” said Brains, nodding. He rubbed his forehead. “Four years ago … man, time sure does fly, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah, I guess
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