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CHAPTER ONE

 

Having never been on a field trip before, Switch—real name Grace Greggs, daughter of two of the world’s most infamous supervillains, and a student at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans—didn’t know much about them. She was aware, via pop culture, that they usually involved a class of students going to some place for ‘educational’ purposes, such as a museum or historical site, with a teacher or two to chaperon. Students usually looked forward to them, because they were a good excuse to get out of class and see more of the world. Sometimes they could even be genuinely interesting and educational, but having little firsthand experience herself, Switch couldn’t really say for sure.

But one thing Switch was sure about: Most field trips didn’t involve the students getting ambushed by a group of mysterious supervillains who called themselves the Neo-Visionists.

Crouching low behind the Museum’s gift shop counter with her fellow students, Switch peeked over the top. She saw a flash of flame cross the atrium, followed by a thwip of web, and then someone screaming in pain. She even thought she caught a glimpse of their chaperon, Arachnid, swinging across the atrium and kicking one of the Neo-Visionists in the face, but then someone grabbed her arm and yanked her down to the floor harshly. She looked in annoyance at the person who had grabbed and saw that it was her twin brother and fellow Academy student, Bait.

“What was that for?” said Switch, rubbing her arm. “I was just looking.”

“You heard Arachnid,” Bait said without even sounding apologetic. “He said we need to keep our heads down. He doesn’t want us to get hurt.”

“Oh, come on,” said Switch. “We’re perfectly safe in this gift shop. Besides, what’s the problem with looking? I want to see Arachnid kick those idiots’ asses.”

“Stray blasts have been known to kill people in these kinds of superhuman fights,” Bait said, shaking his head. “Including other superhumans. Lots of superheroes have died because they thought it was safe to just ‘look.’”

Switch folded her arms across her chest. “How do you know that? You don’t have much more experience fighting supervillains than I do.”

“Because, unlike you, I actually pay attention in our History and Combat classes,” Bait said. “You know, the classes we need to take in order to become actual superheroes? The ones you keep complaining about?”

Switch opened her mouth to argue, but then Tommy—another one of their classmates, who didn’t yet have a code name like them—leaned forward and whispered, in a harsh hiss of a voice, “Can you two keep it down? I don’t want those Neo-Visionists to overhear us and find us while Arachnid is distracted.”

Tommy’s eyes were wide and round with fear behind his glasses. Behind him, the other students who had come along on the field trip were huddled together near the shelves full of coffee mugs, postcards, and other things you usually found in a gift shop. There were about a dozen in all, each one with a superpower of their own that they were learning to use, though you wouldn’t have guessed it by the way they all acted like scared little kittens.

“So what if they hear us?” said Switch. She punched her fist into her other hand. “We can take these losers. If Bait and I can beat Tsunami, then we can beat these guys easy.”

The sound of cracking marble made the students jump, but when it became clear that the floor outside of the gift shop had cracked and that they were safe, Bait leaned toward her and said, in a harsh whisper, “You know that we got lucky that time. If we try to ‘help’ Arachnid this time, we’d just get in the way because he’d get distracted trying to protect us.”

“We’re perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves,” Switch said. She tapped the glowing orange stone on her chest. “And with our Blood Gems, those Neo-Visionists idiots won’t see our unorthodox fighting style coming.”

“It doesn’t matter if we can take care of ourselves or not,” said Bait in annoyance. “Arachnid says we need to sit back and let him deal with it. I promised him we’d keep the other students safe.”

Switch glanced at the other students—who were all watching her and Bait with fear in their eyes—and then at Bait again. “So what? They’ll be safe here even if we leave. And besides, I thought you were the one who wanted to fight bad guys and be the hero, yet you’re the one saying we should stay in here and hide like cowards.”

Bait sighed. “There’s more to being a hero than running around beating up bad guys, you know. Sometimes, the most heroic thing you can do is stand back and protect those who can’t protect themselves. It’s not cowardly.”

Switch opened her mouth to argue the point, but then thought better of it. Bait could be very stubborn whenever he wanted to be. Trying to convince him that they should go out and help Arachnid defeat the supervillains who had ambushed them was tantamount to trying to convince the tide to stop coming in. Once Bait set his mind on something—especially if you could convince him that it was what a ‘real’ superhero would do—he didn’t budge, no matter what.

But Switch was going to figure out a way to fight the Neo-Visionists one way or another. When she first started attending the Academy, Switch had had no interest in becoming a superhero, but ever since defeating Tsunami a month ago, Switch now wanted to become a superhero just as much as Bait, if not more so. She loved the praise and admiration that superheroes got every time they saved the day and she wanted some of that for herself.

I bet that’s why Arachnid told us to hide in here, Switch thought, listening to the sounds of battle raging just outside the gift shop. He wants all the glory for himself. Well, I’m sure he cares about us, too, but he probably still wants the glory for himself and not for a bunch of kids.

Earlier today, Switch, Bait, and ten of their fellow Academy students, along with their chaperon Arachnid, had come to the Museum of Superhuman History in Washington, D.C. The Museum had opened in 2010 and chronicled the history of superhumans in America, starting with the first appearances of confirmed superhumans in 1986 and going on to present day. The field trip was chaperoned by Arachnid, who was currently fighting the Neo-Visionists by himself. The field trip was supposed to be part of their History class, helping them to better learn and understand more about the history of superhumans and how they lived in America. The reason their History teacher didn’t come was because she got sick and couldn’t come with them, though Switch wished she had, because Arachnid needed all the help he could get to fight the Neo-Visionists.

The field trip had been pretty boring at first, mostly because Switch found history of any sort boring, but when they reached the gift shop, their class was suddenly attacked by a group of supervillains calling themselves Neo-Visionists. They had come seemingly out of nowhere, locking down the Museum and threatening to kill any Museum visitors or employees who tried to fight them.

But these Neo-Visionists hadn’t realized they were up against Arachnid, one of the strongest and most vicious teachers in the Academy. As a result, Arachnid had challenged them to a fight while ordering the students to hide in the gift shop. This also gave a chance for the other Museum visitors and workers to run and hide or call the police, though Switch didn’t expect the police to show up anytime soon due to how slow they were.

Switch didn’t know very much about these ‘Neo-Visionists,’ as they called themselves. She seemed to recall a History lesson about a superhuman cult called ‘Vision’ that had infiltrated the NHA once before it was rooted out by a superhero named Bolt, though she didn’t know if these Neo-Visionists were related to the old Visionists or not. Nor did she care. Regardless of their origin or their ideology, these Neo-Visionists had threatened her life and needed to be stopped before they harmed or killed innocent people.

And we could help Arachnid beat them, if only Bait wasn’t such a coward, Switch thought, glancing at Bait with a scowl. Honestly, even if it was just the two of us working together, we could beat those Neo-Visionists with no problem. Maybe the other students can’t help, because they’ve never fought a supervillain before, but we can. After all, I seriously doubt that these Neo-Visionists are anywhere near as strong as Tsunami was.

But Switch knew that if she tried to leave, Bait would use force to make sure she couldn’t. And not just ordinary force, either. Bait had super strength, super strength he was more than willing to use to hold her down if necessary. He would claim it was for her ‘protection,’ but Switch knew that Bait was just too afraid to actually go out and fight.

I need a way to distract him, Switch thought. Some opportunity to—

A loud scream from outside the gift shop made all of the students jump, except for Switch, who quickly peered over the top of the counter to see where the scream had come from.

Through the gift shop’s front windows, she could see a girl—probably about her age, based on her appearance—lying on the floor as if she had tripped over something. The girl was curled into a ball, as if trying to avoid the webbing and fire blasts which flashed across the hallway outside. Then a man in a dark robe appeared over her, walking toward her with his hands held high, glowing with some kind of purple energy, as if he was about to blast the girl into pieces.

“Hey, that girl is about to get hurt!” Switch said, looking down at Bait. “We’ve got to help her!”

But Bait shook his head and said, “Switch, we don’t know who that girl is and—”

“I don’t care,” Switch snapped. “Unlike you, I’m going to be a real hero and save her, no matter who she is.”

With that, Switch launched herself over the top of the counter, just barely avoiding Bait’s outstretched hands, landed on the other side, and sprinted out the gift shop door toward the girl and the Neo-Visionist. The Neo-Visionist stood over the girl, chuckling darkly as the purple energy around his hands grew darker and darker, while the girl sobbed in fear, though for some reason she didn’t look up at the Neo-Visionist at all. Maybe she thought she was going to die and didn’t want to see her own death coming toward her.

With a yell, Switch jumped into the air and kicked the Neo-Visionist in the chest. The Neo-Visionist staggered backwards, but before he could respond, Switch swept his legs out from underneath him, causing him to fall head first onto the floor, smacking his head against the marble floor and falling unconscious instantly.

Panting, Switch looked down at the girl and said, “Are you okay?”

The girl—who had been sobbing uncontrollably—suddenly stopped, though she did sniffle every now and then. “Y-Yes. Who are you? Are you one of those Neo-Visionists?”

Switch shook her head. “No, I’m not. I’m a student from the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans and I just saved your life.”

“Oh, th-thank you,” said the girl between sniffles, who for some reason still wasn’t looking at Switch. “I th-thought I was a goner.”

“No problem,” said Switch, flashing her a smile. “But you really should look where you’re going, especially in these situations. And why aren’t you looking me in the face, anyway? That’s what people usually do when they talk to other people.”

The girl looked up at Switch, which was when Switch noticed her dull, unseeing gray eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m blind. I should have mentioned that.”

“Oh,” said Switch. “Blind, huh? Well, what were you doing—”

Switch was interrupted by a roar of flame and looked up to see where that sound had come from.

Arachnid was doing battle with the Neo-Visionists. He was clinging to the ceiling, having just barely avoided being burned to death by one of the three Neo-Visionists standing below, a portion of the ceiling smoking from where a fireball had crashed into it. The Neo-Visionist in question was literally on fire. In fact, he looked to be made of fire and was glaring up at Arachnid with sheer hatred. The other two Neo-Visionists wore those same dark cloaks that all Neo-Visionists seemed to wear, so Switch didn’t know what they looked like, nor was she interested in finding out.

“What was that?” said the girl, clinging to Switch’s leg in panic. “I heard fire. Is the Museum on fire?”

“No, you silly girl, it’s not,” said Switch, trying to pry the girl off her leg. “It’s just another one of those Neo-Visionist freaks. One of them is on fire.”

“On fire?” said the girl in a high voice. She sounded like she was close to fainting. “That explains the smoke and heat, then.”

“Don’t worry,” said Switch. “I’ll get you into the gift shop where you’ll be safe. Just come with me and—”

Switch was once again interrupted, this time by the Neo-Visionist she thought she had knocked out coming out of nowhere and punching her in the gut. Switch gasped and fell, but then was caught by the neck and slammed to the ground by the Neo-Visionist. She gasped for air, but couldn’t get any into her lungs because the Neo-Visionist was squeezing the air out of her.

“Stupid girl,” said the Neo-Visionist in a deep voice. “Don’t you realize that you stand against equality and justice? That is why you will die today.”

The Neo-Visionist’s other hand exploded with burning purple energy. He brought his glowing fist above his head, but before he could bring it down on her, Bait appeared out of nowhere and punched the Neo-Visionist in the face.

Bait’s punch must have been powered by his super strength, because the Neo-Visionist flew off Switch. He crashed into a display case featuring a picture of Omega Man shaking hands with Ronald Reagan, hitting the wall so hard that the huge picture crashed down on top of him. Once again, he didn’t get up, but this time, Switch was certain that the Neo-Visionist was down for the count.

Gasping for air, Switch sat up and rubbed her neck. She looked up at Bait and said, “Thanks, bro! I think you might have actually killed him that time. Probably the only way to keep him down.”

Oddly enough, Bait was not smiling. He just grabbed her by the collar of her uniform and yanked her up to her feet. “What were you thinking? I told you to stay in the gift shop, not run out into the atrium and nearly get yourself killed.”

“But I saved that girl’s life,” Switch argued, gesturing at the blind girl lying on the floor, now curled into a fetal position and sobbing again. “Isn’t that what heroes do?”

“Yeah, but you also almost got yourself killed,” Bait said, still not letting go of her collar. “And if you’d done that, I would have taken the blame for your mistakes. As usual, I might add.”

“Whatever,” said Switch, rolling her eyes. She yanked her collar out of Bait’s hands and glared at him. “Because we’re both out here, you can take the girl into the gift shop with everyone else, while I’ll go help Arachnid.”

Switch tried to walk past him, but Bait grabbed her elbow and forced her back, nearly causing her to fall on to her behind. She caught herself before she fell, however, and glared at Bait, who folded his arms across his chest and looked at her with disgust.

“No,” said Bait firmly. “All three of us are going into the gift shop, where we’ll stay until backup arrives to help Arachnid or until Arachnid beats these guys himself. And that’s final.”

Switch sneered. “You’re not the boss of me. We’re the exact same age, so stop acting like you’re the responsible older sibling.”

“Then stop acting like a spoiled brat,” Bait said. “Maybe if you acted your age for once in your life, you’d—”

But Switch never did get to figure out what would happen to her, because at that moment, a ring of fire appeared around her, Bait, and the girl. The sudden appearance of the flames caused the girl to yelp and jump to her feet, though she was far enough away from the flames to avoid getting burnt.

“Fire?” said Bait, looking around in alarm. “Where did this come from?”

“From me,” came a harsh voice on the other side of the flames.

Switch looked through the flickering flames and saw the fiery Neo-Visionist from before standing outside the ring, one hand out. He was grinning widely, his head resembling a burning skull, while the other two Neo-Visionists stood on either side of him.

“Hey!” Arachnid suddenly dropped down from the ceiling behind the three Neo-Visionists and stood up, taking a fighting position as he did so. “Let my students go now, fire-face, or else.”

The fiery Neo-Visionist turned around to face Arachnid, though he never pulled his hand away from the ring of fire. “Certainly, Arachnid, but on one condition: You stand back and let us destroy the Museum of Superhuman History for good. If you don’t, then you can say goodbye to all three of these brats. Trust me, human flesh doesn’t smell great when cooked.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Right now, Bait was cursing more than he had ever cursed in his life.

Oh, he wasn’t cursing aloud. No, cursing aloud wouldn’t help. It would just make everyone more anxious and possibly distract Arachnid from coming up with a plan to save them. Besides, Bait didn’t like cursing all that much. It reminded him too much of Mom, who was always very liberal with her usage of swear words, and if there was one person whose life he did not want to emulate, it would be Mom’s.

But he was cursing inside. He was cursing Switch for disobeying Arachnid and getting them in this situation in the first place. He was cursing the girl for walking into the middle of a heated battle between Arachnid and the Neo-Visionists in the first place. And, of course, he was cursing the Neo-Visionists themselves, who had turned what Bait had hoped would be an interesting, educational, and informative field trip into a hostage situation. Maybe they hadn’t killed anyone yet, but Bait knew that, whenever terrorists were involved, someone was bound to die, usually in a very gruesome way.

The heat from the flames around them was intense. Though Bait, Switch, and the girl had retreated into the very center of the ring, that wasn’t much help, because the flames were so hot that Bait figured even Arachnid had to be feeling it from where he stood. Neither of the two hooded Neo-Visionists showed much of a reaction, although given how warm those cloaks looked, they also had to be sweating like crazy.

Bait wiped a line of sweat off his forehead, watching the fiery Neo-Visionist and Arachnid, hoping that Arachnid had some kind of plan to rescue them figured out already. Bait’s own super strength was useless against fire and, while Switch’s nail bullets might be able to pierce the flames, they wouldn’t be of much use against a man who was literally made of fire. Besides, Switch was the one who had put them into this situation in the first place, so Bait didn’t trust her to get them out of it.

Unfortunately, Arachnid merely looked at the fiery Neo-Visionist in confusion. “Wait, what? Did you say you wanted to destroy the Museum?”

The fiery Neo-Visionist nodded once. “Indeed. This is the reason we’re here in the first place. We have come to burn this building and all of its contents to the ground, as well as anyone stupid enough to be inside it when we do it. Hence why I, Burning Skull, was sent, because my powers are perfect for this job.”

“Why do you want to destroy the Museum?” said Arachnid. “What’s so bad about it?”

Burning Skull made a fist with his other hand. “Of course you can’t see, for your privilege prevents you from seeing how oppressive this place is. This Museum is one of many institutions and buildings which promote the oppressive teaching that superpowers are genetic in origin, rather than the social constructs they really are. By burning down this Museum, it will mark the beginning of a new era, the era of the Neo-Visionists, led by our great leader, the Neo-Visionary!”

“Oh,” said Arachnid, now sounding bored. “So you’re just as crazy as the old Visionists.”

“All visionaries are called crazy by their contemporaries when they first speak up against the oppressive power structures that oppress the powerless,” Burning Skull said. “The old Visionists may have failed, but they paved the way for the Neo-Visionists to succeed. And this time, not even the Neohero Alliance will be able to stop us.”

“Wait, did he say that superpowers are just social constructs, not genetic?” said Switch. She wiped sweat off her face. “Please tell me I misheard him because of the flames or whatever.”

“No, you heard him right,” Bait said. “The original Visionists believed the same thing. It’s pretty insane.”

Suddenly, the flames grew taller and hotter, and the Burning Skull snapped, “Silence! Or be silenced!”

Bait shut his mouth, but Switch—true to form—blurted out, “Hey, if you guys believe the same things as the old Visionists, what’s with the whole ‘Neo’ thing? Just because it sounds cooler or something?”

Burning Skull chuckled. “Whereas the old Visionists believed in subverting major superhuman institutions, we believe in destroying them, as well as anyone who supports them. We’ll even kill children who oppose us, because oppression starts young and can never be cured after a certain age.”

“If you kill my students, I’ll kill you,” said Arachnid. His voice was scarier and more threatening than Bait had ever heard it before, as if he was just waiting for an excuse to carry out his threat.

Burning Skull chuckled again. “Oh, please. Your webs can’t even touch me. You’ve been very good at dodging my flames and distracting me, but now that I have some of your brainwashed students in my grasp, you can’t waste more of my time jumping around and trying to wait for the calvary to arrive. You must either acquiesce to my demands or watch as three of your students burn to death in front of your eyes.”

“Actually, I’m not a student,” the girl muttered. “I’m just a scared blind girl who got caught up in something straight out of a comic book.”

Burning Skull ignored her. He simply stared at Arachnid, a constant chuckling coming from his throat, or where his throat would be if he wasn’t made out of fire. Arachnid glared at Burning Skull, but he didn’t move or say anything. He seemed to be trying to find a way out of this situation, a way to save Bait, Switch, and the girl, but given his silence and stillness, it was obvious that he was having a hard time of it.

And we don’t have much time left, Bait thought. Even if Burning Skull doesn’t kill us, we might die of heatstroke or maybe inhale the smoke into our lungs or whatever. Times like this I wished I had Tsunami’s powers. At least then I would be able to put out the fire.

“Well?” said Burning Skull. “What is your choice? Are you going to do as I say or are you going to watch as your students die of an easily preventable death?”

The flames grew higher and hotter once again. Sweat now broke out all over Bait’s body, making his school uniform cling to his body. Switch and the girl were also sweating like crazy. The girl looked close to fainting, though since she was blind, it was hard to tell for sure. Even so, Bait figured they probably didn’t have much time before one or all of them fell unconscious.

And if that happens, then we’ll definitely die, Bait thought. Man, what a terrible way to go. We beat Tsunami, only to get killed by some guy who believes that you can get superpowers if you just believe. This isn’t the way I saw my superhero career ending, to be honest.

At that moment, however, Bait heard a shattering of glass and he looked toward the exit, wondering if the calvary had finally arrived or if more of Burning Skull’s fellow fanatics had arrived instead. At this point, Bait would have even been happy to see the police, even though they would have been just as ineffective at fighting Burning Skull as Arachnid.

The glass doors of the Museum had been shattered, their pieces scattered across the floor. Standing in the doorway was a woman who Bait had never seen in real life before, though he had seen plenty of her pictures on the Internet. She looked like a Greek warrior, wearing old-fashioned Amazonian armor that also somehow looked modern. She was tall and muscular, with a sword in one hand and a spear in the other. She looked at them all with anger etched across her features, her dark hair done up in such a way so as to keep out of her eyes.

“No way,” said Bait. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. “It’s not her, is it?”

“It is,” said Switch, clapping her hands together gleefully. “Lady Amazon herself!”

Bait couldn’t deny it: The woman who had come to their rescue was indeed the legendary Lady Amazon. She was one of the original Four Founders of the Neohero Alliance, as well as a current sitting member of on the governing Leadership Council. She was perhaps the most famous female superhero in the world, with a fair amount of victories under her belt, such as the time she defeated the supervillain Pharaoh or the crucial role she had played in the defeat of the first Pokacu invasion.

That she was here, in the flesh, was extremely unusual, because all Council members were usually too busy with their duties on Hero Island to deal with these kinds of supervillain attacks personally. Based on Arachnid’s surprised expression, Bait guessed that he had not expected Lady Amazon to be the back up he had called in earlier.

“Fear not, my friends,” said Lady Amazon, her voice loud and authoritative, “for I am here to defeat those who would harm our children or our history.”

“Lady Amazon, huh?” said Burning Skull. “No matter. All you privileged superheroes are the same. Your arrival here changes nothing, for the Vision shall come to pass, regardless of who stands in our way.”

“The words of a man who is about to fall,” said Lady Amazon. She cracked a vicious grin. “I’ll give you one chance, burning man, one opportunity to let the children go and go to jail peacefully. If you do not let them go, I will not stop until every one of you is down for good.”

“Foolish woman,” said Burning Skull. He gestured at his chest. “Can’t you see that I’m made of fire? I am familiar with your powers. You rely on your super strength and speed to fight your enemies. Such powers are useful, but only when dealing with a physical enemy who you can lay hands on, not someone like me, who is made of fire itself.”

“I’ve faced far worse enemies than you, fire man, and come out victorious,” said Lady Amazon. “But if you refuse to let the children go, then I won’t show you even the slightest hint of mercy.”

“Too late,” said Burning Skull. “The children will die and their blood will be on your hands.”

All of a sudden, the flames not only grew hotter and higher, high enough to scorch the ceiling, but also tightened around Bait, Switch, and the girl. Switch and the girl huddled together, putting their hands over their heads, while Bait put his arms around them and tried to keep them both safe from the flames. He knew that covering them with his body wouldn’t keep them safe for long, but he wanted to protect them anyway. It was what a real hero would do, he knew, and he wanted to die a hero, not cowering like a criminal. He could already feel the flames starting to eat at his back, and soon the flames would devour all three of them.

But then he heard a rushing wind, followed by a pair of strong arms picking up him, Switch, and the girl in one swift motion, followed by them rushing through the surrounding flames, and then appearing next to Arachnid. Though Bait, Switch, and the girl were still hot from the flames, they were no longer inside the ring of fire, which was now burning uselessly on the floor in front of the gift shop.

“What?” said Burning Skull as he and his fellow Neo-Visionists looked at them in shock. “How did you rescue them through the fire like that?”

Blinking, Bait realized that Lady Amazon was standing right next to him. He looked up at her and realized, for the first time, just how strong she was. She could probably beat him pretty easily. He wondered if his super strength was a match for her own super strength, though he didn’t think he would find out anytime soon.

Lady Amazon drew her sword in one smooth motion and held it out toward Burning Skull. “My skin cannot be pierced or burned. I barely even felt the heat. You can try to burn me as much as you like, but it will do you no good.”

Lady Amazon suddenly rushed toward Burning Skull and his fellow Neo-Visionists. The two Neo-Visionists rushed to meet her, but they didn’t even get a chance to use their powers before Lady Amazon slashed them both with her sword so fast that Bait didn’t even see her arm move. One moment, the two Neo-Visionists were standing. The next, they were lying unconscious on the ground, their chests nearly cut open from Lady Amazon’s sword.

Burning Skull, on the other hand, transformed into fire, allowing Lady Amazon’s sword to pass harmlessly through his body. Rather than attack her again, however, Burning Skull’s fiery ball form flew toward the exit.

“He’s trying to get away!” Switch shouted. “Get him!”

Lady Amazon, however, said nothing in response to that. She just launched herself through the air, flew over Burning Skull’s fire ball form, and landed in front of the shattered glass doors, effectively cutting off his escape route.

“You dumb woman!” Burning Skull’s voice roared from within the fireball. “I might not be able to burn your skin, but that doesn’t mean I can’t go around you!”

Burning Skull’s fireball form tried to go around her, but Lady Amazon tossed her sword aside, reached out, and caught the fireball in one hand like an annoying fly buzzing around her head.

“Holy cow,” said Bait in surprise. “Doesn’t that hurt her hands?”

Arachnid shook his head. “Probably not. Lady Amazon has skin as strong as stone. My guess is that Burning Skull is hurting more at the moment than her.”

Arachnid appeared to be correct, because Lady Amazon didn’t look to be in even the slightest bit of pain. She just held Burning Skull in both hands, grunting in effort, while Burning Skull’s fireball form grew brighter and hotter in intensity.

“Let me go!” Burning Skull shouted, his voice barely distinguishable from the crackling of his fiery form. “Let me go now or burn along with this Museum!”

Suddenly, Lady Amazon smirked. “You want me to let you go? Very well. Arachnid, catch!”

Lady Amazon hurled Burning Skull’s fiery form toward Arachnid. Arachnid immediately leaped into the air and fired off a seemingly endless amount of webbing at the fire ball. The first few bits of webbing melted before they could touch the Burning Skull, but he fired off so many so quickly that soon the Burning Skull’s form was completely covered in a thick coating of spider web. The fire ball—now heavy with web—fell onto the ground and rolled a couple of feet before coming to a stop. Bait expected the ball to burst into flame, but it never did. Burning Skull was defeated.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Switch covered her mouth, her eyes wide. “Is he … is he dead?”

Arachnid landed on the floor, picked up the web ball, and turned it over in his hands without any sort of hesitation or caution. “No, but the webbing I coated him in is very damp and wet. It’s cut him off from oxygen, so he can’t create any flames in there and won’t be able to create any fire at all until the webbing dissolves, by which time he will probably be in a prison cell in Ultimate Max designed for someone with his kind of powers.”

“If he doesn’t have access to oxygen, doesn’t that mean he’s dead?” said Bait. “I don’t see how anyone could survive without it.”

Arachnid shrugged. “Who knows? Superhumans actually do have different biology from normal humans, unlike what the Neo-Visionists love to tell themselves. Likely his powers make it so he can survive without air for a while, though even if he doesn’t, we could easily argue that we killed him in self-defense and I don’t think any judge would argue against that.”

Bait still looked a little disturbed by the implications of Arachnid’s casual response, but Switch didn’t care much. That Burning Skull man deserved it for nearly burning her, Bait, and the blind girl to death. Switch quickly felt her hair and was relieved to find that her hair had only been burnt along the edges. It would be easy to cut off back at the Academy and regrow after a few days. Her uniform was slightly sooty, but it otherwise looked okay, as far as she could tell. That was a relief, because Switch had worried that the flames might have messed up her looks, and, while she didn’t obsess over her looks as much as some girls did, she was still a lady who valued her own appearance.

“Hey, Switch?” said the blind girl, who stood next to Switch, though she was facing away from her as if she thought Switch stood over there. “I felt the heat of the flames, but I can’t tell if it burned my clothes or hair. How do I look?”

Switch looked over the blind girl briefly. “You look fine to me, though the edges of your hair look a bit crisp. Bait took most of the heat—literally—so you and I still look as fabulous as ever.”

The blind girl sighed in relief. “Thanks. This is one of the things I hate about being blind: I can’t tell if I look good or not even if I stand in front of a mirror. I have to rely on other people to tell me if I look good or not, but sometimes people aren’t always reliable, especially if they’re guys.”

Switch nodded. “You don’t need to tell me that. Bait wouldn’t know good fashion if it punched him in the face. It’s yet another burden of having a brother.”

“He’s your brother?” said the blind girl. She was facing Switch now, perhaps using her hearing to identify where Switch stood.

“Yes,” said Switch, shaking her head. “My twin brother, to be more exact, though sometimes it feels like we’re from different universes, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I get it,” said the blind girl. “I’ve never had a brother, but I did have an uncle who always acted in ways I never understood. He was always well-dressed, though, better than most men.”

“Wait, do you mean you weren’t always blind?” said Switch, leaning forward interestedly. “How’d you lose your vision?”

The blind girl suddenly looked guilty, as if she had just said something she shouldn’t have. She rubbed the back of her neck and looked to the left, as if trying to avoid meeting Switch’s eyes, and said, “Uh, well, you see—”

“Children!” came a booming voice that made Switch, Bait, and the blind girl start. “Are you three well?”

Switch looked over in the direction from which the booming voice came and saw Lady Amazon walking toward them, her sword sheathed in its scabbard again. Though Lady Amazon had been holding a literal ball of fire in her hands just a few seconds ago, the palms of her hands weren’t even smoking. They looked slightly reddened and sweaty, but that was all, and even the redness and sweat was starting to go away.

“We’re fine, Lady Amazon,” said Bait, bowing respectfully toward her as she approached. “The flames made us sweat a lot, but otherwise none of us got burned or suffered any serious injuries, right, Switch? Switch?”

Switch—who had been staring at Lady Amazon in awe—shook her head suddenly and said, in a stammering voice, “Uh, yeah, we’re fine. You’re really good at running into fires and saving people without getting burned to a crisp yourself.”

Switch internally cursed herself. Damn it. That was awkward.

Lady Amazon, on the other hand, merely nodded once and said, “That is good to hear, children. I was worried that Burning Skull’s fires might have hurt you in a serious way. Even so, I recommend going straight to the Academy Clinic once you return to the Academy and have Irma check you out. It’s possible that you three may have inhaled smoke from the flames, which is what really kills people who get caught in fires.”

“Yes, Lady Amazon,” said Bait. “But this blind girl here with us isn’t actually one of our classmates. She’s just another Museum visitor who got caught in the crossfire.”

Switch looked at the blind girl, but noticed that the blind girl was not looking directly at Lady Amazon. At first, she thought that the blind girl was just shy, but it seemed as though she was deliberately trying to avoid meeting Lady Amazon’s gaze. Switch found that odd, because the Leadership Council’s members were some of the most popular superheroes in the country and everyone wanted to meet them.

“Girl, are you all right?” said Lady Amazon. “Were you harmed by the flames?”

“N-No, ma’am,” said the blind girl, an odd tinge of fear in her voice. She brushed her blonde hair aside. “A little singed around the ends, but otherwise okay.”

“Good to hear,” said Lady Amazon. “Protecting civilians is another superhero duty. It looks like you two managed to keep this one safe.”

“Oh, it was nothing, Lady Amazon,” said Switch quickly, tossing her hair back. “You know, I was the one who came up with the idea of saving her in the first place. If I hadn’t run out of the gift shop to save her—”

“Girl, you look familiar,” said Lady Amazon, completely ignoring Switch’s story. She leaned forward slightly, looking at the blind girl. “I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere before. What’s your name?”

“Reagan,” the blind girl said. “Reagan Waters, but we’ve never met before. Maybe I look like someone you once knew.”

Lady Amazon raised a skeptical eyebrow, as if she found Reagan’s explanation lacking, but then she nodded and stood up. “Most likely. I won’t bother you about it more, however. You should go and find your parents now. I imagine they’re worried sick about you.”

“Yeah,” said Reagan. “I just need a moment to catch my breath. My heart’s still hammering from everything that happened.”

“Understandable, given what you just experienced,” said Lady Amazon. “Well, I’ll leave you under the protection of these two. For now, I’m going to search the Museum for any other Neo-Visionists who might have come with the others but did not directly participate in the attack. Do any of you happen to know if there were more than just Burning Skull and his allies?”

Bait shook his head. “No, ma’am, but it’s a good idea to check anyway, just to be safe.”

Lady Amazon nodded and then jumped over them to the other side of the atrium. She then rushed down the hallway into the First Pokacu Invasion Exhibit, quickly disappearing among the stuffed Pokacu and mounted Pokacu weaponry that had been salvaged after the first invasion.

“She’s definitely not wasting time,” said Bait. “She’s fast.”

“Yeah, she is,” said Switch, watching Lady Amazon go with longing. “Do you think she noticed me?”

Bait looked at Switch in an odd way. “Don’t tell me you have a crush on her.”

Switch punched Bait in the shoulder. “Shut up. I don’t have a ‘crush’ on her. I just admire her. There’s a difference.”

Bait rubbed his shoulder, but didn’t look convinced. “Uh huh. That’s why you were looking at her with longing, right?”

“Well, I certainly didn’t look at her the same way you look at your posters of Vanish that you have up in your dorm room,” said Switch. “You know, the ones with the emphasis on her cleavage?”

Bait’s face suddenly turned red. “What, how do you know about those? You’ve never been in my dorm.”

Switch flashed Bait an evil smile. “It’s amazing what Tommy is willing to tell me whenever I show him even the slightest bit of attention. He’s pretty easy to manipulate.”

Bait bit his lower lip, but shook his head and said, “Whatever. I don’t have time for this kind of pettiness. I’m going to go check on the others and tell them it’s okay to leave the gift shop. You know, be the responsible sibling, like I always am.”

With that, Bait turned and stomped off toward the gift shop. Switch watched him go, a smirk on her lips. She knew she had gotten to him that time, though he’d never admit it. She was now wondering what other secrets Bait shared with Tommy that he didn’t share with her and if she could get Tommy to tell her them with a few well-placed compliments. Switch no longer wanted to follow in Mom’s footsteps, but she was not above using the lessons Mom had taught her about manipulating men to get what she wanted.

“Did your brother just stomp off because you pointed out he had posters of a superheroine in his dorm?” said Reagan doubtfully. “I can’t see, you know.”

“That’s exactly what happened,” said Switch, looking at Reagan, her smirk never leaving her lips. “Boys are so predictable, Bait especially so.”

Reagan nodded, but then she glanced in the general direction in which Lady Amazon had left and said, “So you admire her?”

“Lady Amazon?” Switch repeated, glancing at the Pokacu Exhibit as well. “Yes, of course.”

“Why?” said Reagan. Her voice sounded slightly annoyed. “She doesn’t seem very nice.”

“But that’s exactly why I like her so much,” said Switch. “Look at her. She’s beautiful, she’s powerful, she’s strong, and she’s independent. She doesn’t feel the need to grovel before anyone and she’s the only female member of the Leadership Council. She’s also one of the Four Founders of the Neohero Alliance itself. She’s probably the most accomplished and famous superheroine in the country, if not the world. She’s exactly the sort of superheroine I want to be when I graduate from the Academy.”

Reagan nodded slowly. “All of that is rather impressive. I knew some of that, but I didn’t know all of it.”

“Of course it’s impressive,” said Switch. She rubbed her hands together eagerly. “And some people even think she could beat Omega Man in a fight or at least match him in terms of strength. Personally, I think she could beat him, though Bait disagrees, like he does with everything I say. I think he just doesn’t like the idea of the world’s strongest man being beaten by the world’s strongest woman.”

“She didn’t seem to pay much attention to you, even though you admire her a lot,” said Reagan. “She interrupted you once, I noticed.”

Switch scowled and stopped rubbing her hands together. “This is the first time I’ve actually met her, you know. I bet Lady Amazon was simply more concerned with making sure that the Museum is free of those Neo-Visionist freaks than she was in talking to a student like me. I doubt it’s anything personal.”

“I didn’t say it was,” said Reagan. “But you sure seem defensive about it.”

Switch’s scowl grew deeper. “Oh, never mind. You wouldn’t understand and I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Reagan, who sounded genuinely apologetic. “I didn’t realize you were sensitive about it. I—”

She was interrupted by a ringing sound coming from her pocket. Reagan pulled a phone out of pocket, answered it, and said, “Hello? Mom? Yes, I’m safe. I’ll see you there.”

Reagan ended the call and looked at Switch, though her focus was slightly off and focused more to the left. “I’ve got to go. That was my Mom. She said she’s okay and wanted to make sure I’m okay. She’s in front of the Museum and I told her I would be out there soon.”

“Okay,” said Switch, though she didn’t sound very happy because she was still sore about what Reagan told her. “See you later, then.”

“Okay, Switch,” said Reagan. “Bye.”

With that, Reagan made her way back to the exit. If Switch had been in a better mood, she would have found it amazing that Reagan was able to navigate through the atrium, down the steps, and out the shattered glass doors as gracefully as she did, given how she was blind.

But Switch was not in a very good mood. She folded her arms in front of her chest and once again glanced toward the Pokacu Exhibit, her scowl deepening the longer she stood there.

Lady Amazon didn’t intentionally ignore me, Switch thought. Surely she doesn’t think that Bait and I are the same as our mother, does she? We already proved that we’re different by beating Tsunami.

That was a problem that Switch and Bait had dealt with for a while. Due to the fact that their mother was the infamous supervillain Electrica, the two of them had been treated like outcasts at school and had even been disliked by many of the faculty. In addition, Headmaster Johanson had informed them that even many of the higher-ups in the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice—the two largest superhero organizations in the country who ran the Academy jointly—didn’t exactly trust the two of them, either.

Much of that distrust and hatred had died down after the Seaside incident, but not all of it, and every now and then Switch was rudely reminded that saving the world from one supervillain—even one as powerful as Tsunami—was still not enough to convince some people that she and Bait wanted to be heroes.

Some people are just so narrow-minded, Switch thought. I just hope that Lady Amazon isn’t one of them.

Shaking her head, Switch decided to rejoin Bait and the others. Partly, it was because she was concerned for the safety of her fellow students, but in truth, she just wanted to avoid thinking about the fact that her idol might very well hate and distrust her due to her parentage. It was too harsh of a thought for her to even think about.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Over the next week, it seemed like all anyone wanted to talk about was the Neo-Visionist attack on the Museum of Superhuman History. Bait was accosted several times by students who didn’t go on the field trip but wanted to know what exactly happened. In particular, many of the students were interested in hearing about Lady Amazon’s timely arrival, because it was very rare for members of the Leadership Council to directly intervene in these sorts of attacks and they wanted to know why she showed up at all.

Bait still didn’t know the answer to that question. The best he could figure was that Lady Amazon had been in Washington on a different errand that day and had likely been the closest superhero available when Arachnid sent out a message for help. At least, that was what Arachnid had told Bait when Bait asked him about it on the way back to the Academy, though Bait felt like Arachnid had just told him that to get him to stop asking questions.

In any event, Bait didn’t mind people asking him about the attack. It was yet another confirmation that he—and to a lesser extent, Switch—were starting to be seen by everyone else as more than just the children of Electrica and Tsunami, but as heroes in their own right. He almost hoped that there would be another Neo-Visionist attack sometime soon, perhaps in the Academy itself, because then he would be able to save more lives and help improve their public image even more.

But there were no more Neo-Visionist attacks that week. Burning Skull—along with his three allies—were arrested and put in Ultimate Max prison, while the G-Men, the government-sponsored superhero team, launched an investigation of the Neo-Visionist movement. Given the problems caused by the original Visionist movement, Bait was glad that they were dealing with this one right away, though he had a sneaking feeling that the ‘movement’ in question was just Burning Skull and his friends and that the ‘Leader’ who Burning Skull had mentioned probably didn’t even really exist.

Nonetheless, Bait was glad that those freaks were behind bars and the Museum itself was largely untouched. That had worried Bait the most, because he didn’t want the Museum to be burned down due to all of the historical artifacts and knowledge it contained. The field trip had been cut short due to the Neo-Visionist attack, of course, but Bait hoped that they might go again sometime in the future, perhaps once the Neo-Visionists were no longer considered a threat to their safety.

Bait spent the rest of the week going to class, working out in the gym, and generally just keeping busy. He didn’t see any point in worrying about the Neo-Visionists or Lady Amazon at all. He wanted to focus on his studies in order to better prepare himself for the day of his graduation, even though that was a couple of years away at the moment.

Despite what Bait told himself, he still couldn’t take his mind off the Neo-Visionists entirely. He found their failed attack on the Museum odd. Surely, if their goal had been to destroy the Museum, they wouldn’t have sent just four guys who were easily defeated by Lady Amazon. It made even less sense that Burning Skull would feel the need to go inside the Museum to destroy it. With his fire abilities, it should have been easy to destroy the Museum from the outside. Bait figured that the Neo-Visionists were probably just incompetent—after all, they believed that superpowers were social constructs, rather than biological realities—but regardless, it wasn’t actually his problem to worry about. The G-Men would likely figure it out as they investigated the group. For now, Bait just wanted to focus on his life and his studies.

But then something happened exactly one week after the Neo-Visionist attack, something happened that would change Bait’s life, though at the time he didn’t know it.

It was late in the evening, when Bait was lying alone in his dorm room on his bed. His two roommates—Max ‘Wind Whisperer’ Logan and Richard ‘Falcon’ Manny—had gone out to the gym to either work out or impress chicks (Bait wasn’t sure which, because they were still arguing about it when they left the dorm), leaving Bait alone to lie on his bed in peace and quiet. He had had a long day today, with Combat class in the morning, a grueling History class in the afternoon, and an even more grueling Gym class to top it off, and wanted to sleep more than anything right now.

Before Bait could close his eyes, however, his phone—which sat on the desk next to his bed—suddenly started ringing. Curious, Bait picked up his phone and looked at the screen to see the name ‘BRAINS’ above the incoming phone number.

Bait recognized the name. Brains was a member of the NHA and a mentor of sorts to Bait and Switch. He had helped them defeat Tsunami and given them a lot of important lessons and advice about being a superhero. That he was calling so late in the evening Bait found odd, though given how long it had been since he’d last spoken with Brains, Bait didn’t question it.

Answering the call, Bait held the phone against his ear and said, “Hey, Brains, what’s up?”

“Bait,” said Brains. “I’m glad you answered. I thought you might have been asleep already, which meant I would have had to call you again tomorrow, and this can’t wait until tomorrow.”

Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, Bait sat up a little more. “Whoa, slow down there, Brains. What can’t wait until tomorrow?”

“The investigation,” said Brains. “You know, the one I told you about before you and your sister left Seaside over a month ago now?”

Now Bait understood. During their confrontation with Tsunami last month, Tsunami had revealed that Electrica had stolen their Blood Gems from Hero Island, not from President Plutarch, as they originally believed. This was despite the fact that the NHA had denied that Electrica had stolen anything from Hero Island ten years ago, which had prompted Brains and his wife, Vanish, to promise to find out what really happened on that day ten years ago and why the NHA’s leadership had lied about it.

Bait glanced at the alcove in the wall next to his bed. His purple Blood Gem lay on top of his Ethics homework, glowing softly in the darkness. It looked like a relatively harmless rock, but Bait knew that there was more to the Blood Gems than even he knew. Beyond their ability to allow two blood-related superhumans to trade powers, the Blood Gems were important and powerful, though how powerful, he didn’t know for sure.

“Right, the investigation,” said Bait finally, looking away from his Blood Gem again. “How’s that coming along?”

“Not very well,” said Brains with a sigh. “I went to the Hero Island Library to check the records on that day, but it doesn’t have anything new. There are some files related to it titled ‘Top Secret,’ but the librarian informed me that only members of the Leadership Council have access to those. And, since I don’t have authorization from the Leadership Council, I can’t read them.”

“Dang,” said Bait. “Doesn’t sound like your investigation is going well at all.”

“It’s not been entirely fruitless so far,” said Brains. “I’ve found a few interesting clues. For example, I learned that on the day Electrica attacked Hero Island, Professor Nathanial Hernandez was on Hero Island, meeting with the Leadership Council about some of his research into neogenetics.”

Bait frowned. “Professor who? I’ve never heard of him.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t,” said Brains. “Professor Hernandez is the founder of the field of neogenetics, which is the field of science that deals with studying the genetic differences between superhumans and normal humans. He’s also the most respected scientist in that field, which is a little less impressive than it sounds due to how few people specialize in it. Even so, I’ve read his research and most of it is pretty good.”

Bait chuckled. “Don’t tell the Neo-Visionists about it. They’ll probably get upset.”

“The who?”

“Never mind,” Bait said. He reached over, plucked the Blood Gem off the desk, and held it above him, turning it over in his hand. “So this Professor Hernandez guy was on Hero Island at the time presenting his research to the Leadership Council?”

“Yeah,” said Brains. “But I think he was doing more than merely presenting his research to them. The Hero Island Library’s records indicate that he left Hero Island earlier than he was supposed to, just after Electrica killed Silver Wind but before she got off the island herself. Supposedly, this was to get him to safety, because the Leadership Council didn’t want him to accidentally be killed by Electrica.”

“Makes sense,” said Bait. “I’d probably do the same if I was them. Professor Hernandez sounds like a smart guy. Would be a waste if he got killed.”

“But that’s not the most significant part,” said Brains. “I did some research and found out that Professor Hernandez did an interview with Neo Ranks shortly before he went to Hero Island, talking about his new findings. He didn’t go into too many details, but he did mention looking into the link between certain objects and superhumans.”

Bait frowned. “Certain objects? Like what?”

“He didn’t use any examples, but he mentioned that he had discovered through his research that certain objects—including several that predate the rise of the first superhumans in the late 80s by hundreds or even thousands of years—interacted with neogenetics in a way that other objects couldn’t,” said Brains. “Again, he didn’t use any examples, but he spoke of stones that could make a superhuman stronger or give them additional powers, stone tablets that could alter a superhuman’s powers and—get this—rocks that allowed superhumans to trade powers.”

Bait sat up, almost bumping his head against the underside of the bed above him. “You mean the Blood Gems.”

“Or stones like them,” said Brains. “Regardless, I think there’s a connection. The Leadership Council likely invited Hernandez to Hero Island, perhaps to show him the Blood Gems, but he didn’t get a chance to look at them because of Electrica’s attack. That’s my working theory, but Vanish thinks it makes sense and it seems to fit the facts as we know them.”

“It sounds good to me, but I still don’t understand why the NHA would hide the existence of the Blood Gems,” said Bait. “What do they have to gain from it?”

“No idea,” said Brains. “I don’t even know if the entire Council is in on it or if it’s just some of them. I’m going to visit Professor Hernandez sometime this week, however, and see if he’ll be willing to talk to me. Hernandez knows and trusts me, so I should have no problem getting an audience with him. Don’t know if he’ll be willing to talk about the Blood Gems, though.”

“I hope he is,” said Bait. “Maybe he’ll explain where they actually came from and why the NHA didn’t want anyone to know Electrica had stolen them.”

“Same here,” said Brains. “But we still need to be careful. I don’t think that the Leadership Council yet knows that I am looking into this, but they probably will at some point.”

“You sound worried,” said Bait. “What do you think they would do if they found out what you are doing? Kill you?”

“I’m not worried about that,” said Brains. “They’d probably just strip me of my membership. Even so, the fact that they’ve been obviously covering this up for ten years is a worrying sign that there is something they don’t want people to know about. What that is, exactly, I still don’t know, but there’s clearly a cover up, one I am going to expose, one way or another.”

“Can’t you just read their minds?” said Bait, glancing down at the Blood Gem in his hand again. “Why not request a meeting with Omega Man or one of the other Leadership Council members and just take the answer directly from their minds?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” said Brains, sounding slightly exasperated, as if he had explained why this wouldn’t work several times before. “For one, I’ve trained all of the Leadership Council members in basic mind-reading defense techniques. This was done to ensure that no important NHA secrets would be discovered by any telepathic enemies we might run into. I could overwhelm their defenses, but they would definitely feel it and would probably stop me before I could get very far.”

“Oh, I didn’t—”

“Furthermore, I don’t want them to even suspect I might be up to something,” Brains continued. “Their ignorance is currently the only thing allowing me to do this. I suspect they’d shut it down as soon as they realize what I’m doing. Best not to draw unnecessary attention to myself or my activities until I have enough proof to make it public.”

“Gotcha,” said Bait. “Well, I hope the investigation goes well. I’m just as interested as you are in learning about the origins of the Blood Gems and what they’re really capable of.”

“Same here,” said Brains. “Anyway, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you again after my meeting with Professor Hernandez and let you know if I found out anything interesting. Talk to you soon.”

Brains ended the call and Bait put his phone back down on his bed next to his pillow. Then he looked at his Blood Gem again, turning it over in his hands thoughtfully.

These Blood Gems aren’t just gifts from Mom, Bait thought. They’re powerful, powerful enough that the NHA didn’t want anyone even knowing they’d been stolen. I wonder if Mom knows what they really are or if she just stole them because they looked valuable.

Now that Bait thought about it, it actually made sense that Mom would know about the Blood Gems. She had, after all, displayed an unusual knowledge of the Blood Gems’ capabilities, knowing more about them than even Bait and Switch did. Clearly, Mom had done her research, which meant that if Brains wanted to know the truth about the Blood Gems, then he should probably go and talk to Mom. She might be able to provide insight into this cover up.

Before Bait could call Brains to tell him that again, however, he heard a cheery beep from his phone and looked down at the screen to see a text message from Arachnid:

BAIT, SWITCH, COME TO HEADMASTER’S OFFICE IMMEDIATELY. DO NOT DELAY. IMPORTANT NEWS.

The text had been sent to both Bait and Switch simultaneously, but Bait found it curious. What news was so important that it required both him and his sister to go straight to the Headmaster’s office in person so late in the evening? Why couldn’t Arachnid simply call them both and tell them what it was?

But Bait knew from experience that Arachnid would not send such a message lightly, so he pulled aside the curtain from his bed, hopped out of his bed, and ran toward the exit, hoping that the important news was not going to be bad news.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Switch reached the Administration building at the same time as Bait. She saw him coming from the opposite direction, his Blood Gem glowing in the dark of the night, and frowned. She had hoped to get to the Admin building before Bait, because she wanted to hear the news first, but apparently Bait was faster than she thought.

Bet he used his super strength to make his legs faster so he could get here quicker, Switch thought as she stopped in front of the steps to wait for Bait. Wouldn’t surprise me.

“Hey, sis,” said Bait, coming to a stop before her. “Did you also get the text from Arachnid?”

Switch nodded. “Yep. It was pretty vague and I thought about ignoring it, but that whole ‘DO NOT DELAY’ bit convinced me that it wouldn’t be too smart to ignore it.”

In truth, Switch had wanted to ignore it because she wanted to go to sleep due to how tired she had been after a long day in school. Her Combat class had been particularly hard. Changer, the teacher, had pitted her against a student who could absorb kinetic energy, which made it hard to deal any actual pain on him. But that student could certainly deal pain back, which was why Switch had spent the rest of the day complaining about her aching back. It didn’t hurt quite as much at the moment, but she had hoped to sleep it off anyway.

“Well, since we’re both here, we might as well go inside,” said Bait, gesturing at the building. “Come on. Better not keep the Headmaster waiting.”

Bait made his way up the steps quickly, with Switch following closely behind. She had no idea what news was so important that it required her and Bait having to come in person to the Headmaster’s office, but she supposed that she would find out soon enough.

And if this all turns out to be a big joke played by Arachnid, I’m going to murder him the next time I see him, Switch thought, rubbing her back as she walked.

The two of them crossed the lobby, with Bait saying hello to Joy, the Headmaster’s secretary, on their way across, and then down the hallway toward the Headmaster’s office. Having been down this particular hallway several times before, Switch had no trouble finding the door to the Headmaster’s office, thanks in no small part to the fact that it was clearly labeled as such. But before she and Bait entered, she heard voices on the other side, multiple voices, including a few that she didn’t recognize at all. She wondered if the Headmaster had visitors over and, if so, who they were.

Guess we’re about to find out, Switch thought as Bait opened the door and entered the office before her.

As soon as Switch entered the Headmaster’s office, she looked around to see who else was in here. She was surprised by what she saw.

Sitting behind his desk, looking as friendly and professional as usual, was Headmaster Arnold Johanson. The middle-aged Swedish superhero—formerly known as the superhero Timestopper, due to his ability to stop time for five seconds—was talking with three people who sat with their backs to her and Bait.

The one sitting in the middle was a man with jet-black hair and an old-fashioned sense of dress, sitting with his legs crossed. He looked to be in his forties, but the way he sat and dressed made Switch think he was a lot older than that. He had a strange patch on his shoulder that she could not see, due to the fact that he sat with his back to her, though she thought she caught sight of a stylized eagle on it.

Sitting to the man’s right was a younger Hispanic man, probably in his twenties or so. Like the older man, this guy also had a patch on his right shoulder. His hair was much shorter as well, to the point where he was almost bald.

And, finally, there was the young blonde woman to the middle man’s left. She looked much younger than either of the two men, lacked a patch, and simply wore a basic red t-shirt and jeans. She looked not much different from the other students on campus, minus the uniform, though Switch thought she had seen this girl somewhere before, though she couldn’t place it right now.

Headmaster Johanson suddenly looked up at she and Bait, as if he just realized they were there. “Oh, Bait, Switch! Wonderful to see that you did not waste any time in responding to Arachnid’s text.”

“No problem, Headmaster,” said Bait with a shrug. “Arachnid’s text made it sound urgent, so we wasted no time in getting here to learn the important news we were told about.”

The three people who Johanson had been talking to turned to face Bait and Switch. The man in the middle was definitely in his forties, but when Switch looked at his eyes, she saw that they were much older than the eyes of a forty-year-old man. They reminded her of the eyes of an old man she had once seen in Nebraska when she and Bait were still with Mom, a World War II vet in his nineties. Yet this man had far more intelligent eyes than most old people, as if old age hadn’t weakened his mind at all, however old he was.

Most importantly, however, was the girl who turned to see them. ‘See’ them was, perhaps, not the right word, because the girl had bland, milky, unfocused eyes which veered slightly to the left, as if she didn’t actually know where to look. But that didn’t surprise Switch, because she instantly recognized the girl, though she couldn’t believe her own eyes.

“Reagan?” said Switch in surprise, staring at the blind girl in disbelief. “Is that you?”

“Yes,” said Reagan, her voice as soft and mousy as usual. “Long time, no see. Literally. After all, I am blind.”

Switch looked at Johanson. “What’s she doing here? Does she have something to do with the news you wanted to tell us about?”

Johanson nodded. “Yes. Well, Reagan is connected to the news, as are these other two gentlemen, who escorted her here in the first place.”

Switch looked at the two men and frowned. “And just who are these two guys, anyway? They don’t look that important to me.”

Bait suddenly elbowed Switch in the gut, causing her to look at him and snap, “Hey, what was that for?”

“Switch, these two guys are with the government,” Bait said under his breath in a harsh whisper. He gestured at them. “See their patches? That symbol is the logo of the G-Men.”

Her eyes widening, Switch looked over at the two men, focusing on their patches. Yes, Bait was right. The patches on their shoulders showed a bald eagle, its wings spread, with the word ‘G-MEN’ written underneath it in red, white, and blue.

The sight of the G-Men symbol made Switch want to run, but she didn’t. The G-Men were the government-sponsored superhero team, who operated under the authority of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings. Though Switch had never fought any G-Men agents herself before, the G-Men had put out a bounty for Mom and had tried to arrest her themselves on more than one occasion. What made Switch fear them was how Mom had always stressed the importance of not engaging with G-Men agents if you were ever unlucky enough to fight them, because the G-Men were far more ruthless in their law enforcement tactics than superheroes from the NHA or even the INJ and had the full authority of the federal government to arrest and detain who they saw fit.

That there were now two G-Men agents sitting not more than a few feet away from Switch was almost enough to make her run away, but again, she didn’t. She did, however, move closer to Bait. He was the one with the super strength, after all, and if there was going to be a fight, she wanted him to do it.

The older G-Men agent, however, didn’t look particularly offended by Switch’s comments. He simply watched her with a slightly amused expression, as if he took delight in scaring teenage girls, while the younger one just folded his arms across his chest and scowled. Switch noticed that the younger one had rather large arms, though that wasn’t enough to make her not afraid of him.

“There’s no need to be afraid of us, Grace Greggs,” said the middle-aged G-Men agent, his voice soft and gravelly. “Unless you’ve committed any crimes recently—and I know you haven’t—then you need not fear us.”

“Maybe they should, Director,” said the younger one. He had a slight Mexican accent, which made Switch think he had to be a recent immigrant. “Strike the fear of God into them, just like my old man used to do to me and my brother when we were kids.”

“Forgive me, Bait, Switch, but I forgot to introduce you to these two,” said Headmaster Johanson before Switch could speak. He gestured at the two G-Men agents. “Please meet Cadmus Smith, Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings and leader of the G-Men, and his assistant, Vengeance.”

Bait’s eyes grew even wider than Switch’s. “Wait, the Cadmus Smith? No way.”

“Yes way,” said the older agent, who must have been Cadmus. “Normally, I would be in my office in Washington dealing with important matters, but since the matter for which I am here is even more important that my office work, I’m not wasting any time.”

Cadmus seemed friendly enough, but Switch still didn’t trust him. She remembered Mom singling out Cadmus whenever she warned them about the G-Men, claiming that he was a very manipulative person who was not to be underestimated. Switch would have to be careful about what she said around him, because she didn’t want to give him anything he could use.

“I appreciate your desire to speak carefully around me, Switch, but it is unnecessary,” said Cadmus. He tapped the side of his head. “I have telepathy, so your thoughts are not a mystery to me.”

Switch started. “Wait, you read my mind? Without my permission?”

“Yeah, he does that a lot, chica,” said Vengeance with a chuckle. “It used to annoy me, but now it’s just amusing, especially whenever he does it to little … kids like yourself.”

Vengeance had probably been about to say something a lot harsher than ‘kids,’ but a warning glance from Cadmus had made him change out the word at the last second. Switch understood the point well enough, however.

“I heard you could do that,” said Bait to Cadmus. “You’re just like Brains in that regard.”

“Our powers are similar, yes,” said Cadmus. “But Brains isn’t as powerful as me. His powers are more inclined toward sensing and manipulating a person’s emotions, whereas mine are more focused on the actual mind itself.”

Cadmus spoke as if he answered that question often. Perhaps lots of people compared his powers to Brains’, which made Switch wonder if the two of them had ever fought each other to determine who was the more powerful telepath. She didn’t know how two telepaths would fight each other, though. Would they just stand around and stare at each other really hard until one of them fainted?

Focus, Switch, focus, Switch told herself. Don’t get distracted by stupid questions like that.

“What are you guys doing here?” said Bait, looking from Cadmus to Vengeance and back again. “And why is the blind girl here, too? What’s going on?”

“We’ll be happy to explain, if you would just shut up a moment,” said Vengeance in annoyance. “Right, Director?”

“Quite,” said Cadmus. “Headmaster Johanson is already familiar with the situation, but we won’t have any trouble describing it to you two.”

“Yes, sit down,” said Johanson, gesturing at two chairs on either side of him. “It’s a long story and I want to make sure both of you know it.”

Still feeling hesitant about talking to two G-Men agents, Switch nonetheless complied with Johanson’s request. She sat on his left, across from Reagan, while Bait sat on his right across from Vengeance. Reagan still couldn’t see her, but she did smile, perhaps in an attempt to make Switch feel more comfortable. It was a nice gesture, but Switch would never feel entirely comfortable around anyone from the government.

“Where should we begin?” said Johanson, tapping his chin. “Director Smith, would you know where we should start?”

“Last week,” said Cadmus, “shortly after the Neo-Visionist attack on the Museum of Superhuman History. That is, after all, where this all started, so it makes sense to begin there.”

“What do you mean?” said Bait. “We were told that all of the Neo-Visionists who participated in the attack were arrested and shipped off to Ultimate Max. What else is there to discuss about it?”

Cadmus leaned back in his chair, crossing one leg over the other and resting his hands on his knees. “Much more than initially thought. As you probably know, the G-Men took over the investigation of the attack after Lady Amazon and Arachnid defeated the Neo-Visionist terrorists. We interrogated the captured terrorists to find out more about the Neo-Visionists, their goals, and who their leader is.”

Vengeance chuckled and rubbed his hands together. “They were really willing to talk after I applied a bit of my magic to them. Those enhanced interrogation techniques that the CIA uses are nothing compared to what I can do.”

“What Vengeance means is that the Neo-Visionists talked,” said Cadmus. “They didn’t know much, however. Even Burning Skull, the leader of that mission, knew very little about his fellow Neo-Visionists or their leader. He claimed that he had been recruited on the Internet and had never actually spoken face-to-face or in person with the Leader of the Neo-Visionists.”

“How do you know he wasn’t lying?” said Switch. “Those Neo-Visionist types don’t strike me as honest.”

“I read his mind,” Cadmus said coldly. “Thoroughly, perhaps more thoroughly than warranted. He was telling the truth. He could no more tell us where the Neo-Visionist leader is than any random pedestrian on the street.”

“Then what did he tell you?” said Bait. “Because you wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t told you something important, right?”

“Quite right,” said Cadmus with a nod. “Though Burning Skull did not know the Leader’s identity, he did tell us that part of Neo-Vision’s goal involves kidnapping a certain young girl, whose powers could help them in their quest to destroy everything that suggests that superpowers are genetic.”

“Who is that girl?” said Switch. “Where is she?”

Cadmus gestured toward Reagan, who had her hands folded over her lap and her head inclined like she was praying. “Reagan Waters, who I have been told you have already met before at the Museum.”

Switch looked at Regan in surprise. “Wait, you’re a superhuman? How come you didn’t tell us that?”

Reagan rubbed her hands together anxiously. “I didn’t think … I didn’t think it was important. I was too scared to talk about my powers or even use them.”

Something about the way Reagan spoke made Switch think that she had other reasons for not using her powers, but before she could interrogate her further, Cadmus continued speaking. “When we found that out, we tracked down Reagan and enrolled her in our Superhuman Relocation Program in order to keep her safe from any Neo-Visionists who might come after her directly. She was living on her own in an apartment in Washington, but agreed to join the Program for her own protection.”

“You mean you didn’t have to ask your parents for permission?” said Bait, looking at Reagan questioningly. “Do they know you’re gone?”

“My parents are dead,” said Reagan without hesitation. “They died when I was a young girl. I barely even remember them.”

“Oh,” said Bait. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” said Reagan, waving a hand at him. “You didn’t know, so you don’t need to apologize.”

“Yes, well, her parents’ absence made it easier to transport her safely out of Washington,” said Cadmus. “Normally, we would have taken her to the Compound, where most people in the Superhuman Relocation Program go whenever they enroll, but this time we decided to enroll her in the Academy as a student.”

“Why?” said Switch curiously. “Is the Academy really safer than that Compound place you mentioned? I’d think government-controlled institutions would be safer than private places like the Academy.”

“Under ordinary circumstances, the Compound is safe, perhaps one of the safest places in the world,” said Cadmus. “But Reagan is a unique case and it would be a mistake to take her to the Compound, which is underwater.”

“Why would it be a mistake to take her there?” said Switch.

“It has to do with her powers,” said Cadmus. He looked at Reagan. “Miss Waters, do you feel up to explaining your powers or should I?”

Reagan gulped, but then said, in a slow, soft voice, “I can disable other peoples’ powers with a touch.”

“Disable?” said Bait. “What do you mean?”

Reagan looked up, though that was useless because she was blind. “If I make contact with a superhuman’s skin, I can ‘shut off’ their powers, kind of like flipping a light switch or pulling out a plug. It isn’t permanent. It usually lasts a few hours, but I can control how long and how severe the shut off is.”

Bait immediately leaned away from her, while Switch said, “Whoa, is that true?”

“It is,” Cadmus said with a nod. “We checked. She really can disable a superhuman’s power for a few hours. It is similar to powerless gas in effect, although possibly even more dangerous.”

“Even more dangerous?” said Switch. “I don’t see it. If she needs to be in physical contact with a person in order to disable their powers, doesn’t that make her less dangerous than powerless gas?”

“Not quite,” said Cadmus. “Reagan, you haven’t explained the fullness of your powers.”

Reagan hesitated, like this was a subject she really didn’t want to talk about, but then she sighed and said, “I don’t actually need to touch a superhuman to take away their powers. I can do it from a distance, so long as they’re within a mile of me.”

Now it was Switch’s turn to lean away from Reagan, even though that wouldn’t help her if Reagan tried to use her powers on her. “Whoa, that is powerful. Almost too powerful.”

“In the wrong hands, it is,” Cadmus agreed. “And you can see why the Neo-Visionists—who hate superhumans—would be interested in getting her and using her powers to further their own agenda.”

“She’s a danger even here,” said Bait. “What were you thinking, bringing a girl like her to a school full of superhumans? Do you want her to de-power all of us?”

Reagan cringed when Bait said that, while Cadmus said, “Reagan has no interest in using her powers to harm anyone who hasn’t threatened her life. She would rather live a quiet, unassuming life as a normal girl, but due to the current situation, she can’t do that at the moment.”

“Okay, but it’s still dangerous to have a girl like her around here,” said Bait. “The Neo-Visionists might attack the school in order to get her.”

“The Academy is well-protected, Bait,” said Johanson. “And Director Smith here has already offered to station any G-Men agents we need around the school’s perimeter for extra protection. You are all safe.”

“Additionally, Reagan needs a place where she can learn to control her unique powers,” said Cadmus. “She has lost control of them before and caused some damage, haven’t you, Reagan?”

“Yeah,” said Reagan without looking up. “I have.”

“In addition to keeping Reagan safe from the Neo-Visionists, we also want to make sure she is trained in how to use her powers correctly,” said Cadmus. “She could be a great asset to the superhuman community and to the United States in general if she is taught how to control her powers. Hence why we chose to place her here.”

“Right,” said Bait, who didn’t sound entirely convinced of that. “Well, what does this have to do with us? What do Switch and I have to do with this?”

“You two know her already,” said Cadmus. “It will be your responsibility to keep an eye on her and introduce her into campus life. She will be staying in a dorm with Switch, making her your roommate.”

That didn’t sound so bad to Switch, but she still looked at Reagan apprehensively. She knew Reagan was a good girl, but knowing her powers, she wasn’t sure that she wanted anything to do with her anymore. But she didn’t say that aloud because she didn’t want to hurt Reagan’s feelings.

“What about the rest of the school?” said Switch, looking at Cadmus again. “Do they know about Reagan and her powers?”

“The rest of the faculty does,” said Cadmus. “But the other students don’t.”

“Yes,” said Johanson, nodding. “Reagan’s powers are unusual and draw unnecessary attention to herself. We don’t need the whole student body knowing about her and possibly revealing her location on social media or on the Internet in general. The only exception is you two because, as Cadmus said, you two already know her. I also managed to convince Cadmus that you two were trustworthy.”

Of course he had to ‘convince’ Cadmus, Switch thought. Cadmus probably sees us as Electrica’s brats, like everyone else. Probably why he doesn’t trust us.

That your mother is Electrica is the least reason I would not have trusted you two with this secret, said Cadmus’s voice in her head. But you can keep thinking that if it will make you feel better. I really could care less.

Switch started and looked at Cadmus, who shot her a sly smirk before looking at Bait and saying, “Reagan will be staying at the Academy until the Neo-Visionist threat has been eliminated. Until then, she will be treated as just another student and neither you nor your sister must reveal her real identity or reason for being here to the other students. Understood?”

“Yeah, we get it,” said Bait, nodding. “How long do you think it will take to stop the Neo-Visionists, by the way?”

“Impossible to say at this point,” said Cadmus. “We didn’t even know that Neo-Vision existed until just last week. Still, I have my best agents on the case, so I expect it will be completed in a matter of months. You will know when they’re done.”

Switch frowned. As much as she liked Reagan, she found the idea of being around a girl who still didn’t have very good control over her powers for months more than a bit exhausting. But she didn’t say anything, because she knew Cadmus knew she thought that and he probably already had a rebuttal all figured out.

“All right,” said Bait. “I guess we’ll help Reagan. Right, Switch?”

Switch nodded. “Yeah, sure. We’ll help her ease into campus life and stuff. No problem.”

“Excellent,” said Cadmus. “Then it is time for Vengeance and I to leave. We will keep you updated on the Neo-Visionist investigation.”

With that, Cadmus and Vengeance stood up and left the office. As they left, Switch looked at Reagan and could not help but shudder slightly, because she had a feeling that with Reagan around, things were about to become harder than usual around here. She just hoped that they had been exaggerating Reagan’s lack of control over her powers, though based on Reagan’s morose silence, she guessed they hadn’t.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

The next morning, Bait reached the Cafeteria at six thirty, which was slightly later than usual, due to the fact that he had slept in later than he normally did. That was partly because, after their meeting with Cadmus and Vengeance, Bait and Switch had taken Reagan on a brief tour of the Academy campus, though it was hard to call it a ‘tour’ when Reagan couldn’t actually see anything. Still, Reagan had seemed to relax during the tour, even asking questions about the various facilities and amenities that the Academy offered. Perhaps she was just happy to have something to take her mind off her rather hard situation, which Bait understood, because having to go on the run from a bunch of terrorists would have been enough to make him unhappy as well.

At the end of the tour, Switch had taken Reagan to her dorm, while Bait went back to his, where he had a hard time getting to sleep. Though Reagan was a sweet, sensitive girl who didn’t seem like the kind to cause trouble, Bait still found it hard to relax enough to sleep last night, knowing that a person with Reagan’s powers was currently on campus and that she didn’t have complete control over her dangerous abilities. A part of him had wanted to argue with Johanson about the wisdom of letting such a girl onto campus, but at the same time, he couldn’t argue with Cadmus’ point about knowing where she was was better than simply letting her wander around unsupervised.

Still, that doesn’t change the fact that she’s one of the most dangerous superhumans around, Bait thought as he climbed the front steps of the Cafeteria, his stomach growling. Hopefully they’ll catch those Neo-Visionists soon. If not, then I hope that the teachers are able to teach her how to control her powers better.

Opening the Cafeteria doors, Bait took a moment to scan the Cafeteria in order to find Switch and Reagan.

As usual, the Cafeteria was full of students getting their breakfast. While the Cafeteria was large enough to provide more than enough room for the three hundred or so students who made up the Academy’s student body, the place could still seem very crowded when everyone was all together like this. Everyone sat either with their friends, the sounds of people chatting, chair legs being scrapped against the floor, and cutlery clinking against plates echoing off the loud walls, floor, and ceiling. The noise was made even worse by the fact that more than a few students were practicing their powers, such as one student who had the ability to magnify or decrease sound, constantly adjusting the sound of his snapping fingers. Students technically weren’t supposed to use their powers in the Cafeteria, but Bait had never seen any of the teachers actually enforce that rule except whenever fights broke out, which was pretty rare before he and Switch came to the school.

But then Bait spotted Switch, Reagan, and Tommy sitting at their usual table in the far right corner of the Cafeteria. He couldn’t hear what they were saying from here, but it looked like Switch and Reagan were talking animatedly, while Tommy looked as if he wanted to be doing anything else other than listen to their girl talk. He waved at Bait when he saw him and Bait waved back, but Bait first went and got his breakfast from the lunch lady before heading over to the table, making his way past the hundreds of other chatting and eating students with practiced ease.

“Hey, guys,” said Bait as he sat down at the table, putting his tray of eggs, bacon, and oatmeal down in front of him. “What’s going on?”

“They’re just talking about girl stuff,” said Tommy, gesturing at Switch and Reagan with disgust. “Nothing interesting, in other words.”

“Oh, you be quiet,” said Switch. “What, would you rather we talk about guns and blowing stuff up instead?”

Tommy brightened when Switch said that. “Yeah. Can we?”

“No,” said Switch with a huff. “We won’t.”

Tommy’s shoulders slumped and, with a sigh, returned to eating his bacon, though he didn’t seem to be enjoying it.

Bait looked at Reagan, who was drinking her milk. “Reagan, how did you sleep last night?”

“Just fine, thanks,” said Reagan as she lowered her milk carton and smiled. She seemed a lot happier now. Perhaps she’d gotten a good night sleep. “The bed was great and this breakfast is even better. You guys eat like kings.”

“It is pretty good,” Bait agreed as he sipped his orange juice. “But lunch is even better, trust me. Pizza and wings, sometimes even cake for dessert. You definitely don’t want to miss it.”

“Of course,” said Reagan. She turned her face to Switch. “What’s our first class for the day again?”

Switch finished chewing her mouthful of food and swallowed. “Uh, Ethics class, I think.”

“Ethics class?” Reagan said interestedly. “What’s that about?”

“It’s boring,” said Switch.

“It’s not,” Bait said. “It’s an important class, because it’s where we learn the ethics of being a superhero. We learn why we should be heroes, why we should use our powers for good, and explore the deeper, more philosophical side of being superheroes. It’s really interesting.”

“Like I said, boring,” said Switch as she stirred her spoon in her oatmeal in a bored way. “Powers class is more interesting, because that’s one of the few times we actually get to use our powers in school.”

“Oh, I’m not sure I’d like that class,” said Reagan, “given, you know, what my powers do and all. Is there an art class? Specifically one that lets you use chalk? Because I like drawing with chalk and I think I’d do well in that kind of class.”

Tommy suddenly looked up from his food at Reagan. “Say, you didn’t actually tell me what your powers were when we first met earlier. Are they dangerous?”

Before Reagan could answer, Bait leaned forward and said, “Yeah, Powers class can be fun, but it’s equally important to have a strong philosophical foundation for being a superhero. Knowing why you do what you do is almost as important as actually doing it. Keeps you on the straight and narrow, you know?”

Bait spoke quickly, hoping to change the subject, because he remembered what Headmaster Johanson had said last night about making sure that none of the other students knew Reagan’s powers or the real reason she was here. He felt bad about leaving Tommy out of this, but at the same time, he didn’t want that information to become common knowledge.

To Bait’s relief, Tommy appeared to have forgotten about his question, because he said, “Eh, I like Combat class the best.”

“You do?” said Switch, looking at Tommy in disbelief. “Why?”

“Because it gives me a chance to practice my fighting skills,” said Tommy. He looked at Switch, mystified. “Why does that surprise you?”

Switch turned her attention back to her sausage, which she was cutting up with her knife. “Well, it’s just that you’re so tiny and scrawny that I thought you wouldn’t like fighting. Most small people don’t.”

“Small people?” Tommy repeated. “I’m not that small. Right, Bait?”

It occurred to Bait that Tommy, whether sitting down or standing up, was at least a head shorter than any of the people currently sitting around the table. And Tommy’s muscles weren’t exactly the biggest, either. Actually, now that Bait thought about it, he wasn’t sure if Tommy had any muscles at all.

But aloud, Bait said, “Lay off him, Switch. He could probably beat you in a fight if he had to.”

Switch rolled her eyes. “Oh, I am so scared of such a tiny little boy. He’s so scary.”

“Lots of women use sarcasm to hide their fear, I’ve noticed,” said Tommy with a smirk.

Switch glared at Tommy. “Then perhaps we should settle this in Combat class later, if you and I are going to be in the same class.”

Tommy suddenly gulped. “Uh, actually, I don’t hit girls. So we should probably not, you know, fight each other. Anywhere. Ever.”

Switch chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes, then.”

Tommy now looked like he was wondering what he’d gotten himself into, while Reagan turned her face to Bait and said, “Is it normal for students to challenge each other to fights here or is that just Switch?”

“It’s just Switch,” said Bait with a shrug as he ate a piece of bacon. “She always feels the need to challenge other people to fights even when she doesn’t need to. It gets kind of annoying after a while.”

“If someone is bragging about how they can beat me, why shouldn’t I take them up on their offer?” Switch said. “Mom always taught us never to let other people diss us without a fight.”

“Mom is also an infamous supervillain who is currently in prison,” Bait pointed out. “I’m not sure she’s the best woman to take advice from.”

Switch scowled. “Whatever. I’m just going to finish my breakfast and go to class. I don’t want Changer getting on my case about being late.”

Bait just smiled, but said nothing. He wasn’t sure if Switch or Tommy would win in a fight, but he decided that he would not talk about it. He would just let them do what they wanted. And if Switch ended up getting beaten by Tommy, that would be a good lesson for her.

“So, Reagan,” said Bait, looking at her again. “Did your parents also have superpowers? Would they have been anyone we might have heard of?”

Reagan suddenly looked down at her food, like Bait had just asked her a sensitive question. “Oh, uh, I never knew my parents, because they died when I was young. I was raised by my uncle, who actually did have powers.”

“Oh,” said Bait. “So, who’s your uncle?”

Reagan shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “Well, he’s—”

Without warning, the Cafeteria doors flew open, almost banging against the walls. The sudden opening of the doors made everyone in the Cafeteria look in that direction and made everyone go deadly silent, because of how suddenly the doors opened.

“Who’s there?” said Tommy, sinking down lower in his seat. “One of the teachers, maybe? If so, tell them I’m not here. I didn’t blow up the toilet in the gym’s men’s room.”

Before Bait could ask Tommy what the hell he was talking about, a figure walked into the Cafeteria. He looked to be a teenager, about a year or two older than Bait and Switch, with long, insect-like wings extending from his back. He wore a green and black costume, with an insect-like helmet covering his head and wings on his back. He was tall and skinny, with odd stingers sticking out of his wrists, but Bait was not fooled by his physique, because he knew from experience how much of a threat that guy could be in a fight.

“Whoa, who’s that?” said Tommy, looking over at the newcomer in confusion. “I’ve never seen him before. Is he a new student here? He doesn’t look very old.”

“He’s not a student,” said Switch, who sounded tense. Her spoon full of oatmeal was hovering between her oatmeal bowl and her mouth. “He’s not a student here at all.”

“You recognize him?” said Tommy. “Is he a bad guy?”

“No,” said Bait, shaking his head. “He’s actually a hero, though I never expected to see him here again.”

“You two act like you know him,” said Tommy. “Just who is he?”

Switch chuckled. “Know him? Of course we know him. He’s family.”

“Family?” Reagan repeated. “But I didn’t know you two had family aside from your parents.”

“He’s our sibling,” said Bait. “Half-brother, more specifically.”

Tommy gasped. “Half-brother? Do you mean to say that he’s—”

“Yes,” Bait interrupted. He nodded at the man standing in the Cafeteria doorway. “That’s Stinger, the current leader of the Young Neos, himself. And we’re not happy to see him.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

As soon as Bait said Stinger’s name, Switch looked down. She didn’t want to talk to Stinger and she hoped that by focusing on her food, Stinger would not notice either her or Bait. Of course, it was a silly thought, because if Stinger was here in the Cafeteria, then someone had likely already told him they were here.

Probably the Headmaster, Switch thought. Or maybe Arachnid. Yeah, I could see Arachnid do that. He likes to mess with us that way.

“You mean that’s the Stinger?” said Tommy, casting a glance toward Stinger. “No way. That can’t be him.”

“It is,” said Bait, who was also not facing Stinger. “And no, don’t ask me what he’s doing here. Neither Switch nor I even knew he would be here this morning.”

“Actually, I was going to ask if I could get his autograph,” said Tommy. “Stinger’s always been one of my favorite heroes, even before I started attending this school. I mean, he’s the leader of the Young Neos, for Pete’s sake. That’s really impressive.”

Switch said nothing, because she was afraid that her voice might attract Stinger’s attention. She wished that she could make Tommy shut up, because she didn’t want Stinger to notice them.

Yes, it was true that Stinger was their half-brother, but she and Bait had never gotten along with him well. In fact, they’d first met Stinger when they fought him and his friends in Florida several months ago. They hadn’t even known he was their half-brother until Mom stepped in and confirmed it for them. It had been an unpleasant shock, not in the least because up until that moment, neither Switch nor Bait had ever even suspected that they had a half-sibling somewhere out in the world.

Just another one of Mom’s secrets, I guess, Switch thought. I’m starting to understand why Bait doesn’t trust her as much as he used to.

Another reason Switch didn’t like Stinger was because he had helped, albeit indirectly, in Mom’s arrest and imprisonment in Ultimate Max. It had been the Young Neos—Stinger’s team, as well as the most famous team of young superheroes in the country—who had arrested Mom and brought her to justice. True, Switch no longer wished to follow in Mom’s footsteps as a supervillain, but she still didn’t like how Stinger had helped arrest her.

He might be our half-brother, but he seems more like a full stranger to me, Switch thought. He’s never even visited us since we were put in this school.

That was also true. In the three months since Switch and Bait had started attending the Academy, Stinger had not visited them even once. Switch suspected that Stinger—like many people in the superhero community—did not like or trust her and Bait very much due to the fact that their parents were supervillains. It was probably even worse for Stinger. After all, Electrica was his mother, too, yet he had taken a completely different career path. Switch supposed that Stinger probably didn’t want to be associated with them because of his position as the leader of the Young Neos.

Just don’t look at him, Switch, Switch thought. Keep your head down long enough and he might leave without ever finding you or Bait.

Unfortunately, Switch soon heard the buzzing of insect wings flying across the Cafeteria ceiling. A second later, Stinger landed next to their table with the practiced ease of someone who had been flying their whole life. Despite herself, Switch looked up at him, as did Bait and Tommy. Reagan looked in his general direction, but due to her blindness, she looked slightly to the left.

“Bait, Switch,” said Stinger in a polite, friendly voice. “Long time, no see. How’s the Academy been treating you?”

“Fine,” said Switch with a slight shrug. “Which you would know, if you bothered to visit us.”

Stinger cringed slightly and Switch heard the other students seated around them start muttering, but she didn’t care. If her rude attitude toward Stinger started some rumors on campus, then so be it. She was in no mood to be polite toward him, even if he did have the same mother as her.

“Right,” said Stinger awkwardly. “Well, I was told you two would be having breakfast here, so I came over to see if you were done yet.”

“Why?” said Bait. Though he wasn’t as hostile as Switch, he didn’t sound particularly happy about Stinger, either. “And how come you didn’t warn us ahead of time that you were going to be coming here?”

“It was a last minute decision,” Stinger said, rubbing the back of his head. “I’d like to talk to both of you. In private.”

Switch and Bait exchanged curious looks. Switch didn’t really want to talk to Stinger, but she had a feeling that Stinger would not take no for an answer. After all, if Stinger came all the way from Hero Island just to talk to them, then she figured that it had to be important.

“All right,” said Bait. He stood up. “We’ll talk with you, then.”

“But make it quick,” said Switch as she also rose from her seat. She gestured at her tray. “I don’t want my food to get cold.”

“Yeah, it shouldn’t take long,” said Stinger. “Let’s go out onto the front steps. Think we should have enough privacy out there.”

Stinger led Switch and Bait out of the Cafeteria, though not before Switch made Tommy promise to keep an eye on Reagan. Tommy agreed, but he didn’t seem to be paying much attention to her, because he was staring at Stinger as if Stinger was some sort of deity whose attention he wished to get. Switch found that idea amusing, if only because she knew just how wrong that was.

As soon as they were out on the front steps of the Cafeteria, Stinger leaned against the railing in the middle of the steps and said, “All right. Now that we’re alone, I’m just going to jump straight to the point.”

“And that point being what, exactly?” asked Switch, not bothering to moderate her tone. “Maybe that you’ve been an awful brother to us by refusing to visit us or defend us from all of those nasty rumors about us?”

Stinger folded her arms across his chest. “Switch—”

“Oh, we understand, don’t worry,” said Switch, holding up a hand to interrupt Stinger. “You’ve spent a long time trying to crawl out from under Mom’s shadow, so you have to avoid associating with us too closely in order to avoid people thinking you’re just like us. I completely understand.”

“It’s not like that,” said Stinger in annoyance. “I’ve just been very busy over the last few months, what with Bolt graduating from the Young Neos and me succeeding him as the leader of the team. Bolt made being leader look easy, but it’s a lot harder and more complicated than it looks.”

“Sure,” said Switch skeptically. “Yes, I’m certain that’s the reason you’ve totally ignored us for three months. Right, Bait?”

“I think Stinger is probably telling the truth,” said Bait. He sighed. “But Switch does have a point. It seems strange that you would ignore us for three months—not even bothering to find out how we’re doing in school—and then just shut up out of the blue one day to talk about something you still haven’t mentioned.”

“I’d explain to you guys what I want to talk about if you just gave me a chance,” said Stinger. He then muttered, under his breath, “Talon was probably right about going to you two for help. Big mistake so far.”

“Well, if you think it’s a mistake, then Bait and I will go back in and finish our breakfast,” said Switch, turning around to put her back toward Stinger. “Our first classes for the day will start soon, after all, and we certainly have no time to waste talking to someone who is already regretting coming to us.”

“Wait,” said Stinger, holding out a hand. “Just hear me out before you reject me, all right? I need your help and I don’t know where else to turn.”

“Why don’t you just ask the NHA for help?” said Bait. “They have the resources to help you and your fellow Young Neos, don’t they?”

Stinger lowered his hand and rubbed his arm. “True, the NHA and the INJ both have a lot of resources, but I need some special help for a particular problem I’m having, special help you two can provide.”

Switch looked over her shoulder at Stinger in curiosity. “What kind of special help are we talking about here? Does it involve killing people in horrible ways? Because if so, then you may have just piqued my interest.”

“Hopefully, it won’t involve any sort of killing,” said Stinger, “but I can’t really guarantee that. It all depends on how everything works out.”

“Then speak,” said Bait. “We’ll listen, and then we’ll decide if we want to help you or not.”

Stinger frowned, clearly bothered by the fact that Bait had not promised to help, but then he nodded and said, “All right. I expected you to say that, so I can’t say I’m terribly surprised.”

“You should consider yourself lucky we’d even give you that much,” said Switch scornfully. “We could easily decide not to give you the time of day, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” said Stinger. “Anyway, the problem involves the Neo-Visionists. You’re aware of them, right?”

“Of course we are,” said Bait. “Hell, we even fought them at the Museum in Washington last week.”

“Good,” said Stinger. “Well, the Young Neos have also been tracking down the Neo-Visionists. This is because we defeated the original Visionists and want to keep these new ones from getting the sort of traction that the original Visionists did.”

“The original Visionists didn’t do that much, did they?” said Switch, turning to face Stinger again. “I mean, I never really paid them any attention, but they never actually accomplished any of their goals.”

“They came dangerously close, though,” said Stinger with a shudder. “Their leader, the Visionary, nearly won the 2016 presidential election, while his followers had infiltrated the NHA and the original Academy so heavily that the entire original lineup of the Young Neos—the incarnation before I was hired—had to be dismissed because they were all fanatical Visionists. Also one of the Leadership Council members, Thaumaturge, turned out to be a Visionist who was covering for the other Visionists in the organization. The only reason they were thwarted at all was because Bolt and Triplet managed to post the original Visionary’s plans onto the Internet. Even then, it took a while after that for the remaining Visionists to be defeated and captured.”

“Whoa,” said Bait. “I didn’t know they came that close to winning. They were more competent than I thought.”

“Scarily so, though they became less organized when their leader was arrested by the government,” said Stinger. “They were finally defeated last year, when Bolt killed their leader. The remaining Visionists were either arrested or fled the country. We thought that was the end of Vision, but I guess we were wrong.”

“I’d say so,” said Bait. “Now, what does this have to do with us? I still don’t see what the problem is that you supposedly need our help for.”

Stinger scratched the back of his neck. “I’m getting to it, I’m getting to it. I just wanted to make sure you guys knew the history of Vision, because it was a dangerous movement run by crazy people.”

“Yes, we know,” said Switch impatiently. “Get to the point already. I’m getting hungry again and those eggs won’t eat themselves.”

Stinger nodded. “All right. A friend of ours in New York City has given us a heads up on a meeting between Neo-Visionists in that same city tomorrow night. Says it’s supposed to be the biggest gathering of Neo-Visionists yet. Even their Leader might be there, though he wasn’t able to confirm that.”

“Uh huh,” said Switch. “And what do you want us to do about it?”

“We’re planning to crash it,” said Stinger. “That is, the Young Neos and I. And we’d like you two to join us.”

Switch raised an eyebrow. “Why us, specifically? There are plenty of other students here who would be more than willing to help.”

“Because you two already have a lot of experience fighting supervillains,” Stinger pointed out. “Aside from your defeat of Tsunami last month, you two have a lot of experience in combat and using your powers. It’s very rare for superhumans your age to have the kind of experience you guys do, so I decided to find out if you would like to help.”

Though Stinger didn’t say it aloud, Switch caught the gist of his implication. Namely, that the reason Bait and Switch were so experienced was because Mom had given them a lot of training in how to use their powers before her imprisonment. Stinger would never say that out loud, of course, because he was deeply ashamed of Mom, but she understood that’s what he meant anyway.

But Switch simply brushed back a few stray strands of dark hair and said, “Bait, what do you think? Should we help dear half-brother or not?”

Bait stroked his chin, a thoughtful look on his face. “Well, I wouldn’t mind taking down those Neo-Visionist thugs. They’re just a bunch of terrorists who think they’re part of some kind of grand revolution. Plus, it would help with you-know-what.”

“Reagan Waters?” Stinger said.

Switch started and looked at Stinger in shock. “How did you know about her? She’s supposed to be top secret.”

Stinger shrugged. “I’m the leader of the Young Neos. That means I have access to all sorts of information that even a lot of full NHA members don’t. Mecha Knight, the team’s supervisor, was the one who informed me about it before I came here.”

“Then I guess we can speak openly about it,” said Bait. “If we help you take down the Neo-Visionists, then Reagan will be able to go back home, right?”

“Right,” said Stinger. “If we stop Neo-Vision, then it will be safe for her to leave the school, and possibly the Superhuman Relocation Program as well. It will work out very well for her.”

Switch tapped her chin in thought. “That would be good, but I still don’t know. Are these Neo-Visionists really that big of a problem? They didn’t strike me as particularly competent when we fought them in the Museum.”

“True, but it’s best to nip a problem in the bud before it becomes too big,” said Stinger. “The old Visionists weren’t as overtly aggressive as these guys. They were subtle and patient, preferring to infiltrate institutions and groups and corrupt them from the inside. Even after they were exposed, they didn’t change their tactics all that much, because they managed to brainwash Bolt into working for them one time. Still, Mecha Knight says these guys could be a problem, so we’re going to deal with them before they become too big to ignore.”

“And what about the G-Men?” said Bait. “Are we going to be working with them, too, or just you guys?”

Stinger’s frown turned into a scowl. “No. The G-Men aren’t involved. Mecha Knight thinks we can handle this on our own. We’ll only call them in once we take down the Neo-Visionists so they can arrest them.”

Switch could not help but love Stinger’s frown and hostile tone when talking about the G-Men. Maybe Stinger was more like them than she originally thought.

“Well?” said Stinger, putting his hands on his waist. “What do you say? Are you in? Or are you out?”

Switch looked at Bait. Bait seemed to be considering Stinger’s offer. She understood. If Stinger hadn’t mentioned that it would help Reagan, she would have rejected it right off the bat. Not because she had any great love for Neo-Vision, but because she didn’t want to work alongside Stinger on anything.

“All right, Stinger,” said Bait finally. “We’re in.”

Stinger’s scowl turned into a satisfied smile. “Good. As I said, the meeting is tomorrow night, so we’ll send someone to pick you two up and bring you to the location of the Neo-Visionist meeting on time. Until then, keep it to yourselves, because I don’t want our plan to somehow leak to Neo-Vision, okay?”

“Of course,” said Switch. She mimed zipping her mouth. “Our lips are sealed.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The next night …

 

Bait was never very good at stealth. Even though Mom had done her best to teach Bait the best ways to sneak around unseen (in order to perform robberies and other crimes more easily, of course), Bait could never quite master it. Sneaking around always felt unnatural to him, perhaps because of his large physique. While Bait was by no means fat, the fact was that he was a lot bigger, heavier, and stronger than Mom or Switch even without his super strength. Switch, in particular, could move across almost any surface without being heard, while Mom could always cheat by turning into electricity and moving unseen and unheard through electric cables, though she was perfectly capable of sneaking around unnoticed even without her powers.

It used to be a source of never-ending teasing from Switch. She’d always give him grief over the fact that he always made lots of noise no matter how carefully he tried to walk. She used to joke that Bait could walk across a perfectly flat, smooth surface in a noise-dampening room and still make enough noise to wake up all of New York City due to how clumsy he was. That was an exaggeration, of course, but Bait had to admit that there was more truth to that exaggeration than he would have liked to admit.

As a result, Bait’s role in most of the robberies that he, Switch, and Mom did was usually the muscle. Tearing off vault doors, beating up cops or other people who got in their way, or smashing police cars so they could pursue him and his family—those were just a few of the things he did. It was a role that Bait, with his super strength, was well suited for, though there were many times where he had to sneak around anyway, with varying results.

It was those times—particularly the ones where he failed and was caught red-handed—that came to mind as he, Switch, and Stinger made their way across the roof of the old theater where the Neo-Visionists were said to meet. The theater was located deep in New York, but well away from the more populous parts, and had apparently been abandoned for some time, though Bait didn’t know how old it was or how long it had been abandoned. All he knew was that Stinger had said that his contact in NYC had said the Neo-Visionists were going to meet here and that they were going to stop them.

‘They,’ of course, being Bait and Switch and Singer. The basic plan was that Bait, Switch, and Stinger would break into the theater, spy on their meeting and find out what the Neo-Visionists were up to, and then cause chaos. Then the rest of the Young Neos—who were waiting in a building nearby for backup—would step in and help them capture as many Neo-Visionists as possible.

All in all, the plan, if it went well, had the potential to shut down Neo-Vision before it even got started.

It all hinges on the ‘goes well’  part, though, Bait thought. And, as we all know, very few plans survive contact with reality.

“All right,” said Stinger all of a sudden, coming to a stop in front of a door. “This is the entrance to the rest of the theater, according to what Talon found when she scouted out the theater early. We should be able to sneak in without being seen.”

“What if they have a guard set up to make sure that no one tries to sneak in?” said Switch. “It’s what I would have done if I were them.”

“Doubt it,” said Stinger. “The Neo-Visionists don’t even know that we’re here. Therefore, I doubt they have anyone standing guard behind this door. And if they do, we can deal with them, of that, I can assure you.”

Switch frowned, like she didn’t quite believe him, but Bait said, “All right. Is it locked?”

Stinger tried the doorknob and then nodded. “Yeah, though I bet it was locked by the people who own this place rather than the Neo-Visionists. Still annoying either way, however.”

“Let me,” said Bait. “I have experience breaking locks.”

Stinger stepped aside, allowing Bait to walk up to the door and, with a single chop of his left hand, smash the doorknob off the door. But he caught the doorknob before it hit the ground and stood up, holding the doorknob in his hand like a fragile piece of glass.

“A trick Mom taught me,” said Bait to Stinger, who was looking at him with a quizzical expression. “When you break a doorknob, you should always try to catch it before it hits the floor. Doorknobs can make a lot of noise when they fall, so if you don’t want to be heard, this is the best way to minimize any sound you make.”

“Interesting,” said Stinger. “You’ll have to teach me those tricks of yours sometime, Bait. Could be helpful.”

“Oh, I thought you were too much of a hero to learn the tricks that villains use to commit crimes,” said Switch scornfully. “Perhaps you’ve changed your mind about our tactics?”

Stinger glared at Switch and opened his mouth, but Bait held up his hands and said, “Stop arguing, you two. If we make too much noise, the Neo-Visionists might hear us, which would ruin our plan before it even got started. Keep your disagreements to yourselves until after we beat these people.”

Switch just grunted and looked away, clearly annoyed at Bait for telling her off, while Stinger merely shook his head and said, “You’re right. Our main priority should be stopping Neo-Vision, not getting into petty arguments about things that don’t matter.”

“Whatever,” said Switch. She bowed in a mocking way and gestured at the door. “You first, older brother. As you said, there probably aren’t any violent ideologues waiting on the other side to kill anyone who tries to drop in on their meeting on the other side, so you should be perfectly safe.”

Stinger just rolled his eyes, muttered something about Switch that didn’t sound particularly kind to Bait, and then opened the door and flashed a light into it before nodding at them and entering. Switch went in next, moving as silently as ever, and Bait followed, making sure to close the door on their way in.

They were now walking down a dark, wooden spiral staircase that creaked under their steps. Well, it creaked under Bait’s steps, anyway, due to the fact that he was heavier than either Stinger or Switch, but it was a problem nonetheless, because they needed absolute silence if they were going to sneak up on the Neo-Visionists and they didn’t have that with Bait.

“Bait, can you walk more softly?” Stinger muttered under his breath, taking a moment to stop and look over his shoulder at Bait in exasperation. “You’re making too much noise.”

“Sorry,” Bait replied in an equally soft voice. “I’m not very good at walking quietly, but I’ll try to do better.”

The three of them resumed walking down the stairs. This time, Bait managed to move far more quietly than before, remembering Mom’s teachings about how to move without making more noise than necessary, but the steps still creaked under his weight nonetheless. It was much quieter than before, however, which made Bait hope that the Neo-Visionists below hadn’t heard them.

The stairs upon which they walked went down for quite a ways until they emerged onto a catwalk above the theater itself. Here, Stinger got down on his hands and knees and crawled to the midpoint, while Bait and Switch followed his movements. The theater itself was much brighter than the stairway had been. In fact, when Bait looked over the side, he saw that the spotlights had been turned on and that a lot of people were already assembled before the stage below.

About three dozen people—all wearing identical black robes, similar to what Burning Skull and his allies had worn during their attack on the Museum—stood before the front stage. The area in which they stood might have one time had a lot of seats, but the seats had apparently been removed at one point to allow for some standing room. Huge, red curtains with moth-eaten holes in their surface hung on either side of the stage, while a single laptop computer stood in the center of the stage itself, like a magician performing before a crowd. The laptop’s screen was dark, like it was in sleep mode or something, but Bait didn’t see any projectors, which meant it was definitely not going to be used for some kind of Power Point presentation.

The Neo-Visionists themselves were very quiet, talking among each other in whispered tones that made it impossible for Bait to hear what they were saying. But none of the Neo-Visionists appeared to even suspect that they were being watched. None of them looked up toward the ceiling. Their attention appeared to be drawn to the laptop on the stand on top of the stage, like worshipers waiting for their god to speak.

“That’s them,” said Stinger in a low voice. “They don’t seem to realize we’re here. We’ve got the drop on them.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Switch, pushing herself up. “Let’s jump them now, before they realize we’re here.”

But Stinger grabbed Switch’s arm and yanked her back down. “No. Not yet.”

“Not yet?” said Switch indignantly as she yanked her arm out of his grasp. “Why not? This is the perfect moment to attack. We’ve got the element of surprise on our side.”

“I don’t see their leader,” said Bait. He looked at Stinger. “Is that why?”

Stinger nodded. “Yes. I don’t want to attack until we see their Leader. If we attack now, their Leader will have an opportunity to escape through the back. I want them on stage, where I can see them, before we act.”

Switch scowled, clearly disappointed by Stinger’s plan, but nodded once anyway and lay flat on the catwalk again.

At that moment, all of the whispering below suddenly went silent. At first, Bait thought that the Neo-Visionists had heard him, Switch, and Stinger talking and were going to come after them. But then Bait realized that the Neo-Visionists had gone quiet because of the man who had walked onto the stage.

The man who had walked onto the stage did not wear a hood, unlike the others, though he wore an identical black cloak. As a result, Bait could see that the person standing on the stage was a black man with three gold earrings on his left ear, shining dimly in the spotlights trained on him. He had bright white teeth and a commanding presence, which was probably why the other Neo-Visionists had gone silent when he appeared.

“Welcome, welcome,” said the man with a slight African accent. “It is wonderful to see that you could all make it today. Though the world is currently in the grasp of an oppressive ideology, we fighters for equality and justice will never let it stop us on our righteous quest to make humans and superhumans equal. You are all much braver than you know.”

Beside Bait, Switch snorted, but apparently no one heard her, because the African man kept speaking.

“Some of you recognize me, but some of you do not,” said the African man. “While I cannot, for security reasons, tell you my real name, you may all call me Lieutenant, because I am second only to the Leader herself in this organization, in this movement.”

Bait and Stinger exchanged surprised looks. Bait had thought that the African man addressing the crowd was the Leader they had heard so much about, but if he was telling the truth, then he was actually second-in-command to the actual Leader. That made Bait wonder if the Leader was actually going to show up or not.

“Now, then,” said Lieutenant, putting his hands together as if he was in prayer. “Neo-Vision’s current position is precarious due to the loss of our brothers and sisters at the Museum of Superhuman History. I know that many of you mourn the loss of Brother Burning Skull in particular, whose passion for bringing about a truly just and equal world for everyone and showing people the truth about superpowers was second, perhaps, only to the passion of the Leader herself. Many people in the movement are devastated by this loss and wondering where we go forward from here.”

Bait looked down at the crowd. The hoods and cloaks made it hard to tell, but it did seem like some of them were feeling dejected and demoralized, based on their body language. The slumped shoulders were a common feature among the Neo-Visionists. One man was even sitting on a chair, his head dipped, perhaps not even paying attention to Lieutenant’s words.

Lieutenant spread his hands. “But fear not, for our Leader—who, due to her current circumstances, cannot be here with us in person tonight—will be giving us a message through this laptop computer very soon, a message of hope and peace. She is aware of the demoralization which has crept into our movement and will give us a message to uplift and encourage us.”

Surprised whispers ran through the Neo-Visionists. Stinger leaned a little closer to the edge of the catwalk, as did Bait. He wondered if they were going to see the Leader on the screen. More importantly, he wondered where she currently was and why she couldn’t be here in person to address the movement herself.

Lieutenant turned, tapped a few keys on the computer, and then stepped aside. The computer’s screen was no longer black. Instead, it showed a strange symbol, what looked like two eyes situated on either side of the equal sign. Bait supposed that it was the official symbol of Neo-Vision, although at the moment he didn’t think about what it might mean, because a voice suddenly came out of the laptop just then.

“Hello, my brothers and sisters in equality,” said the voice from the laptop. It sounded deep and distorted, more like a machine than a human. “It is I, your Leader, and it has been a long time since I last addressed all of you together like this. I trust, however, that you are all eager to hear my message.”

“What’s wrong with her voice?” Switch muttered. “She sounds like a robot.”

“Voice modulator,” said Stinger without taking his eyes off the laptop below. “Most likely, she’s using some kind of voice modulation device to distort her voice. That way, it makes it harder to identify her.”

“But didn’t you say that the Neo-Visionists didn’t know we were here?” said Bait worriedly. “If she’s trying to disguise her voice, then that means she thinks that someone might be listening in.”

Stinger chuckled. “No. She doesn’t want her followers to know what she really sounds like. Remember, Neo-Vision, like its predecessor, works in secrecy. She doesn’t want anyone finding out who she is in case one of her followers is captured and interrogated.”

Bait nodded, feeling more relaxed now, but he still thought that Neo-Vision had to be a rather grim group to be a part of; after all, their own leader didn’t trust them enough to show her face or even let them hear her real voice. He wondered what kind of person would be attracted to Neo-Vision in the first place.

Below, the Neo-Visionists listened with rapture. They reminded Bait of a congregation in an evangelical church that he, Switch, and Mom had once visited, who had listened raptly to their pastor deliver a powerful sermon on a subject Bait could not recall. Given the obvious level of devotion to their Leader, Bait figured that that wasn’t an entirely unfair comparison. Even the guy who had his head down had raised his head to look at the laptop with hope.

“The news of Burning Skull’s arrest is unfortunate,” said the Leader. “As Lieutenant has said, Burning Skull was a great man, a true fighter for equality and justice. His arrest would have been a great blow to us … if it were not part of my plan.”

The Neo-Visionists exchanged surprised and confused expressions with each other. Bait didn’t look at either Stinger or Switch, however, because he didn’t want to miss a word of what the Leader said next, as he had a feeling that it was going to be important.

“Your plan, Leader?” said Lieutenant, who sounded every bit as confused as the other Neo-Visionists. “What plan is this? You have never mentioned it to me before.”

“For good reason,” said the Leader. “The plan could only work if only a handful of people knew of it. I hesitate to reveal it even now, because it is still not yet completed, but I want to get rid of your demoralization so you can return to the work that I have assigned to each one of you. It is much easier to work knowing that everything will work out in the end than if you are doubtful and afraid, after all.”

“Then could you tell us the plan, Leader?” said Lieutenant. “We are all very interested in hearing about it.”

“Very well,” said the Leader. “For security reasons, I cannot tell you everything about the plan, but I can confirm that Burning Skull’s attack on the Museum was meant as a distraction. It was never supposed to be successful, and Burning Skull and the others knew this from the start.”

“They did?” said Lieutenant, who sounded doubtful. “You mean they willingly walked into a trap?”

“It wasn’t a trap for them, Lieutenant,” said the Leader. “It was a trap for the NHA. By making them focus on Burning Skull, I ensured that they would become focused on our members outside of their organization, rather than the ones diligently working to bring down the NHA from within.”

Bait’s eyes widened. He looked at Stinger, whose eyes had also widened, while Switch’s grip on the catwalk visibly tightened.

“We didn’t know there were spies within the NHA,” said Lieutenant. “How many?”

“That, I cannot reveal,” said the Leader. “But I can tell you this: I have managed to successfully infiltrate the organization. Not only that, but I am inside one of its most important institutions. Again, I cannot say which, but rest assured that I am working hard to destroy it from within.”

This time, a few Neo-Visionists actually gasped in surprise. The man who had been sitting with his head down even stood up, as if unable to believe his own ears. Lieutenant, meanwhile, looked genuinely stunned by this revelation.

“Leader, that is … both great and yet unexpected news,” said Lieutenant. He shook his head, perhaps trying to regain his senses. “How, may I ask, did you accomplish such an amazing thing?”

“I cannot tell you,” said the Leader. “My presence in the organization is supposed to be a secret anyway. But soon—sooner than you or even I think—you will know everything, because, as I said, I am working to bring down the NHA from within. They are one of the foremost propagandists of the supremacist lie that superpowers are biological, and destroying the NHA will do much to bring us closer to a society founded on equality and justice for all.”

The Neo-Visionists spontaneously burst out into applause when the Leader said that, including Lieutenant, who appeared to be legitimately crying at the Leader’s news. Bait had not realized just how discouraged the Neo-Visionists had been until this moment. They acted like the Leader had announced that they were not going to die after all.

But Bait certainly wasn’t crying. Neither were Stinger or Switch. The three of them exchanged surprised and worried looks as the applause below grew louder and louder with each passing second.

“Not good,” said Stinger, shaking his head. “Not good at all. Worse than I feared.”

“I’d say,” said Bait. “Did you even suspect that the Leader had somehow infiltrated the NHA?”

“No,” said Stinger. “I didn’t. Nor did Mecha Knight, for that matter. This surprises me just as much as it surprises you.”

“What should we do about it?” said Switch impatiently. “Attack now, before their Leader ends the call?”

“No,” said Stinger, shaking his head. “We need to listen a little longer. I want to find out more about their plan.”

“Oh, come on,” said Switch. “I want to break some skulls.”

“And ruin our plan?” Stinger said, looking at her in annoyance. “The more information we have, the easier it will be for us to take down Neo-Vision. Even if the Leader doesn’t identify herself, she might give us enough clues to figure out her real identity.”

Switch rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You can stay here and play spy all you want. I, on the other hand, am going to do what Lady Amazon would do and take the fight directly to those bastards.”

Switch rose to her feet and grabbed the railing, but before she could vault herself over the side, Bait and Stinger both jumped to their feet and grabbed her.

“What are you doing?” said Switch, whose voice was no longer a whisper. “Let me go.”

“No,” said Stinger, who, unlike Switch, was still trying to make an effort to whisper. “If you go down there, you’ll just get us into trouble.”

“Stinger’s right, sis,” said Bait, who was also holding Switch. “We’re not supposed to attack until the time is right.”

Switch suddenly started struggling against their grip, making the catwalk begin to sway dangerously under their feet. “I already said I don’t care! I’m going to beat those baddies whether you want me to or—”

Switch was interrupted by the sound of something metallic snapping. It took Bait a moment to realize that one of the supports for the catwalk had broken, but that was the last thought that came to mind as the catwalk gave out from underneath them and the three of them dropped to the stage below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Right before Switch landed on the stage, she made a mental note to make sure to blame the inevitable failure of this mission on Bait and Stinger. It was their fault, after all, that the catwalk had given out underneath them, and because they didn’t get the drop on the Neo-Visionists, the success rate of their mission dropped like a rock. She now understood why Mom always hated working with men. They just got in the way, even if they were your own family.

But Switch didn’t think about that too much. She landed on the stage in front of the laptop on her back, while Bait and Stinger landed beside her in a confused heap of limbs. Her head spun, making it hard to focus on anything except for the splitting headache coming from the point where her head had hit the stage.

Gasps of surprise and anger came from the audience. Shaking her head, Switch sat up and looked out at the crowd of Neo-Visionists. The three dozen or so Neo-Visionists were staring at her, Bait, and Stinger with gaping mouths. Though their hoods hid most of their faces, it was easy to tell that most of them were genuinely shocked by the appearance of Switch, Bait, and Stinger. A few were looking up at the ceiling, as if expecting other superheroes to fall down and ruin their meeting.

“Where did you three come from?” said Lieutenant. He stood on the other side of the laptop, staring at the three of them in confusion.

Switch jumped to her feet and raised her fists. “It doesn’t matter where we came from, because we’re going to kick your asses six ways from Sunday. Right, boys?”

Bait and Stinger had untangled themselves from each other and were slowly rising to their feet. Unlike Switch, however, they looked less ready to fight and more annoyed, especially Stinger, who glared at Switch with murder in his eyes.

“Yeah, sis, we’re definitely ready to fight,” said Bait in a sardonic voice. “Three against three dozen. Perfect odds.”

“Oh, shut up,” Switch snapped. “If we’d listened to you, we’d probably wait until their meeting was over and they all went home before we attacked.”

“At least we wouldn’t have fallen and nearly cracked our skulls against the floor,” Bait argued. “Then again, given how thick your skull is, perhaps you’d be perfectly fine. You certainly seem as impulsive as ever.”

“Would you two cut it out?” said Stinger, rubbing the back of his head and looking at both of them in annoyance. “This is not the time and place for sibling arguments.”

“Sibling arguments?” Lieutenant repeated. His eyes widened as he looked from Stinger to Bait to Switch and back again. “Wait a minute, I think I recognize you three. You are Stinger, the leader of the Young Neos, and you two are Bait and Switch, the children of Electrica and Tsunami.”

“Glad you recognize us,” said Switch, flashing him a vicious smile. “At least that way you will know the names of the people who are going to kick your ass.”

“Lieutenant, what’s going on?” said the Leader, whose voice still came from the computer. “Why are you talking about Bait and Switch?”

“The meeting has been crashed by three young superheroes,” Lieutenant said. “They appear to have been spying on us, though I don’t know for how long or how much they’ve heard.”

The Leader cursed. “Lieutenant, I am ending this call. I’ll call you again later, but for now, destroy them. Do not let them escape and tell other people about what we discussed.”

With that, the laptop went silent and its screen became blank.

“Damn it,” said Stinger. He glared at Switch. “See? This is what I was talking about. I knew she’d end the call as soon as she realized the meeting was compromised. Now it’s going to be even harder to find out who she is.”

“Assuming you will even live long enough to do that, that is,” said Lieutenant, stepping forward. “As you no doubt heard, the Leader gave me—and, by extension, the other Neo-Visionists—orders to eliminate all three of you. I don’t know how much you heard from the meeting, but you won’t live long enough to do anything about it.”

The other Neo-Visionists also appeared to be getting over their shock. A few of them had even drawn closer to the stage, while others were raising their hands like they were about to shoot something from their palms.

Switch, Bait, and Stinger drew closer together, looking from Lieutenant to the Neo-Visionists and back again with varying levels of worry.

“This is bad,” said Stinger. “Very, very bad.”

“So what?” said Switch. “We’ll take ‘em. Those Neo-Visionists at the Museum were lame. These guys probably aren’t any better.”

“That’s because the whole point of that mission was to distract us, moron,” Stinger snapped. “My guess is that if they had been trying to win, they would have burned the whole place down much more efficiently.”

“You are quite right about that, Stinger,” said Lieutenant. “But I have heard the young woman’s concerns and have decided to take them into account.”

“What do you mean?” said Bait, looking at Lieutenant uncertainly.

Lieutenant waved a hand toward the other Neo-Visionists. They immediately stopped, as if awaiting further commands from Lieutenant about what to do, though Switch didn’t see why, given how they outnumbered the three of them by a considerable margin.

“I mean I will eliminate you myself,” said Lieutenant, flashing them a disturbing smile. “My brothers and sisters don’t need to do anything except stand by as backup. But I sincerely doubt I will need any backup to destroy you three.”

“Wait, so you’re giving up your numerical advantage just to take us on by yourself?” Stinger said. “That doesn’t make sense.”

But Switch wasn’t so sure. She looked at the Neo-Visionists and noticed how they were all smirking. A few of them even wore looks of anticipation on their faces, as if they knew exactly what was about to happen and were eagerly looking forward to it.

Lieutenant chuckled. “Large numbers mean nothing in the face of an individual who believes in himself. Or who has enough power to crush you three like ants.”

“He’s just bluffing,” said Switch with a snort. “He probably doesn’t even have any powers. Or if he does, I doubt they’re any good.” She raised her hands. “A few well-placed nail bullets ought to be more than enough to take him out.”

Switch fired several nail bullets at Lieutenant, but Lieutenant was fast. He raised a hand and the nail bullets stopped just inches from his palm, like they had run into an impenetrable barrier.

“What?” said Switch, lowering her hands. “What did you—”

Lieutenant suddenly flicked a finger toward her and the nail bullets flew backwards toward Switch. They came too fast for Switch to move out of the way. She could only watch as her own projectiles flew toward her faster than actual bullets.

But then Stinger shoved her aside, causing her to fall to the stage. She landed on her side, but then heard the sound of several sharp objects striking flesh and Stinger fell down beside her. His left shoulder—the one which had been facing Lieutenant—was bloody due to the five nail bullets embedded in his flesh. He grabbed his shoulder and cursed foully under his breath.

“Stinger?” said Switch, sitting up and looking at him. “Are you okay?”

“Most likely,” said Lieutenant suddenly, causing Switch to look up at him. “But only because he got lucky. Had those nail bullets hit his chest, he would have been a dead man. Of course, he will be a dead man soon enough, just not as soon as I thought.”

“What did you do?” said Bait, who looked from Lieutenant to Stinger and back again. “How did you control Switch’s nail bullets?”

Lieutenant smiled and spread his hands. “Magnetism. Your sister’s nail bullets are metallic, which means that I can do whatever I want with them. But nail bullets aren’t the only things I can manipulate. Observe.”

The sound of creaking metal above made Switch look up. The catwalk—which had been hanging above their heads by the last of its moorings—snapped off its hinges and flew toward Bait. Before Bait could dodge it, the catwalk wrapped itself around him in tight coils. He tried to break free, but then it suddenly constricted around him, making him gasp as the air was expelled from his lungs.

Riotous laughter exploded from the other Neo-Visionists. A quick glance in their direction showed Switch that Lieutenant’s fellow Neo-Visionists were clearly having the time of their lives. Based on the way they laughed and pointed at Bait, it was clear that this wasn’t the first time that Lieutenant had used his powers to wipe the floor with an enemy, and certainly not the first time that he had had an audience to observe it, either.

But Switch would worry about that later. She scrambled to her feet, but didn’t rush toward Lieutenant. She instead stepped back away from Lieutenant, who observed her with an amused smirk on his face.

“Oh, is the little girl no longer brave now that the strong men have been defeated?” Lieutenant said in a mocking voice. “Are you going to try to run away? If so, I might just let you do that, if only because it would be very amusing to chase you around and listen to your pathetic screams for mercy.”

Switch’s temper rose. She was tempted to shoot him with her nail bullets, but knowing Lieutenant’s power, she decided against that.

But just because he can control metal doesn’t mean he is any good in hand-to-hand fighting, Switch thought. If I can get close enough, I might be able to take him out with a few well-placed kicks.

Switch rushed toward Lieutenant, moving as fast as she could and ignoring the jeers and insults hurled by the audience. Lieutenant wasn’t very far away. She just needed to cross a few more feet of stage and—

Abruptly, a burning pain exploded around her right wrist. It was so unexpected that Switch stumbled and fell to the stage again. She grabbed her wrist and looked at it and saw that her suit-up watch had somehow exploded, bits of plastic and metal embedded in her wrist, while the loose shell of the watch hung loosely off her wrist. It hurt like hell and Switch could not help but whimper in pain, even though she tried her best not to.

Laughter roared from the Neo-Visionists again, while Lieutenant chuckled once more and said, “If you’re wondering why your watch exploded, it is because of me. Magnetism can affect electronics in all sorts of interesting ways if you know how to use it correctly.”

“Aw, the little girl is crying in pain!” one of the Neo-Visionists in the crowd shouted gleefully. “Look at her! She’s got tears running down her face and everything!”

That Neo-Visionist was right. Tears of pain were running down Switch’s face, despite her best attempts to blink them back. She brushed the tears aside and tried to stand up, but then Lieutenant rushed forward and punched her in the face. Switch crashed back onto the floor, but before she could get up, a long, thin strip of metal flew out of nowhere and wrapped itself firmly around her neck. It immediately tightened, causing Switch to gasp in pain. She pulled at the strip, but it clung too tightly to her neck for her to get rid of it.

Lieutenant appeared over her, his smirk pasted on his vile features. “There is a reason why little girls like you shouldn’t be running around playing the hero, because it always ends in your death.”

Switch would have shot back a snappy comeback, but unfortunately, the strip of metal choking her was getting tighter and tighter. She couldn’t get any air into her lungs, and what little air she did have was rapidly running out. Darkness appeared around the edges of her eyes and she was slowly starting to lose consciousness.

D-Damn, Switch thought. Losing air fast. Can’t remove the strip. All of us are about to die …

Now Switch understood why Stinger had been so adamant about not attacking. If she had just listened to him, then maybe all three of them would have lived to see another day. As it was, all three of them were going to die, and it was all her fault.

But then, without warning, Switch heard Bait shout, “Sis! Let’s trade!”

Immediately, the orange light from Switch’s Blood Gem shot out, only to be almost immediately replaced by the purple light from Bait’s Gem. As soon as the purple light appeared in Switch’s Blood Gem, she accessed her super strength and felt a surge of power flow through her whole body. She ripped the strip of metal off her throat as easily as if it were made of flimsy rope and jumped to her feet.

Before Lieutenant could react, Switch reared back and punched him in the chest with one super-powered punch. The blow sent him flying across the theater, over the heads of his fellow Neo-Visionists, and into the back wall, which he crashed into so hard that he actually crashed through it and disappeared on the other side. Through the Lieutenant-shaped hole in the wall, Switch heard him hit the floor, but did not hear him move again.

Panting, gasping for breath, Switch looked down at the Neo-Visionists. Where there had once been laughter, was now grim, shocked silence. And where there had once been smirks and gleeful grins were now scowls and frowns of varying degrees of hostility.

But at the moment, Switch could care less about that. She turned and ran over to Bait, who was still wrapped in the catwalk. She tore it apart with her super strength and said, “Bait, are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” said Bait, who, like her, was gasping for air. “I wouldn’t have been in a few more seconds, though, based on how fast Lieutenant was crushing me. What about you?”

“Yes, I’m fine as well,” said Switch. “Good thinking, by the way. It wouldn’t have occurred to me to use the Blood Gems.”

“No problem,” said Bait with a shrug. He rubbed his throat. “I figured you could use my super strength more than me.” He looked over at the hole that Lieutenant had made in the wall across the room. “I wonder if he survived that or not.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Switch. She looked over at Stinger. “Stinger, are you all right?”

Stinger slowly sat up, but he still gripped his shoulder, which was quite bloody. “More or less. I’ll need a doctor to look at this, but the nail bullets aren’t embedded as deeply as you’d think.”

Switch nodded. She was surprised to feel relieved when Stinger said that. She didn’t realize how much she cared about his safety. “Good to hear. Now—”

Switch was interrupted by a rock coming out of nowhere and narrowly missing her head. She looked in the direction from which the rock had come and saw one of the Neo-Visionists standing in the front, another rock already forming in his hand as he glared up at her.

“What do you want?” said Switch in annoyance. “We took out your leader. Why aren’t you running away in fear now?”

“Because we still outnumber you brats ten to one,” the Neo-Visionist replied in a harsh tone. “And we don’t need Lieutenant’s help to beat a handful of snot-nosed brats. Right, guys?”

A chorus of agreement rose from the Neo-Visionists and the whole crowd of Neo-Visionists began moving toward the stage. Some of their hands began glowing with various types of power, while others began floating off the ground, and still others formed objects in their hands similar to the one who had thrown the rock at her. Switch didn’t know what all of their powers were, but she could guess that they were all powerful in their own way.

Switch looked at Bait and Stinger. Bait was mostly okay, though the fact that he was still gasping for air wasn’t a good sign. Stinger’s shoulder was still full of her nail bullets, while Switch’s wrist was also full of shrapnel from her watch exploding.

We could still fight, Switch thought, glancing toward the Neo-Visionists advancing toward them. But unless a miracle happens, I don’t think we’re going to win. Or even simply survive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Bait’s throat burned as he gasped for air, but he paid little attention to that because he was staring, with a sense of dread, at the approaching Neo-Visionists. He looked at Switch and Stinger and said, “There’s no way we can beat those guys. We have to run. Now.”

Just as Bait said that, however, two of the Neo-Visionists flew over their heads and landed behind them in front of the curtain. The two Neo-Visionists shared a foul grin together, forming an effective wall to keep Bait and the others from escaping.

“Well, that idea certainly died quickly,” said Switch, who was grasping her bleeding right wrist. “I suppose we could still try to fly through the ceiling.”

Stinger stood up, shaking his head. “No. My wings still work, but there’s no way I could carry all three of us out. Too much weight.”

“Are you calling me fat?” said Switch, looking at Stinger.

“What?” said Stinger, looking at her in confusion. “I didn’t say—”

Another rock suddenly flew up from the Neo-Visionists, this one aimed at Stinger, who managed to duck and avoid it before it could collide with his head. He looked out over the crowd apprehensively, as if to make sure they weren’t going to throw another rock at his head.

“Guys, we need to figure out how to get out of here,” said Bait, glancing from the two Neo-Visionists blocking off their exit to the advancing crowd of Neo-Visionists before them. “And fast.”

“Well, I don’t see any way out of here,” said Switch, scowling. “Unless you want to go down fighting, that is, but I certainly don’t. I expected to have a long superhero career ahead of me, full of TV show appearances, adoring fan mail, and screaming fans appearing at all of my appearances. I can’t do that if I go down fighting.”

“You won’t be able to do that if these guys kill us anyway,” Stinger pointed out. “Not that that is particularly realistic in the first place, given how most superheroes don’t have that kind of fan base. Not even I get fan mail, and I’ve been a superhero a lot longer than you.”

“That’s just because you’re not as pretty as me, obviously,” said Switch, rolling her eyes like it was obvious. “Perhaps if you worked on your appearance a bit more, you’d get more attention from the girls.”

That prompted Stinger to start arguing with Switch, but Bait ignored them. He was trying to figure out a way to get all three of them out of here alive, which meant he didn’t have time to worry about their petty arguments.

Come on, there’s got to be some way out of here, Bait thought as he looked around the stage. Not like we have all the time in the world to think about this, either. Maybe ten seconds, if that much.

Ten seconds was nowhere near enough time for Bait to come up with a plan to get all three of them out of there. He was starting to think that Switch was right: They would have to go down fighting and hopefully take a lot of Neo-Visionists out with them. Hopefully, someone from the NHA would notice they were missing and would send someone to find out what happened to them, though given how many people didn’t care for him or Switch, he doubted if they would do even that much.

But just before the first wave of Neo-Visionists could climb up onto the stage, the wall on the right side of the theater exploded outwards as something large and fast barreled through the wall. The Neo-Visionists had only enough time to look in the general direction from which the thing came before it crashed into them, knocking most of them down and sending several others flying into the air like toys. Those Neo-Visionists who had been thrown into the air crashed down onto the floor, where they lay quite still, while the ones who had been knocked down were in varying states of unconsciousness, though Bait doubted that most of them would be getting back up again anytime soon.

Not that Bait was paying much attention to the Neo-Visionists anymore, however. His attention was focused instead on the large thing which had smashed through the wall. It had come to a stop on the other side of the room, just barely managing to avoid crashing into the opposite wall, and then turned around to face them.

At first, Bait thought he was looking at some sort of strange human/rhino hybrid, because the creature was humanoid, but had a gigantic, metallic horn sticking out of his skull, as well as a body as bulky as a rhino’s. But then Bait noticed that the human/rhino hybrid had a G-Men patch on his left shoulder, which was how he realized that he was staring at another G-Men agent, though one he didn’t recognize.

“What the hell?” said the Neo-Visionist who had been throwing rocks at Bait and the others. He was one of the few Neo-Visionists who didn’t get mowed down by the horned G-Men. “What was that? Who are you?”

“My name is Iron Horn,” said the G-Men agent in a deep, rumbling voice. He gestured at his patch. “I’m a G-Man agent and I’m here to arrest every last one of you Neo-Visionist scum.”

“The G-Men?” said Switch in surprise. “Where did you guys come from?”

“We’re also investigating the Neo-Vision case,” said Iron Horn, promptly and confidently. “When we heard you three were about to be killed by Neo-Vision, we charged in to save the day.”

“You mean you charged in, Iron Horn,” came a sardonic, Mexican voice from the hole which Iron Horn had created when he entered the room. “Though I’m not complaining. You’ve taken out at least half of the Neo-Visionists on your own, after all.”

Another G-Man agent stepped through the hole in the wall, who Bait immediately recognized as Vengeance, the G-Man agent who had come to the Academy with Cadmus yesterday. Vengeance was still bald, but he was now wearing black metal armor that made him look kind of like a space marine from a science fiction novel, though with the G-Men logo emblazoned on the chest piece.

“Sorry,” said Iron Horn, rubbing the back of his head. “You know how I get whenever kids are in trouble, Vengeance. I just can’t stand it when they get hurt.”

“Eh, no problem, man,” said Vengeance, his eyes scanning the unconscious or defeated Neo-Visionists lying everywhere. “We were going to have to step in and fight them at some point anyway. Might as well take advantage of the element of surprise to do so, eh?”

“Wait, were you guys following us?” asked Switch, partially in astonishment, partially in annoyance, as if she couldn’t decide whether to be pleased or annoyed that the two G-Men agents had come to their rescue. “Did you intentionally track us down here?”

“Nope,” said Vengeance, shaking his head. “We had no idea you were even going to be here, though we figured that one of the Young Neos might. But you should be grateful, because if Iron Horn hadn’t rushed in like that, you three would have been dead.”

Switch scowled, though Bait could tell that she was mostly just annoyed at the idea of being saved by the G-Men. Bait had to admit that he found the idea strange as well. After all, they’d spent most of their life running away from the government and, by extension, the G-Men. A year ago, Bait would not have believed you if you’d told him that the G-Men would come to his rescue someday.

Then again, I wouldn’t have believed that Switch and I would meet and defeat our father, either, Bait thought. Lots of weird things have happened since we started going to the Academy.

Shaking his head, Bait looked down at the Neo-Visionist who could materialize rocks. He expected that Neo-Visionist to give up, but instead, the Neo-Visionist had summoned two rocks in his hands, which he held like grenades as he looked from Iron Horn to Vengeance and back again.

“G-Men scum,” said the Neo-Visionist with a growl. “We should have known that you would be keeping an eye on us. The government has traditionally been a tool for oppression, so it is no surprise that you G-Men seek to destroy us, even though all we want is a world of equality and justice.”

“You cannot achieve equality and justice through terrorism,” said Iron Horn. “Give it up. All your allies are defeated and you can’t beat us both.”

But Vengeance just waved a hand. “Hold on, Iron Horn. Let him try. I’ll take him down all by myself. You can just sit back and relax.”

Iron Horn, however, frowned. “Are you sure you want to use your power now? Remember what the Director said.”

“I know what he said, amigo,” said Vengeance. “I have better control over my power now. No need to worry your pretty little head.”

Bait frowned and looked at Vengeance. “What is your power and why is it considered so dangerous?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said the Neo-Visionist with a sneer. “There’s no way I’m going to jail. Die, G-Man scum!”

The Neo-Visionist hurled both rocks at Vengeance. As the rocks traveled through the air, they increased in size exponentially, like balloons being inflated, until they reached the size of boulders. One of them alone would be able to crush Vengeance, but two of them would surely pulverize him.

“Vengeance!” Bait yelled. “Move!”

But Vengeance, oddly enough, didn’t look even remotely concerned about the two huge boulders coming his way. He just stood there, hands in his pockets, watching the approaching boulders with a smirk on his lips.

Then, without warning, Vengeance shouted, “Get ‘em, Sombra!”

Without warning, something rose from within Vengeance’s shadow. It was large, twice as tall as Vengeance, but far skinnier. It had long, clawed fingers and a strange, dinosaur-like head. Its ‘eyes’ were two yellow glowing dots located on either side of its head and the creature itself was completely black, with a slight purple outline to help distinguish it from the rest of the darkness.

The strange, shadowy creature suddenly put itself between the boulders and Vengeance. The boulders struck it dead on, but instead of smashing through the creature, they merely disappeared within its darkness.

“What?” said the Neo-Visionist in shock. “What did you do with my boulders?”

Vengeance smiled. “Want to find out?”

The shadowy creature suddenly moved toward the Neo-Visionist. It didn’t have feet to walk with, so it instead slithered, like a snake, across the ground toward its prey. But it moved far faster than any snake did, and in mere seconds, it held the Neo-Visionist in both of its hands and shoved the now-screaming Neo-Visionist into its mouth. As soon as its victim disappeared into its mouth, the Neo-Visionist’s screams abruptly cut off, leaving an eerie silence to dominate the abandoned theater.

Bait blinked several times. He looked at Switch, who looked just as astonished as he felt. “Did you see what I saw?”

“If you mean the giant shadow monster that just ate that Neo-Visionist guy, then yes, I did,” said Switch, who was staring at the shadow beast with an uncomprehending stare. “We’re not crazy, are we?”

“No, definitely not crazy, ‘cause I saw it, too,” said Stinger, staring at the shadow beast in shock. “Unless we’re experiencing a mass hallucination together, that is.”

Suddenly, the shadow beast looked toward the three of them. Though the creature’s face was not even close to being human, Bait thought that it was staring at them with hunger in its yellow eyes. It slowly started advancing toward them, but before it could get very far, Vengeance grabbed the end of its tail and pulled. The shadow beast struggled to stay where it was, but after a few seconds of struggling, the shadow beast vanished back into Vengeance’s shadow, at which point Vengeance put his hands on his knees and gave a great, big shuddering gasp.

“Vengeance, are you okay?” asked Iron Horn on the other side of the room. “You look tired.”

Vengeance waved a hand at him. “Don’t worry. Sombra was just a little uncooperative, that’s all. You know how he is.”

Iron Horn frowned. “That was still very risky. You know how much damage Sombra is capable of doing when you lose control.”

“I know, I know,” said Vengeance, who sounded like this was a conversation he had frequently with Iron Horn. “Director Smith has been training me and thinks I have enough control over Sombra to let me go out into the field. No need to worry.”

Iron Horn, however, didn’t look entirely convinced that Vengeance had control over ‘Sombra,’ which Bait assumed was the name of that shadowy beast which had devoured that Neo-Visionist, though he didn’t push the point any further.

Bait, on the other hand, said to Vengeance, “What was that thing? It looked like a monster.”

Vengeance looked at Bait, as if he had forgotten he was there. “It’s not a monster. It’s my shadow and his name is Sombra. Well, that’s what I call him, anyway.”

“You have a living shadow?” said Switch, who was still staring at Vengeance in sheer disbelief. “What are you?”

“A superhuman just like you guys,” Vengeance replied. “It’s my power. I can summon a creature of living shadow to attack my enemies. It’s very useful.”

“And dangerous,” Iron Horn added. “Sombra is not merely his shadow. It is a living creature in its own right, and not always an obedient one, either.”

“Not always obedient?” Bait repeated. He looked at Vengeance with apprehension. “What does that mean?”

“It means that Iron Horn still doesn’t accept the fact that I have control over it,” said Vengeance, folding his arms across his chest with an annoyed look on his face. “When I was younger and first manifested my powers, I didn’t have control over Sombra, but I’ve come a long way since then and now control Sombra about as well as a dog owner controls their dog. As I said, nothing to worry about.”

“The last time you said that, you lost control over him and there were a lot of casualties,” Iron Horn pointed out.

“That was different, okay?” said Vengeance, tossing an irritated glared at Iron Horn. “I’ve come a long way since then. If you have a problem with that, bring it up with Director Smith. He’ll be happy to discuss it with you.”

Iron Horn opened his mouth, perhaps to continue to argue the point, but then Switch raised a hand and said, “Um, I know you two like to argue and all, but shouldn’t we call up the police or something? These Neo-Visionists need to go to jail, after all, and us three kind of need to see a doctor to have our injuries looked at. You know, to make sure we don’t suffer from infections and die young and all that.”

“Right, of course,” said Iron Horn. “I’ll call in the police. Vengeance, you search the theater for any other Neo-Visionists who might be hiding nearby. We must ensure that none of them get away.”

“Sure thing, Horn,” said Vengeance with a nod. “Sombra and I will round up any Neo-Visionist idiots we run into.”

With that, Vengeance turned and left. As he did so, his shadow grew, until Sombra had returned and was following behind him as obediently as a dog. Yet Sombra looked back over its shoulder at them and seemed to look at Bait and the others with a hungry gaze, as if it couldn’t wait to devour them.

That was why Bait was happy when Vengeance and Sombra finally vanished from view. Despite Vengeance’s insistence that he had complete control over Sombra, Bait was not entirely convinced he did.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

As it turned out, the vast majority of the Neo-Visionists who had gathered for the meeting had been in the main theater hall. The only Neo-Visionist who got away was Lieutenant, who, despite getting punched through a wall by Switch, had somehow managed to flee the theater during Iron Horn and Vengeance’s attack. No one knew where he was, but Switch had overheard Iron Horn and Vengeance talking about tracking him down. She hoped they did, because she hadn’t forgiven that Lieutenant guy for nearly killing her and she was looking forward to seeing his mugshot on the news once he got arrested.

Additionally, the laptop which the Leader had used to communicate to the Neo-Visionists actually exploded not long after the police arrived and started rounding up the unconscious or defeated Neo-Visionists. Neither Switch nor Bait had been near it at the time, thankfully, but Bait theorized that the laptop had a self-destruct feature of some sort, which had probably been activated remotely by the Leader in order to ensure that the laptop and its information didn’t land in the hands of the police. Or perhaps the Leader was afraid that the police or NHA might use the laptop to track her down. In either case, Switch thought it was not a particularly smart thing to do, because the only person who suffered from the explosion was one of the Neo-Visionists who had been sitting underneath the stage while the police handcuffed all of the others. He had received several pieces of shrapnel in the back of his neck and head and had to be rushed to the hospital, though Switch didn’t know what his current status was, nor did she care to know, because she really didn’t care much for the Neo-Visionists after this, even less than she did before.

Switch thought that Iron Horn and Vengeance would want to know what she, Bait, and Stinger had overheard the Neo-Visionists talking about, but Vengeance revealed that they also had been listening in on the meeting as well and so already knew everything that the three of them did. Switch was glad about that, because she didn’t want to talk to the G-Men anymore than she had to. They may have saved her and Bait, but that didn’t mean she liked or trusted them all that much.

Switch, Bait, and Stinger—after briefly talking with the police—went to the Academy, where they were healed by Nurse Irma. As it turned out, their injuries were not as serious as they could have been, though Irma still recommended that all three of them take the day off and rest so their injuries could heal up. Switch accepted that gladly, but Stinger claimed that he needed to go back to Hero Island and report what he learned to Mecha Knight, while Bait was summoned by Headmaster Johanson to give a report to him. Technically, both Switch and Bait were summoned by the Headmaster, but they agreed that Bait would be better able to report on it than her, because he had suffered fewer injuries than her and so needed less rest than she did,

So Switch decided to go back to her dorm and get some rest. It was very late at night, after all, and she would have to be up early tomorrow morning in order to get to class on time. Not that Switch was looking forward to it. She wanted to sleep in all day tomorrow, but knew that Irma had healed her too well for her to use her injuries as an excuse not to go to class.

I’ll probably end up sleeping in tomorrow anyway, Switch thought as she walked down the main path through the campus underneath the street lamps on either side of the path. Not because I want to, but because I’ll be so tired that I won’t be able to get up at a reasonable hour.

The Academy was quiet tonight, mostly due to the fact that everyone was asleep. Yet even the guards—a handful of whom she passed without any comment, perhaps because they were aware of the fact that she and Bait had just recently gotten back from a mission—were very quiet as they patrolled the campus grounds, which made Switch feel a little uneasy, but that was mostly because Switch didn’t handle silence as well as Bait and so she never liked quietness for longer than a few minutes.

That was why she was surprised to hear the noises of someone working out in the gym, which she had to pass on her way to her dorm. The gym doors were cracked open, not enough for Switch to see who was lifting inside, but definitely enough to hear weights being lifted.

Stopping at the gym steps, Switch looked up at the cracked doors, a puzzled frown on her face. Who could possibly be in the gym this late? It’s past curfew and the gym is always closed for the night. Is it one of the faculty? I know some of them work out at night because they’re too busy to work out during the day, but somehow I doubt that.

Switch was tempted to simply keep walking to her dorm—she was tired, after all—but the mystery of who was working out in the gym so late at night burned her curiosity. She walked up the steps, moving quickly but silently, though that was probably unnecessary, seeing as the sounds of the weights being thrown around inside the gym likely drowned out whatever sounds she made as she walked.

When she reached the doors, Switch pulled them open just enough for her to poke her head inside and see who was working out. She was surprised at who it was.

Standing at the squat rack was Reagan, of all people. She was wearing tight black yoga pants and a crop top which showed off her surprisingly muscular arms. She also had a blue sweat band wrapped around her forehead and was squatting underneath at least 300 pounds. Even stranger, her form was utterly perfect. Even Switch couldn’t squat that well. Reagan squatted up and down with amazing fluidity, as if she did this sort of thing every day. She didn’t even seem to be sweating, though Switch did catch a slight sheen of sweat reflecting off of Reagan’s pale skin under the lights of the gym.

“Reagan?” said Switch, opening the door further and stepping inside with a surprised look on her face. “Is that you?”

Reagan glanced over her shoulder, finished her last rep, and then placed the heavy barbell on the squat rack. The squat rack shuddered under the weight of the barbell, but luckily held as Reagan turned to face her, wiping the sweat off her face with a towel as she did so. Of course, she didn’t really ‘face’ Switch directly. Due to her blindness, her gaze was once again slightly off to the right.

“Switch, you surprised me there for a sec,” said Reagan. She sounded tired, but happy. “I almost dropped the barbell when I heard you talk. Took me a moment to realize that it was just you.”

“Well, I didn’t know you were in the gym, either, until I looked inside,” said Switch. “I had no idea you worked out.”

Reagan shrugged, looking slightly embarrassed. “Oh, I just like to do it every now and then. I haven’t gotten to go to the gym in a while, so I decided I would just work out when everyone else was asleep. It’s helpful for calming my nerves.”

Switch frowned. “But the gym is supposed to close after ten o’clock at night and the Academy enforces a strict curfew for students. How did you get around it?”

“I found out you can ask the Gym teacher permission to use the gym after hours,” said Reagan. “It was that Tommy boy who told me about it when I mentioned I wanted to go to the gym. He’s really sweet.”

Switch flashed a mischievous smile. “Oh, I see. Using his attraction toward you to make him get you what you want … I never thought you had it in you, Reagan.”

Reagan shrugged, though she smiled a smile that was very similar to the one Switch wore on her face. “I don’t do it all the time, but every now and then it comes in handy. You don’t need to be able to see yourself to know the effect you can have on a guy.”

Although Reagan spoke like she was trying to be nice, Switch could tell that Reagan was far more deliberate about exploiting men like that than she let on.

I knew there was a reason I liked her, Switch thought. We’re going to be best friends, once this whole Neo-Vision business is said and done.

“Anyway, what are you doing back at the Academy?” said Reagan, tilting her head to the side. “I thought you and your brother were supposed to be out fighting those Neo-Vision guys.”

“We just got back from that mission,” said Switch. She rubbed her bandaged wrist. “Alive, but not well.”

“Not well?” said Reagan. “Can you tell me about it or is it supposed to be top secret?”

Switch hesitated, but seeing as Reagan was a friend and was here because of the Neo-Visionists in the first place, she saw no harm in recounting the events of the night to her. Besides, Switch thought that Reagan was good at keeping secrets. She seemed like the kind of girl who could do that well.

So Switch explained, as quickly as she could, what happened at the theater in New York City that night. Unsurprisingly, Reagan listened well, saying nothing until Switch got to the end. The only part where she reacted was when Switch mentioned the Leader. Then her expression became serious and she leaned in, as if to hear the story better.

“And then Bait and I went back to the Academy,” Switch finished. “We just got back maybe half an hour ago, at most, so this is all still very fresh on my mind.”

“Wow,” said Reagan. She rubbed her chin, a concerned look on her face. “I’m so glad that you and your brother are still alive. Those Neo-Visionists are crazy and violent. They don’t take prisoners.”

“I’ll say,” said Switch with a shudder. “But really, I found the G-Men even creepier. Especially that Vengeance guy. He can claim to have his shadow under control all he wants, but I’ll never be convinced that a human could ever control such a beast. I think it’s only a matter of time before he loses control and it goes on a rampage and kills a lot of people.”

Reagan began playing with a strand of her hair. “I hope you’re wrong. I can’t imagine what kind of devastation that such a creature might inflict on the world if Vengeance ever lost control of it. Not that it matters, I guess, given how I’m blind and all.”

“Oh, I don’t think that that monster discriminates when it comes to eating humans,” said Switch darkly. “It would probably eat you up just as quickly as it would eat me or Bait up. Yet another reason to stay away from the G-Men.”

Reagan folded her hands behind her back and nodded. “Yeah, I agree. Luckily, the G-Men tend to stay away from the Academy, though they’ll probably come back to get me once Neo-Vision is defeated.”

Switch nodded, but then remembered something and said, “I’d like to say that Neo-Vision was defeated tonight, but I’m not sure about that. That Lieutenant guy got away while everyone was distracted and their Leader, of course, is still nowhere to be found. We don’t even know what she looks like. As long as she’s around, Neo-Vision will never go away.”

Reagan nodded grimly. She leaned against the squat rack and said, “I know, but didn’t you say that the Leader has infiltrated the Neohero Alliance?”

Switch shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what she claimed anyway. She could have just been saying that to rile up the base.”

“Do you think she was actually lying?”

“No,” Switch admitted. “She sounded far too confident to be lying. I think she probably has infiltrated the organization. And by the sound of it, she is pretty high up in the organization, high enough to the point where she can destroy it, maybe even an authority position.”

Reagan gulped. “You don’t think she’s going to use her authority to send someone after me, do you?”

“I don’t know,” said Switch. “It wouldn’t surprise me if she did, but it sounded to me more like she was trying to destroy the NHA from within. But if Neo-Vision still wants you, then I bet someone will come after you sooner or later.”

“Then I’m not safe here,” said Reagan, fear rising in her voice. “I need to contact the G-Men and have them relocate me somewhere else. I need to—”

Switch put her hands on Reagan’s shoulders, causing Reagan to look at her in surprise.

“Reagan, calm down,” said Switch. “Bait is telling the Headmaster about this, and if there’s one thing I know about Johanson, it’s that he will make sure you are safe no matter who this Leader is or who she might send after you. There’s no need to panic and leave.”

Even Switch was surprised when she said that. She sounded just like Bait, which made Switch wonder if Bait had rubbed off on her more than she’d known. Yet she didn’t dislike it, because she believed everything she said. She felt responsible for Reagan’s safety herself, after all, and didn’t want her to feel scared or unsafe for no reason.

Reagan, to Switch’s relief, took a deep breath and said, in a calmer voice, “Thanks, Switch. You’re right. I got too panicky. I get that way sometimes.”

Switch took her hands off of Reagan’s shoulders and stepped back. “No, it’s fine. All you need to do is just relax and know that you will be safe here, no matter what those Neo-Vision idiots try to do.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Reagan. She folded her hands in front of her. “Still, I can’t help but wonder just who the Leader is in the first place.”

“We know she’s female, but we don’t know anything else about her besides that,” said Switch with a shrug. “Her voice was distorted with that synthesizer in the computer, so we don’t even know what she sounds like.”

Reagan nodded again, looking thoughtful as she considered the issue. “Well, it’s not like we don’t know anything else about her. We know she’s managed to get high enough in the ranks to be in a position of authority. That narrows down the list of suspects quite a bit, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” said Switch, folding her arms in front of her chest. “But not that much, because there are a lot of high-ranking women in the NHA.”

“Yes, but could any of them cause any real damage in their position?” said Reagan.

Switch shook her head. “No, at least not without getting caught. The ultimate authority in the NHA is the Leadership Council, after all, and I’ve heard plenty of rumors that suggest that they keep a close eye on the lower ranking members for exactly these kinds of problems.”

“Are there any women on the Leadership Council?” asked Reagan, scratching her chin. “Sorry I don’t know, but I’ve just never paid much attention to the NHA prior to coming here.”

“Of course there is,” said Switch. “Lady Amazon, the first and only woman on the Leadership—”

Switch abruptly stopped speaking. Things clicked in her head, a theory about the identity of the Leader, but it was too horrible to say aloud or even simply contemplate. Yet she could sense that it might be true, truer than she would have liked.

“Switch?” said Reagan. “What’s the matter? You went awfully quiet all of a sudden when you mentioned Lady Amazon.”

Switch shook her head. She took a deep breath and said, “It’s because I think I may know who the Leader is.”

“Really? Who is it?’

Switch didn’t want to say it—she didn’t even want to think it—but aloud, she said, “It’s Lady Amazon.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The next morning, Bait was running along the Academy’s track field as part of his warm-up session for Gym class, which would be after breakfast. It was a cold morning, in the mid-forties, but Bait was already hot from running for the last half-hour or so. The other students were also running. Some were behind him, some were ahead of him, and a few were lying on the grass near the track, panting hard from having run so much. The coach—the superhero Rerun, a former member of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice—was standing over those students yelling at them to get up and start running again, but it was pretty clear to Bait that they were not going to be getting up again anytime soon.

“Sure am glad I’m not being screamed at like those kids,” Bait said. He looked to his right. “Right, Tommy? Tommy?”

Tommy had been running with Bait, but now he was nowhere to be seen, causing Bait to look over his shoulder. Tommy was still running, but he was several feet behind Bait now, huffing and puffing as he tried to keep up with him. He was huffing and puffing so much that his glasses were partially obscured by fog, which made Bait wonder how Tommy had managed to avoid tripping over anything yet.

So Bait slowed down until Tommy was running by his side and the two of them ran together. Bait could have easily outran Tommy, but he’d promised Tommy that he would help him run faster and he didn’t want to go back on his word, especially because he considered Tommy a friend.

“You look absolutely exhausted,” said Bait, glancing at Tommy as they ran. “You sure you don’t need to take a break and get a drink of water?”

Tommy shook his head, sending sweat flying everywhere. “N-No. I’m fine. I’m tough. Don’t … don’t worry about me.”

Bait frowned, but said nothing. Tommy was insecure about his body and his physical strength, which was why he often worked harder in Gym class than anyone else. It was both a good thing and a bad thing: Good because it meant Tommy wanted to improve himself and become a real hero, bad because Tommy often overexerted and sometimes even injured himself accidentally. That was the main reason why Bait had to keep an eye on Tommy during Gym class, because he didn’t want Tommy to have to keep going to the on campus clinic every time he went to Gym or Combat class.

Shaking his head, Bait found his mind wandering, as it usually did during track, and this time he was thinking about the events of last night. He still wasn’t entirely sure what to make of it all.

When Bait and Switch returned to the Academy last night, Switch had immediately gone off to her dorm, declaring that she was too tired to go and talk to the Headmaster and that she needed to rest so her injuries could heal. For once, Bait believed her complaints, because she had taken more injuries than he or Stinger had, particularly her wrist, and he knew that she needed more sleep than he did in order to heal.

But that had left Bait to give Headmaster Johanson his account of events. That hadn’t been hard to do, because Headmaster Johanson was a good listener, but Bait had been tired and stumbled through the story a lot. Even so, he managed to convey the gist of it to Johanson. Also, Johanson had said that he was going to read Stinger’s report on it tomorrow, which was interesting because Bait had not known that Johanson had access to the Young Neos’ reports.

Johanson had not said much after Bait finished telling him the story. The part that troubled Johanson the most, of course, had been the revelation that the Leader of Neo-Vision had already infiltrated the NHA and was trying to take it down from within. Johanson had said that he would call up the Leadership Council tomorrow and discuss ways they could increase Academy security, because it was obvious that the Leader would use her position in the NHA to try to get Reagan.

Bait agreed that the Leader would most likely attempt to do that at some point. Of course, it was possible that she might not, now that she was aware that the Leadership Council knew she was somewhere within the organization, but given how intelligent the Neo-Visionists had shown themselves to be so far, Bait doubted that she would be able to resist. Especially if she got desperate, which he figured she was going to be once the NHA launched an official investigation into the matter.

And desperate people can be very dangerous, Bait thought. Maybe too dangerous. Depending on her exact position in the NHA, she might be able to do a lot of damage before anyone can stop her.

Bait’s thoughts were interrupted by a sudden ringing noise coming from his pocket. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, glanced at it, and saw that he had an incoming call from Brains. He was glad he didn’t cancel the call, because if Brains was calling him, then it was highly likely that Brains had a new lead or clue regarding the Blood Gems.

“Tommy, I need to take a break to take this call, but you can keep running, okay?” said Bait.

“O-Okay,” said Tommy, who now sounded close to collapse. “I-I’ll finish my … finish my laps and try … try not to die.”

Bait nodded, though without really paying attention to what Tommy said, and made his way off the course. He stopped in the grass and, holding the phone to his ear, said, “Hey, Brains, what’s going on? Any updates on the, uh, thing?”

Bait almost said ‘Blood Gems,’ but swapped out the words at the last possible second because of the presence of the other students. It didn’t help that Coach Rerun was glaring at him, as if trying to find out why Bait had stopped running. That meant he didn’t have all the time in the world to chat.

“Yes, actually, that’s what I wanted to call you about,” said Brains. “You aren’t too busy, though, are you? Not in the middle of class or anything?”

Bait glanced at Coach Rerun—who had returned his attention to yelling at the lazy students—and then said, “No, I’m fine. Fire away.”

“Okay, good,” said Brains. “Well, I managed to get my meeting with Professor Hernandez much earlier than I thought I would. We had a pretty great discussion. I don’t think Hernandez suspected a thing.”

“What did you talk about?” said Bait. He looked around again and then said, in a lower voice, “The Blood Gems?”

“That was one of the things we discussed,” said Brains. “Hernandez actually brought them up first, because he saw your fight with Tsunami on YouTube and was excited to learn that I’d been there and knew you and your sister. Told me a few interesting things about the Blood Gems that I didn’t know.”

“Like what?” said Bait, holding the phone closer to his ear eagerly.

“For one, the Blood Gems are supposedly artifacts from some long-lost human civilization,” said Brains. “He said they were discovered in a temple in South America, deep within the jungle, and brought to America in eighteen-fifty by a rich Texas oil baron known as Steven K. Alder. Alder did not know what the Blood Gems were or what they actually did, nor did anyone else at the time due to how uncommon superhumans were at the time, but he was a man who had earned his riches and wanted to make himself look as rich as possible. Guess he wanted to impress old money or something.”

“Interesting,” said Bait. “How did the Blood Gems end up on Hero Island?”

“Well, first, Alder’s grandson, Richard, ended up donating the Blood Gems to a museum in Texas that specializes in South American history around nineteen-fifty or so,” Brains continued. “They stayed there for over thirty years, but vanished sometime after the superhuman boom in nineteen eighty-six. The museum caretaker claimed that the Gems had been stolen, but the police could not find any trace of the thieves and eventually closed the case. A few people even thought that the caretaker had hidden them and claimed they were stolen just to cash in on the insurance which covered them, though he never did get his insurance money, of course.”

“Who stole them?” said Bait. “Did Professor Hernandez know?”

“He didn’t,” said Brains. “Which is why he was so interested in talking to me, because he thought that my connection to you two meant I might know where they came from. I told him that Electrica had stolen them from Hero Island on the same day he met with the Leadership Council. That seemed to get his interest.”

“What do you mean?”

“He asked me how I knew that, because the details of that meeting were supposed to be private. I told him that I didn’t know what actually went on in that meeting, aside from what I learned in the Hero Island Library archives, which seemed to relieve him. Apparently, whatever they discussed, Hernandez was not supposed to talk about it to anyone outside of the Leadership Council.”

Bait frowned. “Did you read his mind? That would be an easy way to find out what happened then, wouldn’t it?”

“No, I didn’t,” said Brains, who sounded slightly offended by Bait’s suggestion. “For one, I do not read minds without first asking for a person’s permission, except if it’s an emergency or if I’m fighting a villain or whatever. Second, I’m still trying to keep this investigation on the down low. Meeting with Professor Hernandez is not unusual, but if he felt me trying to forcibly take information from his mind, then he might tell the NHA, which would get me into trouble.”

“Oh,” said Bait, his shoulders slumped. “Yeah, I see. Still, it would be so much easier if you just read his mind, wouldn’t it?”

“It would, but I’m trying to make sure that this investigation stays under the radar until I’m confident I’ve got enough information to take it public,” said Brains. “It would be a terrible disappointment if, right when I’m about to crack open this case, the Leadership Council finds out about it and shuts it down before I can do anything with it.”

Bait nodded, though he was still disappointed nonetheless. “Yeah, I guess so. What are you going to do now?”

“I’m going to Texas, obviously,” said Brains. “I’m going to visit the South American history museum which Hernandez told me about. By going to the scene of the crime, I might find clues which will help me understand why and how the Blood Gems ended up in the hands of the NHA in the first place, as well as why the NHA kept their existence hidden and what the Leadership Council was planning to do to them until your mom stole them.”

“But they were stolen what, sixty years ago now? How are you going to find any clues sixty years after the fact?”

“The caretaker’s son runs the place now, according to my research. I’m going to try to talk to him and any other elderly members of the community around the museum for hints. They might know something that the police at the time did not find or know of. It’s worth a shot.”

“All right. If you find anything important, let me know.”

“Certainly,” said Brains. “Oh, and by the way, Bait, before I hang up, you might want to consider meeting your mother in prison.”

Bait frowned again and glanced at Coach Rerun one more time before saying, “Why?”

“Because she’s the one who stole the Blood Gems in the first place,” Brains explained. “Didn’t she tell you why she stole them?”

Bait scratched the back of his head. “Mom said that she stole them from Plutarch to give to me and my sister as presents, but given how we know she didn’t get them from Plutarch, I figure she was lying about that.”

“Undoubtedly,” Brains said in agreement. “If I were you, I would go to Ultimate Max again and pay your mother a visit. Tell her that you know the truth about where she got the Blood Gems from and ask her why she lied to you about it.”

The answer to that is obvious, Bait thought. She’s a liar who lies, even when it doesn’t make sense to do so or when she’s talking to her own kids.

Nonetheless, Bait said aloud, “I’ll see what I can do, though I don’t know why you aren’t doing it, because you’re the one who is investigating this matter.”

“Only friends, family members, and approved government officials can visit Cell Block Z prisoners,” Brains said. “I don’t fit into any of those three categories, so either you or Switch will have to do it.”

“Probably me,” said Bait. “I don’t think Switch is very interested in solving this mystery, to be honest.”

“That doesn’t surprise me, given what I know about her character,” said Brains. “Anyway, I need to get going, because little Joey is starting to cry and Vanish was up all night taking care of him. Talk to you soon.”

Brains ended the phone call and Bait lowered his phone back into his pocket. He didn’t just stand there, however, but ran back onto the track, hoping to avoid being scolded by Coach Rerun for wasting time.

At the same time, however, Bait was too busy thinking about his conversation with Brains. It didn’t sound like Brains had learned much, but at the same time, Bait felt that Brains was getting closer and closer to the truth all the time.

I just hope that he finds out the truth before the Leadership Council finds out about his investigation, Brains thought, shivering in the cool morning breeze that blew through his short, dark hair. Because I have a feeling they’re not going to be very happy when they find out what he’s doing.

More importantly, however, was the knowledge that Bait would need to visit Mom again sometime soon and talk to her about the Blood Gems. The last time he’d seen her was over a month ago, when he needed information on Tsunami. Bait hadn’t expected to have to go back to Ultimate Max so soon, but if they were going to solve this mystery, then he had no choice.

Unless Mom refuses to answer my questions, that is, Bait thought. Or lies. Then we’ll be back right where we started.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

The thought that Lady Amazon was the Leader of Neo-Vision was almost too horrible for Switch to even think about.

Yet think about it she did, through the night and well into the next day. She barely got any sleep over it, lying awake in her bed for much of the night and only getting perhaps a couple hours of sleep before her alarm went off and she dragged herself out of bed to get ready for the day’s classes. She paid even less attention to her roommates than usual and when she went to breakfast that morning, she barely paid attention to what she was putting on her tray in the Cafeteria.

There’s no way it can be true, Switch thought as she walked through the Cafeteria to her usual table. It’s impossible. Lady Amazon isn’t the Leader. It doesn’t make sense.

But Switch had had a lot of time to think it over and it seemed like the more she did, the more sense the theory made. It explained why Lady Amazon was in Washington on the day of Burning Skull’s attack on the Museum of Superhuman History, it fit in with the revelation that the Leader had managed to infiltrate the NHA’s highest ranks, and it fit with the fact that Lady Amazon was the only woman on the Leadership Council, which made her the perfect candidate for the identity of the Leader. Nor was it unheard of for a Leadership Council member to be a villain in disguise. The late Thaumaturge, the original supervisor of the Young Neos and a former member of the NHA Leadership Council, had been a member of the original Vision himself, after all.

Switch tried to desperately cling onto the fact that there was no proof to support this theory, but the sense of dread rising up her spine told her that there was likely more truth to this theory than she would like to admit.

It was especially hard for her because Switch admired Lady Amazon greatly. The idea that her personal hero may actually be a villain—one actively working toward harming one of her friends—was unthinkable. Switch was less concerned about heroics than Bait, but at the same time, that didn’t mean she discarded them entirely. It made her wonder whether Lady Amazon was as great a hero as she originally thought or if there was more to her than met the eye.

She sat down at the table, still troubled by the implications of that theory, but before she could pour her milk over her cereal, a voice to her left said, “Uh, Switch?”

Switch paused and looked to her left. Reagan sat there, with her own half-eaten bowl of cereal and a banana on her tray, staring at Switch as if she had lost her mind. Switch hadn’t even noticed Reagan sitting there, which she supposed was a reflection on how distracted she was by the conclusion she had come to last night.

“Yes, Reagan, what is it?” said Switch.

“You’re, um, about to pour your orange juice over your cereal,” Reagan said.

Switch looked at the box she held in her hand. Reagan was right. It was her orange juice, not her milk carton, which lay unopened next to her cereal bowl. Switch put the orange juice carton down and picked up the milk carton in its place, saying, “Thanks for pointing that out. Almost ruined my cereal.”

“It’s no problem,” said Reagan. “I did the same thing once when I first became blind. Took me a while to actually smell my milk before I put it in my cereal, just to make sure that it was actually milk and not orange juice.”

Switch nodded as she poured her milk into the cereal, but then frowned and asked, “But if you’re blind, then how did you know I was about to pour orange juice into my cereal?”

“I have a very good sense of smell,” said Reagan with a shrug. “Better than most. I used to think it was my superpower, at least until my other powers developed. Then again, most of my other senses are better than most people’s, in order to make up for my lack of sight.”

Being able to distinguish between milk and orange juice, even while sitting as close to Switch as she was, made Switch admire Reagan all the more. It also made her feel sorry for Reagan, because she was starting to think that the world was going to be robbed of a great superhero if Neo-Vision managed to gets its hands on her.

“That’s interesting,” said Switch as she emptied her milk carton and put it back on her tray. “But I still feel so silly that I needed a blind girl to notice that I was about to pour orange juice onto my cereal.”

“You’re obviously distracted,” said Reagan. She quickly looked around, which seemed like an odd gesture to Switch given that she couldn’t see, before leaning in and whispering, “It’s about Lady Amazon, isn’t it?”

Switch looked at her in a deadpan way. “How did you guess?”

“You were really distraught in the gym last night,” said Reagan as she pulled back, though her voice was still low in order to make sure no one eavesdropped on them. “I couldn’t see your face, but I could hear your tone and you sounded like you were close to tears.”

Switch didn’t think that was much of an exaggeration. She had been close to tears last night and she probably would have cried if she hadn’t been so tired. As it was, Switch had managed to maintain her composure long enough to get to her dorm, but she still felt emotional and thought that she might just cry if she got any more bad news.

“Well, I didn’t cry last night, if that makes you feel better,” said Switch as she mixed her cereal with her milk. “I didn’t get much sleep, though. I was too busy thinking about Lady Amazon.”

“Have you told anyone about your theory yet?” said Reagan. “Or have you only shared it with me?”

“Just you so far,” said Switch. “I don’t have any proof for it, after all, so I don’t want people to think I’m just accusing Lady Amazon of being a spy for no reason.”

“Especially if she actually turns out to be the Leader,” said Reagan. “She’d probably try to find a way to silence you if you accuse her too early.”

Switch nodded and ate a spoonful of cereal. “Exactly. If I accused her of being the Leader and she wasn’t, it would make me look paranoid and crazy, but if she actually is the Leader, then she might try to silence me if I accuse her without proof. It’s a hard situation to be in with no easy answers as far as I can see.”

“Agreed,” said Reagan. “But perhaps you should stop worrying about it. You don’t have any proof, you know. Just speculation at this point.”

“I know, but I can’t just dismiss it that easily,” said Switch with a sigh. “It’s bugging me and it won’t leave me alone until it is either proved or disproved. If Lady Amazon is the Leader, then she needs to be exposed immediately before she harms the organization and the Academy.”

“But how are you going to get the proof you need to confirm or disprove the rumor?” said Reagan as she sipped her orange juice. “It’s not like you can just waltz up to Lady Amazon and ask her if she’s the Leader or not. Well, I guess you could, but if she was the Leader, do you really think she’d just tell you?”

“Of course not,” said Switch with another sigh. “She’d deny it, and without any proof, I’d just make myself look foolish.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t worry about it,” said Reagan. “My uncle always used to tell me that I shouldn’t worry about things I can’t control. It’s what’s helped me stay sane whenever I get worried.”

Switch nodded, but she wasn’t really listening. She was looking at her cereal bowl, spinning her cereal in a circle with her spoon. She knew Reagan had a good point and was probably right, but at the same time, Switch couldn’t just forget this. It made too much sense, even with what little facts Switch had to support it.

I need to find out a way to meet Lady Amazon, Switch thought as she ate another spoonful of cereal. But I don’t think she would ever agree to meet with me. I’m just another student at the Academy. She would have no reason to talk to me about, well, anything, at least on a personal level.

At that moment, Tommy dropped his tray in front of her, causing Switch to look up and see both Tommy and Bait sitting down on the other side of the table. While they were both drenched in sweat, Tommy looked absolutely exhausted, with his hair damp with sweat and his arms laying across the table. Bait, on the other hand, looked tired, but not exhausted, as if he hadn’t worked out as hard as Tommy.

“What’s wrong with you?” said Switch, looking at Tommy in surprise. “You look like you just outran a hyena.”

“Track,” said Tommy in an exhausted voice. He picked a piece of bacon off his tray and stuffed it into his mouth. “Heart almost exploded.”

“Oh,” said Switch. “I’m surprised you managed to carry your tray all the way over here.”

“It wasn’t that hard,” said Bait, rolling his eyes as he poured milk into his cereal. “He’s just out of shape.”

“That’s because you took a moment to talk to someone on the phone and you’re in way better shape than me,” said Tommy, tossing an annoyed look at Bait. “Just who was that, anyway?”

“No one,” said Bait casually. “At least, no one you need to know about.”

That piqued Switch’s curiosity. She wondered who could have possibly called Bait during class. It certainly couldn’t have been Mom or Dad, because they were in prison and therefore unable to actually call anyone, but she couldn’t think of who else would call him.

Does it matter? Switch asked herself. Unless it has something to do with Lady Amazon, probably not.

“You look absolutely miserable, Switch,” said Bait as he cut up his waffles. “What’s the matter?”

“We were just talking about the Leader of Neo-Vision,” said Reagan. “She was telling me that she thought it might be—”

“—none of your business,” Switch finished, cutting off Reagan abruptly. She looked at Reagan warningly. “It’s nothing. Just speculation, that’s all.”

Switch didn’t want Reagan to go blabbing about her theory about Lady Amazon, even to Bait and Tommy, because she didn’t want rumors to start spreading around campus that she was accusing Lady Amazon of things that might not be true. Besides, she thought that Bait and Tommy would just laugh at her, because the idea that a member of the NHA Leadership Council was secretly a supervillain in disguise was pretty ridiculous on the face of it and she didn’t want to be ridiculed for it.

“Doesn’t sound like ‘just’ speculation to me,” said Tommy. He looked less exhausted now, after shoveling his mouth with several strips of bacon and emptying his water cup. “If it was, you wouldn’t have interrupted Reagan like that.”

“I agree with Tommy,” said Bait. “You can tell us your theory. I promise we won’t laugh. Much.”

He smirked when he said that, the same way Bait always smirked whenever he was teasing her. Still, Switch could tell that he was serious about hearing her theory, so Switch decided to share it.

“All right,” said Switch. She looked around quickly, making sure that none of the other tables were eavesdropping on them, before leaning forward and saying, in a low voice, “I think Lady Amazon is the Leader of Neo-Vision.”

Tommy snorted suddenly. “Wait, are you serious? Lady Amazon? That’s crazy.”

Switch opened her mouth to argue the point, but Bait spoke first, saying, “Actually, that’s not as crazy as it sounds. There’s even precedent for it.”

“Seriously?” said Tommy, looking at Bait in confusion. “Since when?”

“Since over a year ago, when the original Vision was first revealed to the public,” Bait replied. “One of the Council members had been a secret Visionist, who used his authority to brainwash students of the old Academy with Visionist propaganda.”

“Who was that?” said Tommy. “I think I would have heard about that at some point.”

“Thaumaturge,” said Reagan promptly. “He was a superhero who specialized in magic. Actual magic, by the way. Not mere parlor tricks like you see with a lot of magicians nowadays.”

Bait looked at Reagan curiously. “I was about to say that myself, but I see you’re familiar with the matter.”

Reagan shrugged and ate another bite of her banana. “I’ve always had an interest in these matters, even before I developed my powers. It was all over the news over a year ago and everyone was talking about it.”

“I don’t pay attention to the news ‘cause I’m thirteen,” said Tommy. “Enlighten me, please, Bait.”

Bait nodded. “Over a year ago now, Thaumaturge, who was a respected member of the Leadership Council, was exposed as a member of the original Vision, though he fled before anyone could capture him. He was secretly using his authority over students of the old Academy to brainwash them with Visionist propaganda. He even managed to brainwash the entire Young Neos, which was why the whole team had to be dismissed and replaced with the current lineup, which of course includes our brother, Stinger.”

“So is Thaumaturge still alive?” said Tommy doubtfully. “Couldn’t he be the Leader instead?”

“Impossible,” said Reagan, shaking her head. “He died last year, killed by the original Visionary.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Bait, scratching his chin. “Where did you hear that?”

Once again, Reagan shrugged. “I have my sources. Let’s just say that G-Men agents have a tendency to talk about things they shouldn’t when they’re drunk and leave it at that.”

“Didn’t he have a niece, though?” said Switch, frowning as she tried to remember. “She could use magic, too, I think. What was her name, Magica or something?”

“Incantation,” said Reagan. “She was part of the last group of Young Neos before the current one, too.”

“Couldn’t she be the Leader?” said Tommy. “If she was a Visionist, then doesn’t it make sense that she might have founded Neo-Vision in order to carry on the ideals of the original?”

“Eh, I doubt it,” said Bait. “Though no one knows where Incantation is, it’s extremely unlikely that she would be leading Neo-Vision. The original Visionists all went into hiding after the death of the Visionary and Vision technically doesn’t even exist as a group anymore. If the Leader is a prior member of Vision, then it’s probably someone else.”

“Who cares?” said Switch, throwing her hands up into the air. “What we’re dealing with is the possibility of Lady Amazon being a Neo-Visionist, not just any Neo-Visionist, but the main Leader of them all.”

“That’s why I said this had precedent,” said Bait. “If Thaumaturge could be a Visionist for years without anyone being the wiser, it’s possible that Lady Amazon could be one as well.”

“But that’s not confirmation,” said Tommy. “Right?”

“Right,” said Bait. “We don’t have any proof one way or another, but at the same time, I can’t deny that it is plausible.”

“That’s what Switch and I have been discussing,” said Reagan. “We’ve been trying to figure out how to prove or disprove that theory, but without everyone knowing what we’re doing ‘cause we don’t want anyone to think we’re just accusing Lady Amazon of doing bad things she hasn’t actually done.”

“If we went to Hero Island, we might be able to find some evidence to support or disprove the theory,” Bait said. “Of course, that would require figuring out a way to get to Hero Island in the first place. I doubt the Headmaster would be willing to let us skip school just to test a theory that is little more than speculation.”

Switch nodded glumly. “That’s what I thought. We’d need to know someone on Hero Island who would be willing to bring us over there, but I don’t know anyone on Hero Island who would invite us there, much less to visit Lady Amazon herself.”

Bait also nodded, but then paused, as if he remembered something, and said, “I think I know who could take us to Hero Island.”

“Really?” said Switch. “Who?”

Bait looked at Switch straight in the eyes and said, “I can’t believe you’ve forgotten about him already. It’s our half-brother, Stinger, the leader of the Young Neos. He might be willing to help us.”

“I hope you’re right, Bait, because this tension is really killing me,” said Switch. She sighed. “I’ll call him after breakfast and see if he will invite us to Hero Island. I’m not expecting much out of this, however, because I doubt Stinger will find my theory all that credible.”

“He doesn’t need to,” said Bait. “He just needs to let us meet Lady Amazon. That’s the only way we’ll be able to find out for ourselves whether your theory is true or not.”

Bait sounded reasonable, but Switch had a bad feeling about this just the same. If word got out that they suspected Lady Amazon of being an enemy spy without proof, then the consequences could be severe.

But I need to know, Switch thought. And the only way I will know is if I go there and meet her myself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

One week later …

 

Bait and Switch walked through the halls of the Tower of Heroes, following Stinger, who walked ahead of them with his usual confidence. Though Stinger was quite a bit skinnier than Bait, he didn’t seem particularly insecure about his body.

That’s probably because he’s the leader of the Young Neos, Bait thought. And also that everyone here seems to like him.

That wasn’t an exaggeration. Ever since Bait and Switch arrived on Hero Island and met Stinger at the Hero Island Airport, Stinger would be stopped by tourists who would ask for his autograph or to take a picture with him. Stinger told Bait and Switch that he only granted the requests of tourists because tourism made up a significant chunk of Hero Island’s yearly revenue and he didn’t want to give them a bad experience, but Bait could tell that Stinger genuinely enjoyed being stopped by random tourists who wanted his picture, especially when they were cute girls. None of the tourists seemed to even acknowledge Bait or Switch, which was odd because Bait thought that he and Switch would be more recognizable after the Seaside incident.

“Oh, the Seaside incident went viral, of course, but it takes a lot more than a single battle against a powerful supervillain to become famous,” Stinger had told them when Bait had brought it up after the fifteenth tourist interrupted their journey to the Tower of Heroes. “If you had saved New York City or London or something like that, you’d be more recognized, but Seaside is just a tiny town in Rhode Island that no one knows about. Beating Tsunami is cool and all, but a superhero career is bigger than just beating one supervillain.”

Stinger probably hadn’t meant it, but he had come across as rather condescending when he said that. Switch must have thought the same thing, because when Stinger turned around to sign a fan’s autograph, she’d flashed him a rather rude hand sign that Bait had been forced to knock away before anyone else saw it. The last thing the two of them needed was to be seen as a couple of rude teenagers. Their reputation may have improved significantly since the Seaside incident, but that didn’t mean they could get away with whatever they wanted with no repercussions, especially on Hero Island.

Bait could live with not being recognize by tourists. Unlike Switch, he didn’t care much for fame and fortune. What really made him jealous—and yes, jealous was the word to use, even though he didn’t want to admit it—was the way that the NHA members treated Stinger.

They hadn’t run into too many NHA members on their way across the island, but when they entered the Tower of Heroes—the largest building on Hero Island and the headquarters of the Leadership Council and Neohero Alliance itself—it seemed like every member in the organization knew Stinger. They either waved and smiled at him, gave him a high five as they passed, or even stopped and spent a few seconds asking him how the Young Neos were doing. Even though Stinger wasn’t much older than Bait or Switch, the other NHA members seemed to treat Stinger as an equal, as a real hero who was deserving of the respect that real heroes received from other heroes.

What made it worse was how most of the NHA members didn’t even notice Bait and Switch until Stinger introduced them. They were usually polite, but Bait could always tell that the NHA members were not exactly thrilled for the children of two of the most infamous supervillains of all time being on Hero Island even just for a brief visit. It brought to mind something that Brains had told Bait one time, about how even many NHA members wanted nothing to do with Bait and his sister. But Bait hadn’t realized just what that meant until he saw with his own eyes the way the NHA members reacted to finding out who they were.

“Everyone here sure seems to like you, Sting,” said Bait, glancing over his shoulder at the last NHA member who had spoken to Stinger. “They treat you almost like a full-fledged NHA member.”

Stinger shrugged. “Technically, I am. The Young Neos team leader has almost all the same privileges as full-time members. So I’ve worked with a lot of these guys on various missions or sat around with them in meetings that are usually only open to members. This is to keep the Young Neos on the same page as the rest of the organization for the sake of unity.”

“Just how many members does the NHA have?” said Switch, looking around at the superheroes who passed them on their way through the Tower. “It seems like a million.”

“It’s actually a lot less than that,” said Stinger. “Last I checked, the NHA has about five hundred active members, four hundred reserves, and two hundred retired. And that’s just the American membership. Counting international membership, I think the total is around four thousand.”

“Four thousand?” Switch repeated in shock. “That’s a rather high number. I thought there were supposed to be around ten thousand superhumans known worldwide.”

“That’s an out of date number,” said Stinger. “According to research done by the International Institute for the Studies of Neogenetics, the current superhuman population of Earth is anywhere between fifty and one hundred thousand. It’s probably off by a lot, though, because a lot of countries, like China for example, inflate their numbers, while others, like North Korea, completely refuse to release their numbers to the rest of the world.”

“Oh,” said Switch. “Well, it’s still a lot, when you consider it proportionally.”

“Why else do you think the NHA is called the largest superhero organization in the world?” said Stinger, glancing over his shoulder at them curiously. “It doesn’t have that title for no reason, you know.”

Switch nodded, though she still looked like her mind was blown by this revelation. Bait wasn’t, however, because he had looked up the stats of the NHA not long after they started attending the Academy and knew all about it. But he didn’t say that, mostly because he knew that Switch would just start arguing with him if he did and he wasn’t in the mood to argue.

Instead, Bait said, “How much longer until we see Lady Amazon?”

“Not much,” said Stinger, turning his attention back to the hall in which they walked. “She should be in the Council Chamber, where the Council meets. I’ve been there a few times, so don’t worry about us getting lost, though I usually come through the retractable ceiling rather than the front door.”

Bait nodded and exchanged a quick glance with Switch. Switch didn’t look nearly as thrilled about the idea of meeting Lady Amazon as Bait thought she would be. She was frowning and walking slightly slower than him or Stinger, and Bait understood why. After all, if Lady Amazon was the Leader of Neo-Vision, then he could understand why she wouldn’t be happy to see her, even though Lady Amazon was Switch’s favorite hero.

I doubt there will be any confrontations today, Bait thought as they walked past a statue of Genius, one of the Four Founders of the NHA. At least, I hope there won’t, because I’d rather not fight Lady Amazon, even with Switch and Stinger’s help.

Last week, Bait had contacted Stinger, asking if he and Switch could come to Hero Island to visit. Stinger had been dubious at first—probably because he didn’t think they were up to anything good—so Bait had to explain that they had a theory concerning the identity of the Leader of Neo-Vision, who they thought might be Lady Amazon. Stinger had almost hung up when Bait said that, but luckily, he listened to Bait’s reasoning behind the theory and agreed that it sounded plausible and made arrangements for Bait and Switch to visit Hero Island to meet Lady Amazon themselves and find any clues for or against the theory.

Of course, Bait and Switch couldn’t just say they were going to Hero Island to investigate one of the Council members herself. Instead, their cover story was that Bait and Switch merely wanted to spend more time with their half-brother and follow him around and learn more about the Young Neos and the NHA in general. That way, when they graduated from the Academy, they would have a clearer idea of how the NHA and Young Neos worked so that when they joined the organization, they would have an easier time fitting in.

It’s not entirely untrue, Bait thought, glancing at the tall walls of the hall that towered over them. I’ve already learned a lot about the NHA that I didn’t know before coming here. And I would like to join the Neohero Alliance when I graduate. Seems like a good place to work as a superhero.

Bait felt bad about lying to the Headmaster about that, but he reasoned that it was for the greater good. There was no way that the Headmaster would have let them go to Hero Island if he knew the actual reason they wanted to go. The Headmaster was a just and reasonable man, but somehow Bait sensed that the Headmaster wouldn’t be particularly supportive of Bait and Switch investigating one of the highest ranking members in the entire Neohero Alliance as a possible spy.

She’s certainly the most famous superheroine, at any rate, Bait thought, glancing at the statue of Lady Amazon they passed. Not that that would have made much of a difference to the Headmaster if I tried to explain it to him, though.

Another thing Bait felt guilty about was the fact that he had promised to Brains that he would talk to Mom about the Blood Gems. He had originally intended to do that, but when Switch shared her theory about the Leader’s identity, Bait decided that that could wait. After all, Mom wasn’t going anywhere. She was in no danger of breaking out of prison. Lady Amazon, on the other hand, was an active member of the Leadership Council and had direct influence over the entire organization and, by extension, a large portion of the superhuman community. If she was a Neo-Visionist in disguise, then she needed to be exposed right away for the good of superhumanity.

After this meeting with Lady Amazon, I’ll go to Ultimate Max and talk to Mom again, Bait thought. Maybe I’ll even go there after we leave Hero Island, perhaps bring Switch with me. Mom might be more willing to talk to us about why she lied to us about the origin of the Blood Gems if both of us are there. Might make it harder for her to lie to us or try to deny the truth.

As for why they were going to Lady Amazon, Stinger said that he was going to give her an in-person report about Neo-Visionist activities in New York City. He said that, though Mecha Knight was the actual supervisor of the Young Neos, Lady Amazon had recently taken an interest in the Neo-Vision case and had requested that Stinger give his regular in-person reports to her as well as Mecha Knight.

When Bait heard that, he, of course, became more suspicious than ever about Lady Amazon’s true identity. He supposed that Lady Amazon might be particularly interested in the Neo-Vision case because of her involvement in stopping Burning Skull. At the same time, however, it made sense for the Leader to be interested in the Neo-Vision case, perhaps to direct it in such a way that the NHA wouldn’t find out anything important about Neo-Vision.

I guess we’ll find out soon enough, one way or another, Bait thought. Or at least get some clues that might point us in the right direction, whatever that may be.

“Ah, here we are,” said Stinger, stopping abruptly in front of two doors. “The front doors. Or, as I like to call them, the Doors of Heroes.”

Bait looked at the doors that they had stopped in front of and his jaw fell.

Calling them ‘doors’ was an understatement. They were massive, almost like the gates of the Academy, going all the way up to the ceiling. They appeared to be made out of solid oak, with thick iron hinges that were twice as big as Bait’s own head. Written upon them in solid gold were the words ‘COUNCIL CHAMBER’ near the top of the doors; Bait didn’t know their exact size, but each letter had to be as tall as himself, based on how big they looked from down here.

“Whoa,” said Switch. She looked at Stinger. “Are you sure we can open them on our own? I think you’d need half the US military and several months to lay siege on them to open them.”

Stinger chuckled. “Oh, we don’t have to open them like normal doors. Look.”

Stinger walked over to the wall next to the doors, where a retinal scanner stood. He lowered his head so it was level with the scanner and a red light flashed from the device, scanning his right eyeball.

A tiny portion of the Doors—about the size and width of a normal door—popped opened without much fanfare. It wouldn’t have even been noticeable if Bait hadn’t been looking at the Doors when it happened.

“See?” said Stinger, gesturing at the tiny door that stood open. “No need to use your super strength or bring in half the US military when you can just let your eye be scanned.”

“That’s cool and all, but why do they have the giant doors if the actual entrance is so much smaller?” said Bait, folding his arms across his chest and tilting his head to the side. “Doesn’t make much sense to me.”

“It’s more for appearances than anything,” said Stinger with a shrug. “Omega Man is a big believer in the ‘bigger is better’ school of design philosophy. They actually can open, but they take a long time due to the fact that they’re gigantic.”

Bait nodded. “All right, then. Are we going inside now?”

“Of course,” said Stinger. “Follow me. Lady Amazon and Mecha Knight should be waiting for us, so let’s not keep ‘em waiting any longer than we have to.”

With that, Stinger stepped through the doorway. Switch followed next, and then finally Bait, who made sure to close the door behind them on his way in. He felt a little silly doing so, because of the big contrast between the small door and the Doors themselves, but he forgot all about how he felt when he looked around at the Council Chamber.

In sharp contrast to the doors, the Council Chamber itself was a fairly small room, perhaps twice as big as Bait’s dorm room, but that wasn’t saying much, because Bait had thought that the Council Chamber would be a lot bigger due to the size of the Doors. The polished marble floor was sparkling clean, so clean that Bait felt guilty just for stepping on it, because the soles of his boots had gotten some dirt on them during the walk to the Tower of Heroes. On one end stood a massive monitor, which Bait assumed was what the Leadership Council used to watch videos or maybe deliver video messages to the rest of the island.

Opposite the screen were seven marble thrones of varying heights, which Bait recognized from his research as the thrones that the Leadership Council sat on during meetings. Five of the seven thrones were empty, but two of them were occupied with two people who Bait instantly recognized.

The first was, of course, Lady Amazon. She looked no different from how she had looked two weeks ago at the Museum. The only difference was her hair, which was done up in a practical ponytail that somehow made her look even more imposing than when her hair was down. Her sword and spear were leaning against the side of her throne, rather than tied to her belt, but Bait had no doubt that she could easily grab the weapons if she needed to fight.

The second was a man in a suit of mechanical power armor that looked like knight armor. Cold blue eyes shone from the eye holes of the helmet, while his right leg was draped over his left leg and his sword hung from the back of his throne. Though Bait had never met him in person before, he had no trouble identifying Mecha Knight, one of the Leadership Council members, as well as the supervisor of the Young Neos and the Academy.

The two Council members had apparently been deep in discussion when Bait and the others entered, but they abruptly stopped speaking when Bait, Switch, and Stinger entered the room. Bait didn’t know what they had been talking about. Based on the few snippets of conversation he heard before they stopped speaking, it sounded like they were discussing Hero Island’s poor tourist revenue this month.

“Stinger,” said Mecha Knight in a monotone—almost robotic—voice. “I am pleased to see that you are on time for our meeting, and you’ve brought your siblings with you, as well.”

Stinger stopped in front of the thrones and bowed and said, “Yes, Mecha Knight, sir. I know you haven’t met my half-siblings yet, so let me introduce—”

“There’s no need,” Mecha Knight interrupted. He looked at Bait and Switch. “I’m already familiar with them from their files. They were the ones who defeated Tsunami in Seaside last month, weren’t they?”

Surprised, Bait said, “Uh, yeah. That was us. I didn’t expect you to be aware of that, though.”

“I pay close attention to the news,” Mecha Knight replied. “Not to mention I am also the Academy’s supervisor, which makes me the man who Johanson reports to.”

Bait nodded. He probably shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that. After all, they had become minor celebrities after their defeat of Tsunami, though given the lack of attention they received from the Hero Island tourists, Bait had thought they might not be as big as he thought.

Doesn’t matter, Bait told himself. Focus on the situation.

“I also recognize you two,” said Lady Amazon, leaning back in her throne a bit more lazily than Mecha Knight. “You were both present at the Museum of Superhuman History, when Neo-Vision attacked, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Bait. “You even rescued us from Burning Skull’s fire, remember?”

Lady Amazon nodded. “Yes, I remember. You were both quite brave, despite the situation. Most students wouldn’t have handled that situation nearly as well as you did.”

Bait just shrugged. “Well, you know, after beating Tsunami, groups like Neo-Vision aren’t nearly as scary, right, Switch?”

He looked at Switch, but she didn’t respond. She was just looking at Lady Amazon apprehensively, as if she expected Lady Amazon to jump off her throne and attack them. At the moment, however, Lady Amazon didn’t look like she was going to jump anywhere and attack anyone.

She actually seems quite chill, Bait thought. Not at all like the leader of a terrorist group who just lost a good chunk of her followers in one night like that. Either she’s not actually the Leader or she’s very good at hiding her true identity.

“You two also aided in the defeat of those Neo-Visionists at that old theater in New York, didn’t you?” said Lady Amazon. “I believe Stinger mentioned that he recruited your help.”

“He did,” said Switch stiffly. “Wasn’t that hard. Those Neo-Visionists were weak and not much of a threat.”

Lady Amazon smiled. “Yes, I suppose most people don’t stand much of a chance against two G-Men agents, eh?”

Switch’s frown deepened, but she said nothing, while Bait thought that Lady Amazon didn’t seem very upset at Switch’s diss of the Neo-Visionists. Once again, Bait wasn’t sure if that was evidence to support the theory or not. Maybe she was just hiding her disappointment.

“Anyway, both Lady Amazon and I don’t have a lot of time, so Stinger, we would appreciate it if you would give us your report now,” said Mecha Knight. “I understand that the Young Neos have been hard at work tracking down the few Neo-Visionists who managed to escape the attack at the theater last week.”

Stinger straightened up and nodded. “Yes, sir. We’ve contracted Triplet, of Triple Eye Investigations, to do most of the ground work, but so far it’s coming along pretty well. He still hasn’t found the Lieutenant, but he’s got his contacts in the criminal underworld on the lookout for any Neo-Visionist activity.”

Lady Amazon rested her chin on her hand, a wry smile on her face. “Old Triplet agreed to help, eh? I’m surprised he hasn’t accused you of being a Neo-Visionist in disguise.”

Stinger shrugged. “Triplet played an integral role in the defeat of the original Visionists, so he was pretty eager to help us with this one. He’s kind of paranoid, but he’s a good guy overall.”

“I know, I know,” said Lady Amazon, shaking her head. “I was just jesting. Though I do wish Triplet would come back to the NHA. With the organization free of Visionists, he really has no reason not to come back.”

But possibly not free of Neo-Visionists, Bait thought.

“Triplet has always valued his independence,” said Mecha Knight. “In any case, Stinger, continue with your report.”

“That’s about all there is to report,” said Stinger with another shrug. “This Lieutenant guy is pretty slippery and good at covering his tracks. I can’t give you a timeline for when we expect to catch him; I expect it will be sometime soon, but Triplet told me that he’s never dealt with a guy this good at hiding, so who knows.”

Mecha Knight put a hand on his chin. “I see. Well, thanks for your report. I—”

“What about the Leader?” Switch interrupted suddenly.

Both Mecha Knight and Lady Amazon looked at Switch as if they had forgotten she was there. Bait had to admit that he had also forgotten that Switch was there. She had been very quiet, quieter than she usually was, and he had been so focused on watching Lady Amazon’s body language that he hadn’t paid her any attention.

“Excuse me?” said Mecha Knight, his voice as monotone as ever. “What did you just say?”

“I said, what about the Leader?” said Switch. “We found out during the mission that the Leader has infiltrated the Neohero Alliance and that she’s somewhere in the higher ranks. Have you found her yet?”

Mecha Knight and Lady Amazon exchanged brief, but puzzled, looks. Bait tried to see if there was any fear or shock in Lady Amazon’s eyes, but as far as he could tell, she was merely confused about Switch’s question.

“No, we have not,” said Mecha Knight, looking at Switch slowly. “We have launched an investigation, but have come up with no suspects so far.”

“It is entirely possible that she was lying,” Lady Amazon pointed out. “The original Visionary was not above lying to his own followers to advance his agenda. Perhaps the Leader of Neo-Vision also lied to her followers to raise morale and make us paranoid in the process.”

Bait looked at Lady Amazon suspiciously. What she said sounded reasonable enough, but he could also see the Leader saying something like that to move the attention off herself. If Lady Amazon was indeed the Leader, then the NHA’s investigation probably hampered her attempts to bring down the organization from within.

“That is possible, but until the investigation proves or disproves that, we have to assume that she was telling the truth,” said Mecha Knight. “In any case, the investigation is still ongoing and I doubt we’ll learn anything for a few more weeks at the earliest. Until then, it is not something you need concern yourself with, Switch.”

“I know,” said Switch, rubbing her hands together uncertainly. “Still, I wanted to make sure, because the Leader is—”

Switch was interrupted by a sudden ringing noise, which echoed off the marble walls and floor of the Council Chamber. Bait thought it was his own phone ringing at first, but when he looked at his pocket, he realized that his phone was not currently ringing.

Instead, it was Lady Amazon’s phone ringing. Lady Amazon picked her phone off the arm of her throne, answered the call, and said, “Yes? What is it?”

Lady Amazon’s expression suddenly became serious. “Yes, I understand. I will let Mecha Knight know. Both of us will be there in five minutes.”

Lady Amazon ended the call as Mecha Knight asked, “Susan, what’s the problem? Who called you?”

“It was Hero Island Security,” said Lady Amazon. She looked at her phone grimly. “And they said that a theft has taken place at the Neohero Alliance Museum.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Under ordinary circumstances, Switch would have been thrilled to work with Lady Amazon to investigate even something as simple as a theft. For the last month or so, Switch had dreamed of working with Lady Amazon to fight crime, protect the innocent, and get lots of praise and attention while doing it. Sometimes she even imagined herself succeeding Lady Amazon as a member of the Leadership Council at some point in the future, when she was old enough to join the NHA, or maybe even working side-by-side with Lady Amazon as co-equals. After all, the Leadership Council’s gender ratio was pretty imbalanced. It could use another girl or two to even out the testosterone levels a little.

But today, Switch wished that Lady Amazon and Mecha Knight had not dragged her, Bait, and Stinger along with them to the Neohero Alliance Museum. Well, technically, Stinger had been the one to insist on bringing them along, arguing that they were here anyway and that it didn’t make sense to send them away, especially because they had already proved they could handle themselves in a crisis situation. Mecha Knight hadn’t seemed entirely convinced of that, but he allowed the two of them to come along anyway, because they were in a hurry to get to the Neohero Alliance Museum on the other side of the island he didn’t want to waste time arguing about who did and didn’t get to go.

Switch had to admit that she was surprised that Stinger argued for their inclusion like that. She always thought he looked down on her and Bait due to the fact that they were a couple of troublemakers while he was a goody two shoes hero who never did anything wrong. Perhaps he was cooler than she thought.

Not that it matters much, Switch thought as she, Bait, and Stinger followed Mecha Knight and Lady Amazon up the front steps of the Neohero Alliance Museum. Because I still don’t want to be here with Lady Amazon.

That may have been harsh, but Switch was still convinced that Lady Amazon was the Leader. True, she had not seen any evidence to support that theory since arriving on Hero Island earlier today, but deep down, Switch still believed that Lady Amazon was not what she seemed and that she was hiding something from them. She didn’t know if Bait felt the same way or not, nor did she care, because she was not going to give up her theory until she knew for a fact that Lady Amazon was innocent.

Speaking of the Neohero Alliance Museum, it was not as big as the Museum of Superhuman History back in Washington. Switch guessed that it was perhaps half as big as the other museum, which was still a rather impressive size. She supposed that because the NHA Museum only covered the NHA’s history, it would inevitably be smaller than the Museum of Superhuman History, which covered the entirety of superhuman history not just in America, but around the world.

Stinger had told Switch and Bait that the Museum was one of the most popular attractions on Hero Island, but when they arrived at the Museum, Switch didn’t see any tourists around. She did, however, see about two dozen guards, with Hero Island Security patches on their right shoulders to identify them, standing around the building or putting tape around it to discourage people from entering without permission. One of the guards had greeted them and led them beyond the tape, telling Mecha Knight and Lady Amazon that Big Muscle, the head of Hero Island Security, was inside the building waiting for their arrival. The guard would not say what was stolen, only that Big Muscle would fill them in on it when they went inside.

I wonder what could have possibly been stolen, Switch thought. And by who. Hero Island has some of the best security in the world. Maybe this is just a false alarm, maybe even created by Lady Amazon to distract us from finding out her true identity. Or maybe I’m just paranoid, like Bait always says.

Upon entering the Museum itself, a large, shirtless man with gigantic muscles walked over to them. He looked less like a security guard and more like a pro wrestler, complete with a champion’s belt wrapped around his chest and a short but rough beard that covered his face. He was just missing the tights, Switch thought, to complete the look, though he did have a belt buckle with the same Hero Island Security logo that the guards did.

“Big Muscle,” said Mecha Knight, coming to a stop as the large man approached them. “We got your call and came as fast as we could. One of your guards told us you were in here.”’

Big Muscle stopped before them and nodded quickly. “Yes, I told them to keep out anyone who isn’t a member of the NHA. I didn’t want any tourists messing up the crime scene.”

“Yes, about that,” said Lady Amazon. “On the phone, you mentioned that it was some kind of theft, correct? What was stolen? An artifact from one of the exhibits?”

Big Muscle’s frown deepened. “If it was just an artifact, Lady Amazon, I wouldn’t have called you two here. No, it’s something much bigger—and worse—than a mere artifact, I can tell you that much.”

Big Muscle suddenly looked at Bait and Switch in confusion. “Wait, who are these kids and why are they with you?”

“They’re with me,” said Stinger, gesturing at them. “Guests from the Academy coming for a visit.”

“Ah, the Academy,” said Big Muscle, nodding. “I applied for the position of Gym teacher before it opened, but old Rerun beat me to the spot. But if you trust these two, Stinger, then I trust them as well.”

Switch could not help but be amazed when Big Muscle said that. She knew that Stinger had a lot of respectability due to his status as the leader of the Young Neos, but she still couldn’t get over the fact that a teenager who was barely older than her and Bait was treated so well by full grown adults.

And this Big Muscle guy doesn’t even recognize us, Switch thought. Either he doesn’t watch the news or we’re not nearly as famous as I thought.

“Then show us to the exhibit, Muscle,” said Mecha Knight. “You said it was urgent, after all, so let’s not waste any time checking it out.”

“All right,” said Big Muscle. He turned around. “Follow me. It’s not far from here.”

Big Muscle was correct. They walked for only a few minutes before they arrived at the only exhibit in the Museum surrounded by masking tape. It was a fairly large one, displaying four superhero costumes posed together on mannequins. One of them was wearing Omega Man’s costume, complete with the large ‘O’ symbol on the chest, while another wore an older—and skimpier, if that was possible—version of Lady Amazon’s costume. The other two were less recognizable to Switch. One wore robes as white as a ghost, while the other wore some kind of futuristic sci-fi costume, complete with helmet that looked kind of insect-like. What made the last one so noteworthy was how short it was in comparison to the other three mannequins. The person who wore that costume had to have been just a kid, even younger than Switch and Bait, though why he was posed with three adults, she had no idea.

“The Four Founders,” said Bait beside her, staring at the display with awe.

“The what?” said Switch, looking at Bait in confusion.

Bait pointed at the sign hanging just above the mannequins, which read THE FOUR FOUNDERS. “The original founding members of the Neohero Alliance. From left to right, it’s Omega Man, Lady Amazon, Beyond Man, and Boy Genius, who later became known as just Genius when he grew up.”

Switch looked at the display again, this time with more interest than before. “The Four Founders, huh? First time I’ve seen all of them together like this.”

“It has been many years since we were together,” said Lady Amazon, looking at the display with nostalgia. “It brings me back to the old days, thirty some years ago now, when we defeated Nuclear Winter and saved the United States—and the whole world—in the process.”

“You did what?” said Switch, looking at Lady Amazon curiously.

“Defeated Nuclear Winter,” Bait piped up, before Lady Amazon could answer. “He was the first supervillain threat to the US. He was also the first prisoner of Ultimate Max, though my understanding is that he escaped last year and then died after killing himself.”

“Yes,” said Lady Amazon, nodding. “Had it not been for Nuclear Winter, the four of us would not have had to team-up to defeat him, which would not have lead to the formation of the Neohero Alliance. Looking back, it’s amazing how many things came from that team up, which we all thought was just going to be a one-time thing at the time before it grew into something so much more.”

Switch looked at Lady Amazon’s mannequin more closely. “That mannequin looks really young.”

“I was much younger back then,” said Lady Amazon with a nostalgic sigh. “Only eighteen. Barely a woman. Not much older than you, but every bit as hotheaded. I forgot how young I looked back then.”

Switch thought that Lady Amazon still looked pretty young even today, but before she could say that, Mecha Knight said, “We can reminisce about the good old days later. Muscle, is this the exhibit from which the object was stolen?”

Big Muscle nodded. “Yes, but I want you to look at the Boy Genius mannequin in particular. Tell me if you notice anything missing.”

Switch, along with the others, all peered more closely at the Boy Genius mannequin. Again, Switch could not get over the fact that Boy Genius had to be extremely young. A quick glance at the plaque under his name told her that Boy Genius had been 11 years old at the time of the founding of the NHA, making him the youngest member of the NHA ever, possibly even the youngest superhero in history. She wondered how an eleven-year-old boy had managed to hang out with adults much older than him, to the point where he was treated as one of the founders of the largest superhero organization in the world.

But she put that thought aside for now, focusing on the mannequin and trying to figure out what it was missing. She noticed that one of its gloves was missing, the right one specifically, though beyond that, the mannequin’s costume was complete.

“His right glove is missing,” said Mecha Knight. Even with his monotone, he sounded as if he dreaded saying that aloud. “This is bad.”

“Very,” Lady Amazon agreed. “Not quite catastrophically bad, but bad nonetheless.”

“I don’t get it,” said Switch, rubbing the back of her head. “What’s so bad about a missing glove?”

“It wasn’t just a glove, Switch,” said Stinger, folding his arms across his chest. “It was also a gauntlet with all sorts of powerful devices and features built into it, right?”

“Right,” said Lady Amazon. “Genius’ gauntlets could do all sorts of things. It made him an unpredictable foe to fight, because he was always upgrading his gear and adding new features, but I can easily guess why someone would steal his glove, if I’m right about what it could do.”

“You absolutely are, Lady Amazon,” said Big Muscle. He brushed his mustache worryingly. “That is why I called you here, because I knew you would be interested in seeing it for yourself.”

“You still haven’t explained what is so bad about the gauntlet being stolen,” said Switch. “What can it do that would be so dangerous?”

“Let me explain,” said Mecha Knight. He held up his right hand. “One of the many features of Genius’ gauntlet was the Memory Hacker. By flashing a bright light, it allowed Genius to alter the memories of anyone exposed to the light via suggestion. It was one of the features he used most frequently, because it was useful for fighting supervillains and criminals. After all, if you forget why you’re committing a crime in the first place, that makes it harder to want to keep doing it.”

“Oh,” said Switch. “That sounds ridiculously powerful.”

“It was definitely one of Genius’ most effective inventions,” said Lady Amazon. She looked at the mannequin again, frowning. “And that is why we are so worried about the fact that it is now in the hands of someone else. The Memory Hacker could be easily abused by someone with evil intentions.”

“Then why did you leave such an important weapon out in public like this?” said Switch, gesturing at the Four Founders exhibit. “Why not put it somewhere safer? Like in a vault or something?”

“It wasn’t unprotected, though,” said Big Muscle with a huff. He jerked a thumb at his huge chest. “It was protected by Hero Island Security. We had all sorts of security measures put in place to keep this exhibit—and the Museum in general—safe from thieves or intruders who might wish to harm it.”

“Then how did the thief get past them?” said Switch. “Clearly, they didn’t work if someone managed to steal the gauntlet anyway.”

Big Muscle scowled, perhaps not used to being spoken to like that by a teenager. “That’s the thing. I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” said Mecha Knight, looking at Big Muscle curiously. “Is there not security footage that might show the thief?”

Big Muscle shook his head. “I’ve checked the security tapes. No one has even approached the Four Founders exhibit in the last half hour, when the theft took place. The footage shows the gauntlet on the mannequin and then, a minute later, shows the gauntlet is missing.”

“Someone must have disabled the security cameras long enough to steal the gauntlet,” Bait said, glancing up at the security cameras hanging from the Museum’s ceiling. “A spy, in other words.”

“A spy?” Big Muscle repeated, troubled. “On Hero Island? Impossible.”

“Not as impossible as you might think,” said Lady Amazon. “The Leader of Neo-Vision claimed that she has infiltrated the organization, after all. This could be her doing, or perhaps the doing of a minion working for her.”

Big Muscle’s face went pale. “Wait, the Leader of Neo-Vision has infiltrated the NHA? How come no one told me that?”

“It’s technically supposed to be secret,” said Lady Amazon. “But it doesn’t matter. I will find and root out the Leader myself. Anyone who steals from the NHA—especially something that belonged to a friend of mine—deserves nothing less than to have their skulls bashed in.”

Lady Amazon sounded passionate and sincere when she made that claim, but Switch thought that seemed a little over the top. If Lady Amazon was the Leader, then it made sense that she would take the responsibility of hunting down the Leader in her own hands. That way, she could ensure that no one would be able to stop her.

I hope I’m just being paranoid, Switch thought. But I still don’t trust her.

“There’s no need for you to do anything yourself, Lady,” said Mecha Knight. “I will simply pass this information onto the people in charge of the Neo-Vision investigation so they can take it into account. I’ll have them come by the Museum later to examine the exhibit for any clues to the identity of the thief.”

“Should we close down all ferries to and from Hero Island until we find the thief?” said Big Muscle. “It’s possible that the thief is still somewhere on the island. If we shut down the ferries—”

“Then that will anger a lot of tourists and distract us from finding the actual thief,” Mecha Knight interrupted. “If the thief is competent, then he is probably already long gone by now. Shutting down the ferries would only raise suspicion, and maybe even panic the tourists. It is best not to make people worried by doing things that would worry them.”

Big Muscle frowned, clearly not agreeing with Mecha Knight’s idea, but he said nothing. Perhaps he knew better than to argue with his superior, but Switch thought that he had a point. Wouldn’t it be better to keep such a weapon on Hero Island, rather than risk letting the thief escape with it?

“However,” Mecha Knight continued, “I will have the guards search the luggage and bags of tourists who are leaving or arriving upon Hero Island. I trust that you have sent a message out to all of Hero Island’s security guards to keep an eye out for suspicious individuals?”

“I already have,” said Big Muscle. “Every member of Hero Island Security is on high alert for any suspicious individuals. With over three hundred security guards on alert, it should lessen the chance that the thief will escape.”

“What if the thief doesn’t want to escape?” said Stinger. “If the thief is a spy, then he might just stay here on Hero Island, though I can’t imagine what he would use the Memory Hacker for.”

Mecha Knight looked at the mannequin again. “It all depends on the thief’s identity. If, as we suspect, the thief is a member of Neo-Vision, then I suspect the thief will use it to further that group’s agenda, whatever that may be.”

Whatever that may be indeed, Switch thought, glancing at Lady Amazon when Mecha Knight said that. Hopefully, it won’t involve Lady Amazon, one way or another.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

The next day, Bait once again found himself walking through the halls of Ultimate Max prison, flanked by two bodyguards wearing bulletproof armor and carrying guns equipped to shoot powerless gas pellets. They passed prison cell after prison cell full of prisoners, some of whom were sleeping, others awake and glaring between the bars of their cells at Bait as he passed. Bait didn’t know why they were glaring at him, given how he didn’t recognize most of these prisoners and had had no hand in their arrest or jailing, but he supposed that he’d be upset, too, if he had been forced to stay in one of the most secure and dangerous prisons in the world for the rest of their lives.

I wonder how Mom deals with the guys staring at her, Bait thought as he followed the guards. Then again, given how she stays in her cell all the time, maybe it’s not as big a problem as I think. Certainly not as big as the whole Neo-Vision fiasco, that’s for sure.

Thinking of Neo-Vision made Bait think about his and Switch’s trip to Hero Island yesterday, as well as the theft of the Memory Hacker. After they went to the NHA Museum, Bait and Switch returned to the Academy that very same day, although their luggage was checked at the Hero Island customs to make sure they didn’t have the Memory Hacker on them. That had offended Switch greatly, to the point where she nearly put nail bullets in the head of the guard who tried to search them, but Stinger had explained that they weren’t suspects in the theft and that this was just a security procedure put in place until they found the thief. Switch had consented to being searched after that, but it was pretty clear to Bait that she didn’t even remotely enjoy it.

And who could blame her? Bait certainly didn’t like being searched, either, even if it wasn’t personal. He felt sorry for the tourists arriving on or departing from Hero Island who were also going to be searched. It may have been necessary in order to make sure the Memory Hacker did not leave the island, but that didn’t mean Bait had to like it.

As for the thief, Stinger had promised to let Bait and Switch know about any updates on the investigation. He said that he would try to get as much information about the investigation as he could and send them updates whenever possible. This surprised Bait, because he didn’t think Stinger would care about keeping them updated on everything. Perhaps Stinger was starting to come around to their theory that Lady Amazon was the Leader.

Speaking of that theory, Bait was still not sure if he believed it or not. The theft of the Memory Hacker yesterday seemed to puzzle Lady Amazon as much as the rest of them, but at the same time, that meant very little, given how Lady Amazon could just as easily have been faking her confusion in order to throw suspicion off herself. Switch more or less told Bait that that was what she believed, but Bait wasn’t so sure. Without solid evidence to point one way or another, all they had was speculation and theories.

We’ll know the truth eventually, Bait thought. At least, I hope we will, because if we don’t … well, I don’t even want to think about what Neo-Vision could use the Memory Hacker for.

But that was all in the past. Today, Bait was going to see Mom to talk to her about the Blood Gems, just as he promised Brains. He didn’t bring Switch along with him, mostly because he had been in a hurry to go to Ultimate Max, and besides, Cell Block Z prisoners were only ever allowed one visitor at a time. Besides, he still hadn’t let Switch in on Brains’ investigation of the truth behind the Blood Gems. He would eventually, once they found out the truth behind them, but for now, Bait didn’t want to give Switch yet another thing to worry about. She was already stressed out over the possibility that Lady Amazon might be a traitor. He didn’t need to make her worry about why the NHA had covered up the theft of the Blood Gems as well.

Of course, that wasn’t the reason Bait gave to the Headmaster when he requested to visit Mom. He just said that he wanted to see her again and see how she was doing, like a good son. The Headmaster had approved his request without further questioning, which was good, because Bait intended to keep this particular investigation secret as long as he could. Once he and Brains found out the truth about what happened ten years ago, then he would let Switch and everyone else in on it.

And one of the most important steps to finding out what really happened on that day ten years ago is talking to one of the most important people involved in it, Bait thought. That is, Mom.

Bait and the guards stopped in front of the door labeled ‘NUMBER FOURTEEN, ELECTRICA’ and the guards unlocked and opened the door. They also handed him a handful of powerless pellets, to use in case Mom somehow tried to attack him, but Bait didn’t think he would need them. Still, he accepted them anyway and then entered the cell, closing the door behind him on his way inside.

Mom’s cell looked no different from the way it did the last time Bait was here. The walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in thick, red rubber coverings, meant to absorb any electricity that Mom might try to use, while Mom herself sat at the back of the cell, still in her rubber straitjacket. Unlike before, however, Mom had the beginnings of dark bags under her eyes, as if she had not slept well recently, though she smiled when she saw Bait.

“Hello there, Bait,” said Mom in a friendly tone. “Or should I call you the Hero of Seaside now? I’ve heard from the guards that people on the Internet are calling you that now. Do they call Switch the Heroine of Seaside, too, or is it just a title they gave you because they like you better?”

Mom’s voice, though friendly, also had a tinge of sarcasm to it. Bait was tempted to respond in kind, but instead he said, “I don’t know. Maybe you should ask Tsunami. He’s here, too, you know.”

“Yes, I did hear that David was brought to Ultimate Max after you defeated him,” said Mom. “Haven’t actually seen him, though, because he was put in a different cell than me. I think he’s in Cell Twenty-Four, though I could be wrong. Do you plan to visit him, too, or just me?”

“Just you today,” said Bait, folding his arms across his chest. “I have nothing to say to Tsunami that I haven’t already said to him.”

“I heard you punched him out,” said Mom. She leaned forward, an interested expression on her face. “Is that true? Because if so, I’m proud of you. You might not want to follow in my footsteps anymore, but at least you are smart enough to knock out that bastard who tried to use me.”

“I punched him out because he was a threat to the people, not because he tried to use you,” said Bait, eying Mom with distaste. “But it doesn’t matter. I came here to talk to you about a matter you are familiar with. I hope you can answer a few of my questions.”

Mom leaned back, pouting in a way that made her look very much like an older version of Switch. “And here I thought you just wanted to catch up with your mother like a good son. But go ahead and ask your questions. I’ll be happy to answer them.”

“Why did you steal the Blood Gems from the NHA?”

Mom’s pout suddenly vanished, replaced by an expression of horror and shock. “What are you talking about, Bait? I stole the Blood Gems from Plutarch. Don’t you remember?”

“I remember that’s what you told me and Switch when you first gave them to use ten years ago,” said Bait, “but I’ve learned since then that Plutarch never had the Blood Gems in the first place. You stole them from Hero Island when you attacked the island ten years ago, at the same time you killed Silver Wind.”

“Who told you that?” said Mom. She shifted uncomfortably in her straitjacket. “Who?”

This was one of the few times Bait had ever seen Mom become visibly agitated. Despite the fact that Mom was firmly tied up by her straitjacket and couldn’t harm him, Bait fingered the powerless pellets in the pocket of his costume anyway. He hoped that he wouldn’t agitate Mom so much that he would need to use them against her, though that was starting to look likely.

“Tsunami told me,” said Bait. “He said that he learned it from a G-Men agent who was involved in the original theft. Said that you lied to Switch and I about it.”

Mom looked down at her lap, clearly not wanting to meet Bait’s eyes. “Tsunami is a liar, too, you know. Maybe he lied to you about it to make you distrust me.”

“If he lied, why would you look so guilty?” said Bait. “Tsunami might be an abusive, neglectful father who sees his children as weapons instead of people, but you’re no saint yourself, Mom. I could see you lying to me and Switch about this, though I don’t know why you would.”

Mom looked up at Bait again, this time with desperation in her eyes. “It was for the best. Trust me, I would never lie to you without good reason.”

“You should never lie to your children for any reason,” Bait said, folding his arms across his chest. “Just tell me the truth. I don’t want to hear your rationalizations.”

Mom looked to the left and to the right, as if she was trying to look for an escape route, but then she sighed and said, “All right. You’re every bit as stubborn as your father, you know. Maybe even more so, because even he was never this insistent about getting the truth from me whenever we talked.”

“That’s because you hadn’t lied to him for ten years about something as important as this,” said Bait. “Again, talk. Stop wasting time.”

Mom sighed again and said, “Fine. Yes, I did go to Hero Island and steal the Blood Gems from that place ten years ago. They were being guarded by the superhero known as Silver Wind, and I killed him in order to get them.”

“Finally,” said Bait. “I never thought you would admit to it.”

“And I never would, but at this point, it makes no difference whether I admit to it or not,” said Mom. “But I do find it amusing that the Blood Gems ended up in the possession of the NHA again, if only in a roundabout way through you and Switch. Destiny plays funny tricks on us sometimes.”

“Right,” said Bait. “Now, did you know that the Blood Gems were on Hero Island when you first stole them or not?”

“I did,” Mom said. “That’s why I attacked Hero Island in the first place. I found out that the Blood Gems—which, to the best of my knowledge, are the only two of their kind in the whole world—were in the possession of the Neohero Alliance. I’ve always loved a good challenge, because in my experience, the hardest challenges often have the greatest rewards, and stealing from Hero Island counts as a good challenge in my book.”

Bait frowned. “That’s it? You stole the Blood Gems just because you think it would be a good challenge?”

Mom shifted in her straitjacket again, not looking at Bait. “Well, I suppose there’s a bit more to it than that. You see, the Blood Gems were originally found by my great-grandfather, Steven K. Alder, in South America in the mid eighteen hundreds.”

Bait’s eyes widened. “Wait, you mean we’re related to the guy who found the Blood Gems in the first place?”

“Ah, so you’ve heard of him already,” said Mom brightly. “That’s good. I thought I was going to have to explain who he was to you, but I see you’ve already done your own research. Not that I’m surprised. You’ve always been a good deal more studious than your sister, which is both a blessing and a curse.”

Bait’s eyes narrowed. “Wait, how do I know you’re telling the truth? What if you’re just lying to me again?”

“Do your own genealogical research,” Mom said. “It’s not much of a secret that I’m one of Alder’s descendants. I’ve never made a big deal out of it, but that’s because Alder was dead by the time I was born and I don’t know much about him personally. All I know is that the Blood Gems are my legacy and that I stole them from Hero Island in order to put them back into my family’s possession.”

Bait looked down at the purple Blood Gem in his chest, which was glowing softly. “So these Blood Gems aren’t just gifts from you. They’re part of our family’s history, part of our legacy.”

Mom nodded. “Exactly. That’s why I gave them to you and Switch. I wanted to pass something down from my own family history, in order to provide some kind of connection to the past, and the Blood Gems were the best heirloom I could think of, because I didn’t have any others to give to you two.”

Bait scratched his chin. “Then you didn’t steal them because they were valuable or because of their abilities, but because you believe they belong to our family.”

Mom leaned back, smiling. “Oh, I was well aware of their abilities. I knew that they allowed two superhumans who are related to trade powers with each other, as well as their ability to locate each other. I just didn’t steal them for that reason alone.”

“But how did you know what they could do?” said Bait as he rubbed his Blood Gem. “I was told that no one knew what the Blood Gems could do when they were first discovered, which is why Alder donated them to that museum. After all, the first superhumans didn’t actually show up until nineteen eighty-six, right?”

“Actually, that was just when the superhuman population explosion happened,” Mom pointed out. “There have always been superhumans on Earth, but they’ve always been a minority, at times feared and persecuted, at other times loved and worshiped as gods. Alder himself was a superhuman. He and his twin brother.”

Bait’s eyes widened. “Really? You’re joking, right?”

“Not in the slightest,” said Mom, shaking her head. “My own father told me that Alder had powers, though sadly he didn’t know or remember what his powers were. Alder and his twin retrieved the Blood Gems themselves and discovered what they could do, passing this information down to their children and grandchildren. It was always supposed to be a family secret, however, because they didn’t want this information getting out in the world due to the true power of the Blood Gems.”

Bait nodded, thinking of what Tsunami said, about using the Blood Gems to steal the powers of every superhuman on the planet. “Yeah, I understand that. What was his twin brother’s name, anyway?”

“Roman,” said Mom. “Steven and Roman Alder. I never knew either, but I did see pictures of them once. You and Switch definitely inherited their good looks, I’ll say that much.”

Bait folded his arms in front of his chest, thinking about what Mom just told him. “If the Blood Gems are a family heirloom, why did Alder donate them to that museum in Texas? That doesn’t seem like a safe place to put objects as powerful as the Blood Gems.”

“He had no use for it,” said Mom with a shrug. “At the time, anyway. He and Roman were men of learning as well as superhumans. They cared more about adding to the world’s understanding of the history of South America than in using their gifts to enrich themselves. Indeed, I didn’t know about the Blood Gems myself until I was thirteen, when my father told me about them.”

“Then how were the Blood Gems stolen?” said Bait. “And how did they end up in the hands of the NHA and why?”

“I can’t answer any of those questions,” Mom said, “not because I don’t want to, but because I literally can’t. I can only guess that the NHA must have somehow found out about the Blood Gems at some point and stole them for their own reasons, perhaps for ‘the greater good’ as they often like to say.”

Bait bit his lower lip in frustration. As interesting as it was to learn more about his family history, it was those last three questions he asked he considered the most important. That Mom could not answer them meant that this investigation was far from over. It did, however, give Bait a lot of new information, information he would pass on to Brains the next chance he got.

Bait nodded and said, “I understand. Well, you’ve answered all of my questions, so I think I’ll be going back to the Academy. I’ll tell Switch you said hi.”

Bait turned around to leave, but before he did, Mom said, “Bait, wait a second.”

Bait looked over his shoulder at Mom with a frown on his face. “What is it?”

Mom leaned forward, an amused smirk on her lips. “Next time you see Tsunami, tell him to jump off a cliff.”

Bait sighed, shook his head, and then left the prison cell. As the guards closed the door behind him, Bait found himself wondering if he really did belong in this family or if he had somehow been switched at birth, because he sure didn’t understand Mom or Switch sometimes. He didn’t understand them at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

“Are you sure you can do this on your own? One hundred percent sure?”

“I am absolutely sure I can.”

“You said that when you tried to bench press two hundred pounds and needed my assistance to get out from underneath it when you got trapped. I’m not sure how much I trust your ‘certainty’ here.”

Lying on the bench in the gym, Switch looked up at Reagan in annoyance. Due to the position in which she lay, Reagan looked upside down to her, her blind eyes looking down at her with a mixture of skepticism and concern.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion about whether I can do this or not,” said Switch. “I just need you to spot me. It’s not that hard.”

“I know,” said Reagan dryly. “I just think you’re pushing yourself way too much. Maybe slow down and go to a lighter weight.”

Switch’s lips turned into a scowl. “I’ll be the judge of how much I can lift, thank you very much. Your job is to just make sure that I don’t get myself stuck underneath more weight than I can lift. That’s what spotters do.”

Reagan shrugged. “Okay, but don’t come crying to me when you get stuck again.”

“I won’t if you do your job,” said Switch. “Now, shush. I need to concentrate.”

Switch lay flat on the bench again and grabbed the barbell the way she had been taught, making sure to get a wide but firm grip. Reagan still stood above her, at the ready to spot her, but Switch figured that Reagan would likely not need to do anything this time. She had this covered, and if she didn’t, then Reagan was always there to help.

It’s just one hundred fifty pounds, Switch thought, glancing at the heavy plates on either end of the barbell. My current record is a lot less than that, but the only way to get stronger is to keep pushing yourself. Besides, the heavier weights means I need to be angrier to get stronger, which isn’t hard for me to do, because I’ve got plenty of stuff to be angry about. Such as that guard who searched me when Bait and I left Hero Island yesterday.

Switch looked around briefly. The gym was full today, with a dozen students working out under the watchful eye of Coach Rerun, who was currently helping young Tommy with his barbell curls. The sound of metal clanking against metal, boys and girls grunting and even screaming in some cases, and machines being worked hard filled the air. Such noise would have bothered most people, but Switch didn’t mind it. She preferred working out when she was alone, but being around so many other people wasn’t much different, because most of the other students still avoided her, which meant she never had to worry about someone demanding use of the bench whenever she wanted to work out.

Shaking her head, Switch redoubled her grip on the barbell and was just about to raise it off the bar when Reagan suddenly said, “What was Hero Island like?”

Her concentration broken, Switch looked at Reagan again, her scowl larger than before. “What did I say about interrupting me when I’m working out?”

“Sorry,” said Reagan, playing with a strand of her blonde hair. “It’s just that I’ve always wanted to visit Hero Island, but have never gotten a chance. Is it as big as everyone says it is?”

Switch sighed, but said, “It’s big, I guess, but not terribly huge. I’d say it’s about four times as big as the Academy campus, maybe larger. It’s certainly busier, I can tell you that much.”

“Well, it does have a lot more people on it, doesn’t it?” said Reagan. “Tourists, NHA members, staff workers, and all other kinds of people who come and go. Must be noisy.”

“It is, but once you get into the Tower of Heroes, it’s much quieter,” said Switch. “And boring. Even though the Tower is where most NHA members stay, it sure doesn’t have a whole lot going on in it most of the time.”

“Aren’t most NHA members usually out on missions?” said Reagan. “That’s what I heard once. That probably explains why it’s boring.”

“Maybe, but I don’t care either way,” said Switch. “I don’t even want to talk about it that much. It was a complete waste of a trip.”

Reagan leaned in slightly closer, pushing back the blue sweatband around her forehead as she did so. “Is it because you didn’t find any evidence to prove your theory about Lady Amazon?”

Switch sat up abruptly and turned to look at Reagan in annoyance. “No, I’m upset that I didn’t get Omega Man’s autograph. Of course I’m annoyed that I didn’t find any evidence.”

Reagan stepped back and held up her hands. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to annoy you. I just was wondering if that was why you didn’t want to talk about it.”

Switch sighed. She found it so hard to stay angry at Reagan whenever she was like this. “It’s fine, Reagan. No need to apologize. I just … I don’t know. I feel like such a fool for even thinking that such a theory might be true in the first place. It was just me being paranoid, that’s all.”

Reagan lowered her hands, a relieved expression on her face. “Well, maybe you’re not paranoid so much as you need to find proof. Just because you failed to find proof when you went there does not mean the theory is wrong, after all.”

“True, but if I couldn’t find any proof or even evidence to support my theory when I stood face to face with Lady Amazon herself several times, then I don’t know how else I could possibly get the proof I need,” said Switch, shaking her head. She lay down on the bench again, but did not grab the barbell. “Perhaps I should just leave this investigation to the NHA and focus on my studies, like Bait always says I should, though given the amount of homework I’ve got, that might not be a whole lot less stressful.”

With another sigh, Switch grabbed the barbell again. Just as she was about to lift it, Reagan suddenly said, “I think I know how you can prove the Leader’s identity.”

Switch looked at Reagan again, her eyes wide. “What do you mean? Do you have proof?”

Reagan shrugged. “No, but I think I know where to find it.”

Switch leaped off the bench and turned to face Reagan, now completely ignoring everyone else in the gym except for her. “Really? How? And why didn’t you mention this before?”

Reagan rubbed her arm without meeting Switch’s gaze. “I didn’t think anyone would believe me if I said so. Plus, I’ve been so caught up in adjusting to Academy life that it kind of slipped my mind. Happens to me a lot, especially whenever I get stressed.”

“I’ll believe you,” Switch said. “Even if no one else does, you can count on me to believe you, at least. After all, we are friends, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, we are,” said Reagan. She looked at Switch again, although as usual her gaze was slightly off. “All right, we’ll go to my dorm after Gym class and I’ll show you what I have.

-

After Gym class, Switch and Reagan headed to Reagan’s dorm without delay. They didn’t have much time, however, before their next class; maybe thirty minutes or so, but Reagan insisted that it would not take ten minutes for her to show Switch what she wanted to show her. In fact, she insisted that it would not take even five and that they would be back in time for their next class with plenty of time to spare. That just made Switch even more curious. What could Reagan have that would be so important, yet take so little time to show?

But Switch didn’t ask, because she knew she would find out soon enough. Once they arrived at Reagan’s dorm, Reagan went inside by herself to make sure that no one was there, forcing Switch to stay outside and wait for her to invite her in. A few seconds later, Reagan poked her head out the door and told Switch to come in.

Reagan’s dorm was not much different from Switch’s, which wasn’t surprising, because all of the dorm buildings on campus had been identically designed. The only difference was that the walls of Reagan’s dorm were not covered with posters of Lady Amazon and other female superheroes Switch admired. Actually, they were quite bare, giving the dorm a very bare bones feeling.

“Your dorm is so boring,” said Switch, looking at the walls as she followed Reagan to her bed. “No posters, no shelves, nothing.”

“Why would I, a blind girl, need posters for?” said Reagan without looking over her shoulder at Switch. “If I can’t see them, what would be the point of having them?”

Switch bit her lower lip. “Well, when you put it that way—”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Reagan, waving a hand behind her. “We don’t have much time and I’d rather not waste it by talking about pointless stuff. The thing we’re looking for is under my bed. I brought it with me when the G-Men dropped me off here.”

Reagan stopped in front of her four poster bed and dropped to her knees. She carefully felt the sheets of her bed, moving her hands down lower until she slipped them under her bed, which she began to dig through. Meanwhile, Switch stood above her, her arms folded across her chest as she watched Reagan dig under her bed for whatever it was she was looking for.

“Are you sure it’s still there?” said Switch. “Maybe your roommates got rid of it.”

“Nah, my roommates don’t touch my stuff,” said Reagan. She flashed an evil smile. “Apparently, blind people can be really scary, especially when they imply that their power is the ability to read minds and see their darkest secrets.”

Switch could not help but smile in approval. “Oh, you are devious, that’s for sure.”

“I prefer Machiavellian, myself,” said Reagan. Then she suddenly stopped and smiled. “Ah, here it is.”

Reagan pulled something out from under her bed and sat up. Switch bent over to get a better look at the object which now sat in Reagan’s lap.

The object was a small, box-shaped device. Switch had never seen anything quite like it before. It looked like something straight out of a science fiction movie, with some kind of strange lock on top of it that looked like a bow. Below the lock was a keypad with all nine digits on it, along with a button simply labeled ‘ENTER.’

“What is this?” said Switch, looking at Reagan in confusion. “It looks like a box.”

“I don’t know for sure, but I think it may be one of the ways that the Neo-Visionists communicate with each other,” said Reagan, turning the box over her hands, running her fingers along its smooth surface. “It also, I think, contains some of their plans.”

Switch immediately snatched the object from Reagan’s hands and began examining it from every angle. “Really? How do we open it? Do you have the password?”

Reagan—who briefly looked annoyed for Switch taking her box from her—shook her head disappointedly. “No, I don’t. Nor could I guess it. I’m not very good with passwords because, well, you know.”

“Oh, right,” said Switch, lowering the box. “Even so, this is an amazing find. Where in the world did you get it and how come you haven’t told anyone about it until now?”

Reagan rubbed her arm. “It was shortly after the Neo-Visionist attack on the Museum of Superhuman History. I was running away from the Museum when I found this box just outside the entrance, near where the Neo-Visionists first appeared. One of the witnesses I spoke to said that he had seen one of the Neo-Visionists speaking into it before discarding it as soon as the attack started. The Neo-Visionist mentioned that it had the ‘plan’ in it, though I thought it might have more than one plan.”

“Meaning that this box might hold the key to identifying the Leader once and for all?” said Switch excitedly. She almost said ‘Lady Amazon’ there, but caught herself at the last second.

“I don’t know,” said Reagan. “It might, or it might just tell us more about Neo-Vision’s plans. All I know is that it is important.”

“Then why didn’t you tell anyone about it?” said Switch. “Or at least give it to the G-Men? I mean, obviously I don’t trust the G-Men much, but I have a hard time imagining that they would simply let you walk away with something as potentially important as this.”

“I got panicked and scared,” Reagan admitted. “I was afraid that if I gave it to the G-Men, they might assume I was involved with Neo-Vision somehow because I wouldn’t be able to provide a good explanation for where I found it. Plus, I kind of hoped to find out its true purpose on my own and then present my findings to the G-Men, though that was probably never going to happen now that I think about it.”

“Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter now,” said Switch. “I’m going to show this to the Headmaster and see if he and the teachers can make heads or tails of it. They might be able to force it open with their powers and gain access to all of the yummy information that no doubt awaits inside it.” She suddenly looked at Reagan. “You’re fine with that, right? With me sharing the device with the teachers, that is?”

Reagan nodded. “Oh, yes, of course. Given what you and your brother learned about the Leader at the theater, it is imperative that we get this device into the right hands before it’s too late.”

“Then it’s settled,” said Switch as she put the device in her pocket. “We’ll head by the Admin building to drop off this device and let the Headmaster know about it. With luck, this will turn out to be just the clue we need to bring down the Leader once and for all.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Bait sat outside of Headmaster Johanson’s office, his right leg crossed over his left leg and his arms crossed in front of his chest. He glanced impatiently at the clock above the Headmaster’s office door and saw that he had been waiting for about ten minutes already, even though it had felt more like twenty minutes.

Now, normally, Bait was not one to be impatient. Unlike Switch, Bait was good at waiting for the things he wanted. He didn’t feel the need to get angry when things didn’t happen as fast as he liked, nor did he feel any pressure to demand that things go faster. That often led to conflicts between him and Switch, particularly whenever they were awaiting something they wanted, but by and large Bait’s patience had served him well in his young life and he knew it would continue to serve him well into his adulthood.

But now, Bait could not deny that he was feeling more than a bit impatient. He had just returned from his visit to Ultimate Max prison, where he had spoken with Mom and learned more about the history of the Blood Gems. The trip back had tired him out greatly, so he had looked forward to taking an afternoon nap in his dorm before dinner.

But then he received a summons from Headmaster Johanson to meet him in his office in the Administration building in five minutes. The message stated that it was an urgent matter which required Bait’s immediate attention. Because Johanson was rarely one to exaggerate, Bait had hurried on over to the Admin building as quickly as he could, wondering what Johanson wanted to talk with him about. He hoped that it wasn’t anything too serious, but at the same time, he knew better than to expect sunshine and rainbows.

Yet when Bait arrived at the building, Joy, the Headmaster’s secretary, had directed him to sit outside of the Headmaster’s office and told him to wait until the Headmaster summoned him inside. That had taken a lot of the wind out of Bait’s sail, interrupting his momentum and making him wonder why he had been asked to come immediately when he was just going to have to wait anyway.

Maybe Johanson spilled coffee on his shirt and needed to change, Bait thought as he yawned. Then again, Johanson isn’t usually the kind of guy who would spill coffee on his clothes, not even accidentally. That time-stopper ability of his sure is useful.

Bait’s thoughts were interrupted when someone down the hall said, “Bait! What are you doing here?”

Sitting upright, Bait looked down the hall and saw Switch and Reagan walking toward him. Switch was in the lead, as she usually was, and was carrying some kind of strange mechanical box in her hands, while Reagan followed as closely behind as always. Whereas Switch was looking directly at Bait, Reagan’s focus was once again off center, this time looking slightly to the right of where Bait was actually sitting.

“Switch? Reagan?” said Bait, watching the two girls as they approached. “What are you two doing here? Did the Headmaster summon you guys as well?”

Switch and Reagan stopped in front of Bait and Switch said, “No, he didn’t summon us, but we found something that we wanted to bring to his attention, something important. Right, Reagan?”

Reagan nodded. “Right.”

“Important?” said Bait. “How important?”

“Like, potentially helping us identify the Leader of Neo-Vision important,” said Switch. She held up the device. “See this device? Reagan says it contains Neo-Vision’s plans. It might also hold other important information about Neo-Vision, information we could use to get those losers before they strike again.”

“Really?” said Bait. “If that’s true, that’s really impressive. Have you guys managed to open it yet?”

“Not yet,” said Switch, shaking her head. She indicated the keypad on its surface. “It’s password-protected and we do not, unfortunately, have the password in question.”

“Maybe I can rip it open with my super strength,” Bait suggested. “It doesn’t look very tough.”

“And possibly ruin the information inside it?” said Switch, pulling the box back to her chest like it was her only child. “Never. We wanted to see if the Headmaster or one of the teachers might have the ability to open it in a way that didn’t damage it.”

Bait shrugged. “All right, but I could still force it open pretty easily. Would save a lot of time.”

“Not if it destroyed or damaged the information within, it wouldn’t,” said Switch. “Anyway, what are you doing here, Bait? I thought you went to visit Mom in prison.”

Bait suddenly remembered what Mom had told him, about the Blood Gems being their family inheritance. He noticed that Switch was wearing hers on her chest, but before he could say anything, the Headmaster’s office door opened and the Headmaster poked his head out.

“I thought I heard more than one voice out here,” said the Headmaster in his usual pleasant Swedish accent. “I see that Bait is not the only student who wishes to speak with me today.”

Switch turned around and said, “Sorry for not calling ahead of time, Headmaster, but it’s just that Reagan and I have something important we need to show you, something that might help us defeat Neo-Vision, and we just couldn’t waste any time scheduling a meeting.”

“Ah, that’s not a problem at all, Switch,” said the Headmaster. “Actually, the subject of this meeting is about Neo-Vision anyway. You and Reagan can join Bait in talking with me about a very important development that I’ve recently learned of. The three of you are already involved in this case anyway. It won’t hurt for you to become more deeply involved. Come inside.”

-

Bait, Switch, and Reagan sat in the three chairs on the opposite side of the Headmaster’s desk. Bait sat in the middle, while Switch sat on his right and Reagan on his left. The Headmaster, of course, sat behind his desk in his normal hardback wooden chair, where he briefly shuffled a few papers before resting them underneath the monitor of his computer. Arachnid was not here, which Bait found strange, because Arachnid was usually present at these meetings. Perhaps he was teaching a class at the moment.

“All right,” said the Headmaster, looking at Bait, Switch, and Reagan as he pushed aside a few more loose papers off his desk into the wastebasket next to it. “Now that we are all here, I think I will get straight to the point: Neo-Vision is going to attack the Academy at midnight tonight in a surprise attack on the school and its student body.”

Both Switch and Reagan gasped in shock, while Bait just leaned forward and said, “Headmaster, what are you talking about? When did you learn about this?”

“Earlier this morning,” said the Headmaster. He glanced at his computer monitor. “I received an email from Cadmus Smith with information that the G-Men had managed to get from the Neo-Visionists they arrested at the theater. Most of the Neo-Visionists knew nothing important, but one of them admitted to a planned attack on the Academy scheduled for tonight at midnight. He claimed that it was going to be Neo-Vision’s biggest attack yet, with over fifty Neo-Visionists planning to descend upon the school and slaughter all of the students and faculty in one night.”

“That’s horrible,” said Reagan, covering her mouth with one hand. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Is Cadmus absolutely certain about that?” said Bait. “Because it sounds almost too crazy to be true.”

“Cadmus read the prisoner’s mind himself,” the Headmaster. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples. “In fact, according to this same Neo-Visionist, one of the topics for discussion at that meeting in the theater was about the details of the attack. Things like working out which direction they would strike from, how they would deal with the school’s defenses, and so on. It turns out that by interrupting the meeting, you and your half-brother managed to sow some confusion among the Neo-Visionists who attended the meeting.”

“Then maybe they aren’t going to attack at all,” said Bait. “I mean, surely the other Neo-Visionists who weren’t there at the meeting have orders from the Leader not to attack, now that we know about it?”

“You would think so, but no one has ever accused Neo-Visionists of being smart people,” said the Headmaster. “Cadmus’s email states that Neo-Vision is still planning to go forward with the attack. He says that they may be even more violent than before, because now that they’ve lost a good portion of their fellow Neo-Visionists, they may be desperate for any sort of victory in order to dispel the low morale in their group. They may turn to extreme measures to accomplish their goals.”

Then the Headmaster nodded at Reagan. “And, of course, they still want Reagan, who they may now know is here. The Neo-Visionist who admitted to the attack said that Neo-Vision still wanted Reagan. Therefore, it stands to reason that they will go through with the attack no matter how unlikely it is to succeed. They have nothing else going for them at the moment, and if they could succeed in destroying the Academy, then that would certainly increase their morale.”

“Well, it’s good that we know about the attack in advance, at least,” said Switch. “What are we going to do with the students? Evacuate them?”

“There’s no time,” said the Headmaster, shaking his head. “Had the G-Men found out about this attack earlier, I would have evacuated everyone. As it is, there’s no time left to get everyone out of here, not even if we asked Vanish to teleport everyone away. There’s simply not enough time to do that.”

“But if we don’t evacuate the students, they’ll be killed,” said Bait. He gestured at himself, Switch, and Reagan. “I mean, we will be killed. Perhaps not Reagan, if they want to capture her, but Switch and I certainly will be.”

“I know,” said the Headmaster. “But I’ve already spoken about this with the teachers. They’ve all volunteered to take guard duty tonight and Arachnid is already organizing them into defense groups to cover every possible entrance and exit on the campus. Not to mention that the G-Men are sending a few agents to come and help protect the school. Remember, Reagan is still in the Superhuman Relocation Program, which means that it is the responsibility of the G-Men to protect her from any and all threats to her life.”

“Will it be enough, though?” said Reagan, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “You said over fifty Neo-Visionists are going to attack. I don’t think we even have fifty teachers.”

“You don’t need fifty teachers,” said a familiar strong female voice behind them. “You just need me.”

Bait, Switch, and Reagan looked over their shoulders to see Lady Amazon standing in the doorway. She looked as fierce as ever, her lips turned in a frown as she entered the office and closed the door behind her.

“Lady Amazon?” said Bait in surprise. “When did you get here?”

“About five minutes ago,” said Lady Amazon. “Johanson summoned me.”

Bait looked at Johanson again. “Why did you summon Lady Amazon?”

“To help,” said Johanson. “She isn’t the only one, either. Stinger and the Young Neos will arrive soon as well to provide extra backup.”

“Really?” said Bait. “That’s how serious you’re taking this attack?”

“Of course,” said Johanson. “As the Headmaster, it is my duty to ensure the safety of every student who attends this school. The NHA also cares deeply about the safety of the students here, which is why they sent Lady Amazon and the Young Neos to provide us with backup.”

Bait nodded, but he couldn’t help but be amazed. Having one of the Council members here, in person, to defend the Academy meant that this attack might be even more serious than he originally thought. Then again, if fifty supervillains were all going to attack the school at once, then having Lady Amazon here was less overkill and more like meeting force with equivalent force.

Bait looked at Switch to ask her what she thought, but then stopped when he saw how pale her face was. He remembered that Switch suspected Lady Amazon of being the Leader of Neo-Vision, which explained why she didn’t look very happy about Lady Amazon’s presence here. Bait understood, but at the same time, he found it silly, because it was now clear to him that Lady Amazon was the farthest thing from being the Leader of Neo-Vision. After all, if Lady Amazon really was the Leader, then what was she doing here, willing to protect the students and the school itself from the Neo-Visionists?

“Well, I’m glad you’re here, Lady Amazon,” said Bait, looking over his shoulder at her again. “With you here, I feel like the school stands a chance.”

“Same here,” said Reagan, nodding fervently. “I can’t see you, Lady Amazon, but I feel just as safe as Bait, if not more so.”

“That is good to hear,” said Lady Amazon with a single nod. “But don’t get too comfortable yet. The attack, after all, is not until tonight. And if there’s one thing that I’ve learned over my career as a superhero, it is that you should never let your guard down, no matter how inevitable victory looks.”

Bait smiled, but then a question occurred to him and he looked at the Headmaster. “Can Switch and I help with the defense of the school? We’ve fought Neo-Vision before. We know how they work.”

“Sorry, Bait, but I don’t want to put the lives of any of our students in danger,” said the Headmaster, shaking his head. “You and Switch should stay in your dorms. Same with Reagan, but even more so for her, because she lacks your combat experience.”

“No complaints here,” said Reagan. “The farther away I stay from Neo-Vision, the better.”

Bait, on the other hand, slumped his shoulders. “Ah, okay. I understand.”

In truth, however, Bait wasn’t as acceptive of the Headmaster’s orders as he looked. He didn’t like the idea of not being able to defend the school. True, the teachers and their backup were probably more than enough to deal with whatever Neo-Vision could throw at them, but Bait still wanted to fight. He valued the school and its students just as much as the Headmaster, if not more so, and the idea of just sitting out this very important fight was almost too much to bear.

But the Headmaster’s word is law around here, Bait, Bait reminded himself. If he says you have to stay in your dorm, then you have to stay in your dorm. And hey, if the attack goes badly and they need backup, they’ll probably ask me to help.

“Um, Headmaster?” said Reagan. She brushed back a stray hair from her face. “I was wondering if I could spend the night in Switch’s dorm instead of my own. If Neo-Vision is going to attack, I want to be in a safer place than my current dorm.”

“Of course,” said the Headmaster, nodding. “You may temporarily move to Switch’s dorm for the night, if you’d like. Switch’s dormitory is in a better position, defensively-speaking, than yours, but we’ll have guards posted outside each dorm anyway just to make sure that the students are safe.”

Reagan smiled, as if the Headmaster had just granted her what she desired more than anything else, but then Switch leaned forward and said, “Oh, and before we forget, Reagan showed me this.”

Switch put that same strange mechanical device on the desk that Bait had seen earlier. Both Lady Amazon and the Headmaster looked at it with curiosity in their eyes.

“What is it?” said the Headmaster, looking at Switch in confusion. “A box?”

“Reagan says it holds Neo-Vision’s plans,” said Switch, gesturing at Reagan. “And other important information, like, say, the identity of the Leader.”

“Really?” said the Headmaster. He picked up the device and looked it over curiously. “Interesting, very interesting. Where did you get this from, Reagan?”

Reagan gave a brief explanation of how she got the device, which everyone except for Switch listened to with interest, who had apparently already heard it once before.

“And I just now remembered I had it,” Reagan finished. “I don’t have the password or anything, nor have I been able to open it. It’s possible it might not even be all that important.”

“I consider that very unlikely, given its source,” said the Headmaster. “I’ll have Arachnid look at it later. He’s usually good with cracking passwords, because he used to be a hacker prior to becoming a superhero.”

“Will he be able to crack it before midnight?” said Bait. “Before the Neo-Visionists attack?”

“I don’t know,” said the Headmaster with a shrug. “It depends entirely on how strong the password is. I’m not Arachnid, after all, so I can’t really speak for him on this matter. But I will make sure to emphasize the importance of cracking it quickly, and the quicker, the better.”

Bait nodded. “All right. Well, is that all we need to discuss?”

“I believe so,” said the Headmaster, “unless Lady Amazon has something to add, that is.”

Lady Amazon shook her head. “I have nothing else to say except to warn you three to stay safe tonight. Neo-Vision has already shown that it is willing to hurt children to achieve its goals. You three are not special in their eyes, except, of course, for Reagan.”

“Don’t worry, Lady Amazon,” said Bait, giving her the thumbs up. “We’ll be just fine. We know what Neo-Vision is like. And we definitely won’t leave our dorms unless you tell us to. You can count on that.”

Though Bait said that, he could not help but have a bad feeling about this. Everything seemed to be coming together too well. He had no idea what would happen tonight, but he had a feeling that it wasn’t going to be as good as he hoped.

But he quickly ignored such feelings. With Lady Amazon, the Young Neos, the G-Men, and the teachers working together, Bait saw no way that Neo-Vision would kill even one student. When all was said and done, Bait knew that the Academy was still going to be standing and that everyone was going to be okay, save, perhaps, the Neo-Visionists themselves. At least, he hoped so, anyway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Midnight that night …

 

Switch couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned, but was unable to rest at all.

This had nothing to do with her mattress, which was comfortable for to sleep on. Her blankets weren’t the problem, either, because they were as soft and cozy as ever. Even the knowledge that a superhuman terrorist organization was going to attack her school tonight and try to kill everyone within didn’t affect her sleep too much.

No, the problem was the snores. Someone was snoring very loudly near her bed, and that someone was Reagan.

Switch shouldn’t have been surprised. Before going to bed earlier, Reagan had warned Switch that she had a tendency to snore loudly at night. Switch had assured her that it wouldn’t bother her in the slightest, because Bait also had a tendency to snore when he slept and Switch had learned to tune out his snoring over the years. Oddly, Bait had gotten his tendency to snore from Mom, because Mom admitted that she used to snore a lot when she was younger but had gotten over it as she got older. Switch didn’t know if Dad also snored or not, given how she had never slept in the same room as him before, but she suspected he didn’t.

But, though Switch could tune out Bait’s snoring just fine, she found Reagan’s impossible to ignore. Why that was so, she couldn’t say. It wasn’t much louder than Bait’s snoring, after all. If anything, it was softer, more girlish. Maybe that was why Switch found it impossible to ignore. She could tune out Bait’s masculine snoring, but not Reagan’s feminine snoring.

Even covering my ears isn’t helping, Switch thought, lying on her side with her pillow covering her head. I should have taken her warnings more seriously.

Switch turned in her bed and peered over the side of her bed onto the floor. Reagan lay on the floor in a sleeping bag, with her pillow under her head. Her eyes were closed and she lay very still. She would have presented a picture of perfect peaceful rest if not for the loud snores emitting from her nostrils. The reason Reagan was on the floor instead of one of the bunks was because Switch’s dorm was already full, but Reagan had said she didn’t mind sleeping on the floor for one night, because she would be going back to her normal dorm tomorrow, once the Neo-Visionists were defeated.

I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it until tomorrow, Switch thought, rolling back onto her other side and doing her best to ignore Reagan’s snoring. I’d probably find it easier to sleep through an all-out war between the Neohero Alliance and Neo-Vision than go an entire night tolerating Reagan’s snoring.

Switch lay flat on her back in her bed, staring up at the bottom of the upper bunk. She was now thinking about the planned Neo-Visionist attack on the Academy. She estimated that it was close to midnight, if not midnight already, which meant that any minute now, the first Neo-Visionists would begin their assault on the campus. The Neo-Visionists would likely believe they had the element of surprise on their side, that they would have no trouble slaughtering every single man, woman, and child here.

They’re going to be in for a big surprise when they find out that we knew about their attack, Switch thought, her lips curling into a satisfied grin. If only I could be there to see the looks on their faces when they run into the Academy’s defenders. It will probably be priceless.

Despite that knowledge, a small voice in the back of Switch’s head kept bugging her. It reminded her of her suspicions of Lady Amazon as the Leader of Neo-Vision and how that might affect the outcome of the battle. It was true that Switch had yet to prove that Lady Amazon was the Leader, but she had not found any proof to the contrary, either.

If the Leader is somewhere on our campus right now, then she might be able to help the Neo-Visionists get into the school without anyone knowing, Switch thought. It seems unlikely to me that the Leader would be here, because that would just be too risky. On the other hand, if the Leader was here, then she could betray the Academy’s defenders at the last minute and open the gates wide for the Neo-Visionists. I hope that Johanson has at least taken that into consideration when he figured out the school’s defenses, if nothing else.

But Switch knew he hadn’t. Johanson was well aware of the Leader’s presence in the NHA, but he most likely didn’t suspect her of actually being on the campus like she did. He probably thought that the Leader was back on Hero Island, perhaps working hard trying to take down the organization from within, where she was unlikely to be discovered.

And, indeed, if the Leader was smart, that was where she would be, but Switch didn’t know how smart the Leader was.

And maybe it’s not entirely stupid for the Leader to be here, Switch thought. If the Leader’s presence would make the difference between victory and defeat for Neo-Vision, then logically she should be here in order to ensure victory for her followers. Right?

Now Switch wished that she had warned Johanson about this possibility, because then she wouldn’t be worrying about it so much. Now she was convinced that even if she somehow managed to tune out Reagan’s snoring, her worries about the possibility of the Leader betraying the defenders at the last moment would keep her awake instead.

All of a sudden, Reagan’s snoring stopped. At first, Switch thought that Reagan had somehow fallen so deeply asleep that even her snoring had ended, but then she heard Reagan sit up and yawn. Without moving from her current position, Switch watched as Reagan stretched her arms, looked to the left and to the right (which was an odd gesture on her part, given how she was blind), and then slowly and silently rise to her feet. Reagan then walked away, outside of Switch’s view, in a manner like she was trying to sneak around the dorm without being heard.

At first, Switch thought that Reagan was just trying to avoid waking her or her other roommates up. Maybe Reagan was making a midnight bathroom trip and would be back shortly.

But then Switch heard the front door of the dorm open and close. It was a very quiet sound, barely audible even in the silent dorm, but Switch had heard the front door open and close enough times to recognize the creaking hinges instantly.

Sitting up, Switch looked out into the rest of the dorm and didn’t see Reagan anywhere. She also noticed that Reagan’s shoes were missing. They had been set next to Reagan’s sleeping bag while she slept, but were now gone.

Reagan just left the dorm, Switch thought. Why?

It made no sense. Reagan knew that Neo-Vision was after her. She knew that one of the main reasons they were attacking the Academy tonight was to get her. She knew all of that and yet she still, for some reason, got up and left the dorm.

Now, Switch knew that the Academy’s defenders were trying to keep the Neo-Visionists out of the school. If they were doing their job, then there should not be even one Neo-Visionist anywhere on campus.

But until the attack was over, all students were supposed to stay inside their dorms and not to leave them until they were given permission by the Headmaster or one of the teachers. After all, there was always the possibility, however remote, that one of the Neo-Visionists might somehow slip past the defenders and make his way onto the rest of the campus.

She must be sleepwalking, Switch thought. It’s the only logical explanation. She didn’t tell me that she had a habit of sleepwalking, but maybe she’s just unaware of it. Maybe no one has told her she does that, so she’s not even aware she’s doing it.

Switch almost considered just going back to sleep. After all, there was a possibility that Reagan might come back on her own and go back to sleep. But Switch realized how stupid that idea sounded even to herself. If, as she suspected, Reagan was sleepwalking, then Reagan might still end up in danger. If anything, her chances of getting into trouble were higher than ever, because if Reagan was sleepwalking, then she was not conscious enough to be aware of any dangers around her. Even if she didn’t run into any Neo-Visionists, she could still trip and fall down and hurt herself, for one example of what might happen.

Looks like I need to go and bring her back myself, Switch thought. Hopefully she didn’t wander too far off. I’m not going to chase her all over campus.

Rising from her bed, Switch swung her legs over the side of her bunk and, snatching her Blood Gem out of the alcove in the wall by her bed, made her way to the front door. She stopped briefly by the shoe rack to put on her shoes before opening the front door and poking her head out. She saw nothing at first, save for the darkness of the night and the lights which lit the campus’s pathways. She didn’t even hear the sounds of battle yet, though given how her dormitory was situated near the very center of the Academy campus, she supposed that she wasn’t very likely to hear much from the battle between the Neo-Visionists and the Academy’s defenders anyway.

Where did she go? Switch thought, looking up and down the path as she stepped out of the dorm and closed the door behind her. She shivered when a cold night breeze blew through. She couldn’t have gotten that far, could she?

That was when Switch heard footsteps along the concrete path. She looked to the right and saw Reagan’s ponytail disappear around the corner of the dorm at the end of the block.

There you are, Switch thought. Where is she going?

Switch jumped down the steps to her dorm and then walked quickly down the path that Reagan had taken. She wanted to run, but at the same time, she was curious about where Reagan could possibly be going. She didn’t think Reagan was going to the gates or to one of the other spots identified as a possible entrance that the Neo-Visionists could use to enter the campus, but she didn’t know where else Reagan could possibly be going. Was Reagan going to the gym for a late night workout? Or was she just wandering aimlessly in her sleepwalking, going to wherever her legs took her?

Turning the same corner that she had seen Reagan vanish around earlier, Switch saw Reagan again. She was heading toward the Library, oddly enough.

Why would Reagan want to go to the Library at midnight? Switch thought, tilting her head to the side in confusion. She’s blind. She can’t even read, unless she’s going to check out some of the Braile books, but this is an odd time of night to do so. And anyway, the Library is closed at midnight, like every other facility in the Academy. So she can’t possibly be trying to make a late-night trip to the Library.

Furthermore, now that Switch could actually see Reagan, she realized that Reagan wasn’t sleepwalking at all. Her movements were too sure, too aware, to be the movement of a mere sleepwalker. Then again, Switch had heard that sleepwalkers could look pretty convincingly conscious to observers, but somehow Switch sensed that Reagan was very much awake and had a definite destination in mind, wherever it was.

But instead of calling out to Reagan, Switch decided she would just keep following. It was probably dangerous—again, there was always the possibility of Neo-Visionists entering the campus—but Switch was too curious at this point to care. She wanted to know why her friend had awakened at such an odd time of night and sneaked out of the dorm without telling anyone. For that matter, she also wanted to know how Reagan could move through the dark campus without bumping into everything. She didn’t even have her cane with her to help her touch her surroundings to figure out where she was.

Reagan walked up the front steps to the Library as if she was simply going to return a book. She stopped in front of the locked doors, which Switch thought for sure would stop her. Reagan knew nothing about picking locks, after all, so if Reagan was planning to break into the Library, then her plan was about to come to a disappointing end.

Oddly enough, however, Reagan opened the door and entered as easily as if it was not locked at all. Switch blinked several times, wondering if her eyes were working correctly, but she saw Reagan enter without making a sound.

Huh? Switch thought. How did she unlock the Library? She doesn’t have lock-picking skills like me and Bait. When did she learn how to do that?

An ominous feeling rose up Switch’s spine. Part of her considered going back to her dorm and calling the Headmaster to tell her what she saw. She could not even guess what Reagan was doing up so late or why she went to the Library, but for some reason she didn’t have a good feeling about it at all. It might be best to let the adults deal with it.

On the other hand, Switch didn’t want to distract the Academy’s defenders for no reason. For all she knew, Reagan might have legitimate reasons for sneaking around the campus at night without telling anyone. Granted, Switch could not guess what those reasons were, but even if they weren’t entirely good, that didn’t mean that Switch needed to raise the alarm and possibly divert the defenders’ attention from something important.

Besides, Reagan is my friend, Switch thought. I trust her. She’s probably got a good reason for doing what she’s doing, even if I don’t know it. I’ll just go in and ask her what she’s doing. I have no doubt that she’ll tell me the truth.

Taking a deep breath to compose herself, Switch walked toward the Library quickly. With luck, she would have this all sorted out within the next half hour at most and then she and Reagan would both be back in their beds at the dorm, sleeping soundly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Bait was awakened by someone shaking him roughly. Because he had been awakened so suddenly, Bait nearly lashed out with a punch instinctively, but caught himself when he looked up and saw the familiar face of Richard ‘Falcon’ Manny, one of his roommates.

Bait yawned and said, in a sleepy voice, “Falcon? What’s going on? What time is it?”

Falcon had a slightly chubby face, with a splash of dark hair on his head which never looked very neat even when he combed his hair. His hair was especially messy at the moment, which was a sign that Falcon had probably just awakened himself. “Sorry to bother you, bro, but it’s just after midnight.”

Bait blinked several times and glanced at his suit-up watch, which stood on the shelf next to his bed. “Midnight? God, why did you wake me up so late? Is it an emergency? Neo-Vision?”

“Not exactly,” said Falcon. He sounded sleepy, too, though not as sleepy as Bait. “Your brother wants to talk to you.”

Bait blinked a few more times as the words slowly penetrated his brain. “My brother—?”

“Stinger,” said Falcon. “He’s your brother, right?”

“Half-brother,” Bait corrected. He rubbed his eyes. “Did you say he wants to talk to me?”

Falcon nodded, though he looked a little annoyed, as if he thought that Bait was being intentionally slow. “Yeah, I just said that. He’s waiting outside the front door. He knocked a few seconds ago and when I answered, he said he wanted to talk to you. Said it was important.”

Bait yawned. “Can’t it wait until tomorrow morning? I’m sleepy.”

“He didn’t seem like he wanted to wait,” Falcon said, glancing over his shoulder. “He was knocking at the door pretty incessantly, even loudly. I was surprised you didn’t hear it.”

“I’m a deep sleeper,” said Bait. He sat up and creaked his neck. “But all right. I’ll go and see what he wants. Did he happen to say what he wanted to talk about?”

“No, but I think it’s related to those Neo-Visionist guys,” said Falcon as he stepped aside to allow Bait to stand up. “At least, that’s the only thing I can figure. He’s supposed to be protecting the school from those guys with everyone else, right?”

Bait swung his legs over the side of the bed and nodded. “Yeah, he is. I’m not sure why he would want to talk with me about them when he should be fighting them, though I guess I’m about to find out.”

Rising to his feet, Bait slipped on his house shoes and shuffled over to the front door. He opened the door and saw Stinger leaning against the railing on the front porch. As soon as he opened the door, however, Stinger pushed off the railing and stood straight, his arms crossed in front of his chest as if he was trying to keep warm. Not that Bait found that strange. There was a cold breeze tonight and he shivered, because he was just wearing his pajamas and they weren’t exactly meant for winter weather.

“Bait,” said Stinger. “Good to see you’re awake. I almost thought you weren’t going to wake up or that your roommate wasn’t going to be able to wake you up.”

“Well, I’d like to be in bed, if that means anything,” said Bait, covering his mouth as he yawned again. “Whatever this is about better be important, because I need to get my sleep in and—”

“It’s about Neo-Vision,” said Stinger. He looked around Bait. “Can you step outside and close the door? Your roommates don’t need to hear about this.”

Reluctantly, Bait stepped out of the dorm and closed the door behind him. He shivered as another low gust of cold wind blew through. It helped wake him up, but at the same time, it also made him wish he was back snuggled up in his warm bed.

Nonetheless, Bait looked at Stinger and said, “Let me guess, Neo-Vision has attacked the school and you need my help to deal with it.”

“That’s not it at all,” said Stinger, shaking his head. “Actually, we’ve seen no attacks on the school whatsoever. Not even one Neo-Visionist has been spotted anywhere near the school so far.”

Bait raised an eyebrow. “Not even one?”

“Not even one,” Stinger said. “My team has been stationed on the east side, near the greenhouse, but we haven’t seen any Neo-Visionists whatsoever.”

“Maybe they’re not going to attack from the east,” said Bait. “They might choose to attack from another direction.”

“It’s not just us,” said Stinger. “I called the other division leaders and each one has told me a similar story: No Neo-Visionists at all, even though midnight has come and gone. It’s odd.”

Bait hugged himself tighter, trying to keep in what little warmth he could. “I admit that it is a bit strange, but maybe the Neo-Visionists have decided it’s too risky to attack. We discussed the possibility with the Headmaster yesterday, after all. They might have decided that attacking the school would be too risky because of the chance that the NHA is aware of their plans.”

Stinger put his hands on his hips. “That’s possible, I suppose, but unlikely. I’ve fought Visionists before. They weren’t terribly bright, but they also weren’t afraid to go head-to-head with ‘oppressors’ like us. They have dreams of glory that usually make them forget about self-preservation or intelligent planning, and from what I’ve seen of these Neo-Vision guys, they’re not much smarter than their predecessors.”

“The Leader could have told them to stand down, though,” said Bait. “Has that occurred to you? Maybe she told them to stay away from the school. Given her position in the NHA, she might be aware of our plan to defend the school and told her followers to abandon the plan in order to avoid getting captured.”

“I … suppose that’s possible,” said Stinger, “but again, I doubt it. Neo-Vision has an obsession with destroying institutions and buildings that offend them. The Academy is probably the most offensive place on the planet to them, because only biological superhumans are allowed to study here. There’s no way they would ever run away, not even if they believed or knew they were walking into a trap.”

“I guess so, but I think you’re just overthinking this,” said Bait. “And anyway, why did you come to talk about this with me? It’s not like I have some kind of secret insight into the inner workings of Neo-Vision or whatever.”

“Because you’ve had experience fighting Neo-Vision before,” said Stinger. “Plus, I wanted to make sure you hadn’t seen anything suspicious, something that may have made you stop and wonder.”

Bait scratched the back of his head, giving Stinger’s question some thought. “No, I can’t think of anything suspicious, much less something that would help you guys defeat Neo-Vision. Shouldn’t you be happy that they aren’t here anyway?”

“I should be, but I’m not,” said Stinger. “And that’s the problem. That’s how I know there’s something up. If Neo-Vision was going to attack the school, they would have done so already. They would not have missed their own deadline of midnight. That much I know.”

“Do you think it might have been a red herring?” said Bait. “Some sort of misdirection? Like, maybe they want us to focus all our efforts on protecting the school while they do something else?”

“What else could they possibly be trying to do, though?” said Stinger. “With all of the defenses that the Academy has, the Neo-Visionists have made it harder to just enter the school, much less attack it.”

“Maybe they have plans to attack some other place,” said Bait. “Can you think of anywhere they might want to attack, other than the Academy?”

“Hero Island would be my guess,” said Stinger, “but that makes no sense, because Hero Island is even better protected than the Academy. No, I think their target is still the Academy. The only question is, if they are not going to attack it, then what are they going to do to it?”

Bait considered the question. A full-fledged attack on the Academy would certainly look flashy, but even he knew that it was likely to fail. He also knew that Neo-Vision, like the organization that came before it, generally liked to operate in the shadows, rarely acting in public unless it was part of a larger plan. He was also quite aware of the Leader infiltrating the NHA. That would undoubtedly play a part in whatever plan these idiots had come up with, though he couldn’t figure out how.

Bait suddenly looked at Stinger. “Do you think that maybe they have found a way to sneak into the Academy without being seen? Maybe they aren’t going to launch a full-scale assault like we thought, but rather attack from within the school.”

“That’s impossible,” said Stinger flatly. “There are no Neo-Visionists in the Academy. Even if there were, they would be all by themselves. I don’t think that Johanson would ever let even one Neo-Visionist enter the campus, knowingly or not.”

“He doesn’t need to ‘let’ one enter,” said Bait. “All it takes is one spy from within the organization to enter and then open the gates from the inside.”

“Is this your ‘Lady Amazon is the Leader’ theory again?” said Stinger crossly. “Because if so, it’s completely bull and you know—”

Stinger was interrupted by a sudden ringing sound coming from his pocket. He immediately plunged his hand into his pocket and pulled out his phone, which rang loudly before he answered it and said, “Hello, Headmaster, what’s the problem?”

Bait heard the Headmaster’s Swedish voice speaking in low tones from the other end of the line. He couldn’t quite make out what the Headmaster was saying, although it sounded hurried and worried.

But he could see Stinger’s face. Stinger was frowning, his frown growing deeper and deeper with every passing second, until he said, “All right, Headmaster, Bait and I are nearby, so we’ll head there right away to check it out. But send backup anyway. We have no idea what is over there and I don’t want us to be overwhelmed if it’s too powerful for us to take.”

With that, Stinger ended the call, prompting Bait to say, “What did the Headmaster tell you?”

“He said that the Academy’s security systems have detected two people inside the Library,” said Stinger. “He said he doesn’t know who they are, but is worried they might be Neo-Visionist spies. I told him you and I would go by to check.”

Bait nodded. Although he still wanted to go to sleep, he also wanted to find out who these two intruders were. If they were Neo-Visionists, then he wanted to help take them down, no matter how dangerous they might be. “All right. But let me grab my Blood Gem and costume. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes, and then we can leave.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Upon entering the Library, Switch was astonished at how dark it was. There were no lights on in here at all. It was pitch-black, making Switch feel like she had just walked into the void itself. She couldn’t even see her own fingers, and a feeble attempt to find the lights on the wall near the door completely failed. She realized that the Library’s electric system was likely located in a back room somewhere, which meant that Switch would not be able to turn on the lights to help her see.

That means I’m going to have to walk through the Library in the dark, Switch thought with a slight shudder. By myself.

Switch hadn’t spent much time at the Library, but she had gone to it enough times to visualize the main room. The Library was a fairly large building, with hundreds of books on subjects ranging from Shakespeare to neogenetics and everything in between. It also had about a dozen desktop computers for students to use for research and homework, though Switch knew that the Library’s computers were not always used for, ah, ‘family-friendly’ content, at least whenever the librarian, Miss Shield, wasn’t looking.

But even being able to visualize its layout, Switch didn’t want to walk through it, because she didn’t want to bump into furniture or shelves and make noise that might alert Reagan to her position. Though she didn’t think that Reagan was necessarily up to anything bad, she didn’t yet want to reveal herself to Reagan. She wanted to see what her friend was doing, if possible, so that way, if Reagan tried to lie, Switch would know.

She’s lucky, Switch thought. Because she’s already blind, the darkness of the Library probably doesn’t even bother her. I doubt she’s even aware of it. But I still have no choice but to try to find her.

But Switch did not know where to go, exactly. The Library had three floors: The first floor, which was also the entrance floor; the second floor, also known as the top floor; and the basement, which was below her. The first two floors were the ones used most extensively by students, while the basement was mostly used to store extra books and the like. Both of the main floors were very large, with enough shelves and rooms to allow over one hundred students to study here at any one time.

It’s also plenty of room for someone who doesn’t want to be found to hide, Switch thought. If I was Reagan and I didn’t want to be found, where would I go?

The answer was obvious: The basement. No one ever went down there, aside from the librarian and some of the faculty. Like the Library itself, it was usually locked up at night, but given how Reagan had managed to magically unlock the Library’s front door, she doubted that the basement’s lock would prove much of a challenge to her, if that was where she wanted to go.

Visualizing where the basement’s entrance was, Switch slowly picked her way across the main Library room. She bumped into a chair once and nearly knocked over a vase of flowers not even a minute later, but she otherwise managed to keep the noise to a minimum as she walked. She listened intently a few times for Reagan, but she never heard any sounds from the blind girl. She guessed that Reagan was unaware that Switch was following her, which was good, because Switch didn’t want Reagan to know she was following her until she wanted her to.

As Switch approached the entrance to the basement, she saw that the door was cracked open and a low blue light was spilling out from it. That all but confirmed Switch’s earlier theory about Reagan heading for the basement. She still, of course, did not know why Reagan had decided to head down there, but she knew that she was going to find out soon enough.

As carefully as she could, Switch approached the door and cracked it open wider, just wide enough for her to slip through. She closed the door behind her, but silently and carefully in order to maintain the element of surprise that she had. She paused and listened, wondering what she would hear or if she would hear anything at all.

This time, Switch heard something. It sounded like someone digging through a box of books. A feminine grunt told Switch that it was Reagan. She also heard the sounds of boxes being pushed around, which made Switch wonder if Reagan was pushing the boxes around for some reason.

She’s not looking for a book, is she? Switch thought. No, of course not. She’s blind and blind people can’t read. She’s probably looking for something else.

Switch advanced more slowly down the steps, taking each step as lightly as possible in order to make the lowest amount of noise. Not that that was strictly necessary, however. Reagan made so much noise moving around boxes that Switch doubted Reagan could hear anything else.

When Switch reached the bottom steps, she stopped and then slowly peered around the corner. She was surprised by what she saw.

Unlike the rest of the Library, the basement was well-lit, with each light shining brightly on the ceiling. The lights revealed row after row of boxes and crates filled with books, replacement computer equipment, pencils and paper, and a variety of other things often found in the Library. Switch had only been down here once or twice, but she was still amazed at how large and wide the basement was. It was about the same size as the upper two floors, maybe just slightly bigger.

But what Switch focused on was the strange scene playing out not far from the steps. A large circle had been cleared out in the middle of several boxes and crates. She saw Reagan was just about finished pushing the boxes to the side, which left a large, barren circle on the concrete floor that was slightly dusty.

Reagan was moving fast. She huffed and puffed, pushing and pulling boxes of varying sizes aside. She was a fairly skinny girl, but that didn’t stop her from moving around the boxes, even though they had to be heavy, given all of the books in them. It seemed like Reagan was in a hurry, though why, Switch didn’t know.

Reagan pushed the last boxes aside and then turned and walked over to the open spot she had created. She pulled a piece of pink chalk out of her pocket and began tracing a large, complex design in the open spot. She moved quickly and efficiently, as if she did this sort of thing every day, and given how professionally she drew it, Switch figured that this was not the first time Reagan had drawn a circle like this. She recalled Reagan mentioned being a fan of chalk, so that was probably why she was so good at it.

As the circle started to take shape, an ominous feeling ran down Switch’s spine. She had never seen such a design before, but something deep within her—a primal fear, unlike anything she’d felt before—stirred in her heart. She wanted to turn and run, to pretend like she hadn’t seen anything, but she stood her ground. She was going to wait until Reagan finished drawing the circle before she ran, because she wanted to know what the hell Reagan was making in the first place.

A few seconds later, Reagan stood up and tossed the pink chalk aside. She stood with her back to Switch now, panting and sweating slightly as she looked down at her work of art. Switch also looked at it out of curiosity, though due to the fact that Reagan stood in her view, she couldn’t see it entirely.

But what she did see sent another ominous feeling down her spine. Lines crisscrossed in a way that seemed unnatural, even otherworldly. It looked somewhat like a pentagram, except more detailed. Under other circumstances, Switch would have considered it a work of art, but even with the lights brightly shining above, she felt like she was staring at something that should not be.

As for Reagan, she was staring down at it, but Switch didn’t understand why.

She’s blind, for God’s sake, Switch thought. Actually, now that I think about it, how did she make that design when she can’t even see her own two hands?

Whatever Reagan was doing, Switch knew she needed to put a stop to it. She had a feeling that this was part of a much larger ritual, one that should not be completed, no matter what.

Switch stepped out from behind the steps and said, “Reagan, what in the world are you doing?”

Reagan jumped and whirled around. Her eyes were as milky as ever, but somehow she was looking directly at Switch, her face pale with fear and shock, her forehead beaded with sweat.

“Switch?” said Reagan. She sounded completely awake, as if she had been up for hours rather than minutes. “I thought you were still asleep in your dorm.”

“I thought the same thing about you,” said Switch. She glanced at the chalk drawing behind Reagan. “But what is that thing you just drew on the floor? It looks evil.”

Reagan spread her arms in a lame attempt to block it. “Oh, it’s, uh, nothing. I just love drawing with chalk.”

Switch’s eyes narrowed. “Reagan, you’re a bad liar and you know it. Tell me what that drawing actually is or I’ll—”

A large hand fell on Switch’s shoulder, causing Switch to look over shoulder to see who had grabbed her. It was Lady Amazon, of all people, standing behind her as silently as a statue, her sword in her other hand and a fierce scowl on her lips.

“Lady Amazon?” said Switch in surprise. “When did you get here? I didn’t even hear you approach.”

“Then you need to listen more carefully,” said Lady Amazon. There was no friendliness in her voice. “Otherwise, you may end up being killed one of these days.”

“Lady Amazon?” said Reagan in fear. She actually stepped backwards. “Oh my god. This is not how things were supposed to go.”

“Indeed, it isn’t,” said Lady Amazon, looking at Reagan with a mixture of hatred and anger. “I thought you might try something tonight, but it wasn’t until Johanson sent out a message to everyone alerting us to the presence of two intruders in the Library that I decided to check up on you. It looks like my hunch was correct.”

“Lady Amazon, what are you talking about?” said Switch. “Reagan hasn’t done anything wrong. Well, I suppose she did go against curfew, but that hardly seems like something worth getting upset about.”

“She’s done more—and worse, far worse—than merely be out after curfew,” said Lady Amazon. “And if you don’t step back and let me deal with her, she will do even worse than she’s already done.”

“What do you mean?” said Switch. She looked at Reagan. “Reagan, what is Lady Amazon talking about?”

Reagan looked too scared to talk. She just stepped backwards closer to the chalk circle on the floor, but otherwise did not move.

“I’ll tell you what I’m talking about,” said Lady Amazon. She pointed a finger at Reagan. “Reagan Waters is the Leader of Neo-Vision. And I am here to stop her before she can destroy the Academy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Bait rushed through the dark Academy campus, his boots beating against the concrete path as he ran. Above him, Stinger flew, his wings buzzing furiously as they headed to the Library. It was times like this that Bait wished he had wings and could fly like Stinger. That would make it so much easier and faster to get to where he needed to go.

But we’re still making good time, Bait thought, glancing at his suit-up watch. We should reach the Library with time to spare.

As Bait ran, he felt the Blood Gem on his chest heat up unexpectedly. He came to an abrupt stop, nearly tripping over his own feet in the process, but managed to retain his balance. He clutched his Blood Gem, which was growing hotter and hotter with each passing second, making it harder to breathe.

“Bait?” said Stinger, who was hovering several feet away from him, a look of worry on his face. “What’s the problem? Why did you stop?”

“It’s my Blood Gem,” said Bait, his voice tighter than usual. “Something’s wrong with it.”

“Well, you’d better find out what’s wrong with it quickly,” said Stinger, “because I want to get to the Library as quickly as possible.”

Bait would have said something, but before he could speak, he had a sudden vision. He was standing in the Library’s basement next to Switch, oddly enough, who was still wearing her pajamas (though she had apparently thought to bring her Blood Gem with her, because he could see it glowing in the pocket of her pajamas). She was not alone. Reagan stood opposite her in front of a strange pink chalk drawing on the floor, while Lady Amazon stood behind her with her sword drawn and pointed at Reagan as if challenging her to a duel. The air was tense, as if he was in the middle of a climactic confrontation between good and evil, even though as far as he knew all three of those people were good.

But then the vision of the basement faded around him and Bait once again found himself standing on the main Academy pathway, still clutching his chest. His Blood Gem had cooled down considerably, back to its normal temperature, allowing him to breathe again, though he still couldn’t get the mental image of Switch, Reagan, and Lady Amazon standing around in the basement of the Library out of his head.

“Bait?” said Stinger again, this time sounding even more worried than before. “You zoned out there for a minute, bro. What happened?”

Bait looked up at Stinger urgently. “My Blood Gem. It showed me a vision of Switch, Lady Amazon, and Reagan Waters standing in the basement of the Library. It looked like they were about to fight each other.”

“Fight each other?” Stinger repeated incredulously. “Are you sure about that?”

“Positive,” said Bait, nodding quickly. “My Blood Gem can show me where Switch is, so it wasn’t a vision of the future, but rather a vision of the present, of something happening right now even as we speak.”

“Switch and Reagan must be the two intruders the Headmaster told us about,” said Stinger in a voice of dawning realization. “Lady Amazon must have gotten the message and responded to it faster than us. Perhaps we don’t need to go there, because Lady Amazon likely has it covered.”

Bait shook his head quickly. “No. We should still go and check on Switch and Reagan. Even if Lady Amazon has the situation covered, I want to make sure my sister is safe.”

In truth, Bait was thinking about Switch’s theory about Lady Amazon being the Leader. He didn’t know what could have possessed Switch and Reagan to leave their dorm and go to the Library basement in the middle of the night, nor could he knew what that strange pink chalk drawing meant. All he knew was that something was happening in the Academy tonight, something bad, and his sister and her friend were currently in the middle of it.

“Then let’s go,” said Stinger, turning to face away from Bait. “I’ll fly on ahead and—”

All of a sudden, something large and shadowy shot out of the darkness and struck Stinger with the force of a bison. Stinger went flying backwards and crashed into the ground, rolling to a stop in front of a water fountain that was quietly bubbling in the cold night air. He did not rise again.

“Stinger!” Bait shouted, looking over at his fallen half-brother. “Are you okay?”

But he didn’t get a response. As far as he could tell, Stinger had been knocked out cold, though by who or what, he didn’t know.

That was when Bait heard footsteps behind him. He looked over his shoulder just in time to see a familiar person walk out of the shadows between two dorm buildings. The person in question was a young Hispanic man in his mid-twenties, a G-Men patch on his right arm, while a shadowy monster hovered above him protectively, like a guardian spirit.

Bait’s eyes widened in surprise. “Vengeance? What are you doing here? I thought you were with your fellow G-Men agents defending the west gate from Neo-Visionists.”

Vengeance stopped dozens of feet away from Bait, amusement gleaming in his eyes. “I was just responding to the message sent out by Johanson regarding the two Library intruders. I came by myself in case this turned out to be a distraction set up by Neo-Vision to divide us. Besides, I’m strong enough that I don’t need the help of my fellow G-Men to take down a few rowdy Neo-Visionists.”

“Then why did you attack Stinger?” said Bait, gesturing at his unconscious half-brother, who still lay at the foot of the water fountain. “He’s not a Neo-Visionist. Did you not recognize him in the shadows? I understand that even familiar people can look unfamiliar at night, but—”

“Nah, I recognized him, all right,” said Vengeance, flashing a vicious smile. “I hoped that that hit would have killed him, actually, but I guess he isn’t the leader of the Young Neos for nothing, eh?”

“Wait, you tried to kill him?” said Bait. “You are aware that Stinger isn’t a Neo-Visionist, right? And we’re not even in the Library, so I don’t know how you could have possibly mistaken him for one of those guys.”

Vengeance folded his arms over his chest, while Sombra hovered above him as silently as ever. “Actually, I’m not convinced that Stinger isn’t a Neo-Visionist. I’m not even convinced that he’s not the Leader of Neo-Vision himself.”

“That’s outrageous,” said Bait. “Stinger isn’t even a girl. How could he possibly be the Leader of Neo-Vision?”

“Technology can do amazing things, my friend,” said Vengeance. “If the Leader could use a voice modulator to distort her voice, why couldn’t a man use it to make his voice sound like a woman’s? It would certainly fit with the slippery nature of the Leader. All of the evidence the G-Men have collected on the Leader suggests that we’re dealing with a highly intelligent and cunning individual.”

“Stinger isn’t—” Bait caught himself before he almost insulted his own brother. “I mean, that’s still not enough evidence to prove anything.”

“I haven’t laid out all the evidence I have,” said Vengeance casually. “Consider how Stinger was present at that theater and how he revealed you and your sister to the Neo-Visionists when you were in the middle of eavesdropping on their plans. Or consider how we know that the Leader somehow managed to infiltrate the NHA and how the Young Neos would be the perfect entryway, especially given how the last incarnation of the Young Neos had been entirely infiltrated by the original Visionists. It makes sense.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Bait, shaking his head. “You’re jumping to conclusions based on little, if any, evidence. You’re just making everything harder for the rest of us.”

“I understand why you might not want to believe that, given how Stinger is your brother and all,” said Vengeance, “but the truth is, he’s the G-Men’s number one suspect for the identity of the Leader of Neo-Vision. And if you continue to get in our way, you can share a prison cell with him in Ultimate Max. Maybe we’ll throw in your sister, too, for good measure, if she gets in our way.”

Bait’s hands balled into fists. “This is ridiculous and you know it.”

“Hey, man, I’m just following orders,” said Vengeance, spreading his arms. “The Director was the one who pegged Stinger as the Leader and I always do what the Director tells me to do.”

“I don’t care if the President of the United States of America told you to do this,” said Bait. He gestured toward the Library. “The longer we waste time here arguing about this, the more time that the actual Leader has to get away with whatever she’s doing at the Library.”

“Agreed,” said Vengeance. “That’s why you should step aside and let me arrest your brother. Otherwise, I will have to use force against you, and trust me, you don’t want me to use force.”

Above Vengeance, Sombra made a strange grumbling sound that almost sounded like a chuckle. Its inhuman face was difficult to read, but Bait thought it looked something like a predator eager to pounce on its delicious prey. But it stayed where it was, perhaps awaiting orders from Vengeance before acting.

“Now,” said Vengeance, raising a hand. “Because I’m nice, I’ll give you two options: Either step aside and let me haul your brother to justice or find out just what happened to that Neo-Visionist Sombra ate back at the theater. Trust me, it ain’t pretty.”

Bait bit his lower lip and glanced back at the Library. Part of him wanted to simply let Vengeance have Stinger and be done with it. After all, Stinger may have been his half-brother, but he’d never had a good relationship with him and wasn’t as close to him as he was to Switch. And given how Stinger was obviously not the Leader, that meant that Stinger likely either would not go to jail at all or would only spend a short amount of time in the courts before he was freed. Switch, on the other hand, might be in mortal danger. Bait still didn’t quite understand the vision he had seen of her, but he understood enough to realize that she was in danger and needed his help.

But the thought of abandoning Stinger made Bait feel guilty. He remembered how Stinger had come to him and Switch for help, despite the fact that they were essentially estranged. He thought about how Stinger had been willing to work with them to fight the Neo-Visionists. He thought about how he was still his brother—even if only by half—and how family needed to stick together. He thought about how the G-Men showed little mercy to prisoners and how Stinger might be horribly abused before they found out he was innocent.

And finally, Bait had to ask himself if it was actually heroic to let an innocent man—a man he knew was innocent, his own half-brother even—go to jail or be arrested on trumped up charges. There was no way that Bait would be able to live with himself if that happened.

Bait raised his fists and took a fighting stance. “If you want to arrest my brother, Vengeance, then you’ll have to go through me first.”

Vengeance shrugged. “Your mistake, one I doubt you will live long enough to regret.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

For a long moment, Switch looked from Lady Amazon to Reagan and back again. She even cleaned out her ears, certain that she had just misheard Lady Amazon call Reagan the Leader of Neo-Vision. Granted, Switch’s hearing was excellent, but even she could sometimes mishear things and she was sure that this was one of those times.

“Lady Amazon,” said Switch, cracking a slight smile, “you didn’t just say that Reagan is the Leader of Neo-Vision, did you?”

“I did,” said Lady Amazon without an ounce of humor or sarcasm in her voice. She wasn’t even looking at Switch. She was looking at Reagan, her eyes narrowed, as if to ensure that the blind girl didn’t sneak off while she wasn’t looking.

“That’s not a very funny joke, Lady Amazon,” said Switch, rubbing the back of her neck. “Reagan isn’t the Leader of Neo-Vision. She’s actually on the run from them. That’s why she’s here in the first place.”

“It’s not a joke,” said Lady Amazon. “It is a factual claim. If it was a joke, you would be laughing now.”

Switch’s smile turned into a frown of horror. “Wait, you mean you actually believe that she’s the Leader of Neo-Vision? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Right!” said Reagan. She was trembling where she stood. “Lady Amazon doesn’t know what she’s talking about. She’s just lying to hurt me.”

“Why would she lie?” said Switch, looking at Reagan curiously. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Because she’s the actual Leader of Neo-Vision,” said Reagan, pointing an accusatory finger at Lady Amazon. “She’s just trying to frame me for her own crimes! Remember your theory, Switch, about how Lady Amazon is the Leader? You are one hundred percent right. This is the proof we need. She’s just projecting.”

Switch didn’t like how desperate Reagan looked and sounded. Though she didn’t quite believe that Reagan was the Leader of Neo-Vision, she didn’t quite like the way Reagan spoke. She sounded hysterical and guilty, like a child caught in the middle of stealing cookies from the cookie jar. It was very much unlike how Reagan normally behaved. After all, Reagan was normally a calm, easygoing, slightly apologetic girl, not one to randomly shriek serious accusations at others, particularly ones she couldn’t back up.

“’Projecting,’” Lady Amazon said. “Interesting word choice there, Reagan, given how you are doing that very same thing at this very moment. But then, in my experience, Visionists—Neo or otherwise—tend to project a lot.”

“I’m not the one projecting here,” said Reagan. “You are. Don’t believe her, Switch. She’s a lying liar who is trying to turn you against me.”

Switch backed away from Lady Amazon and Reagan. She didn’t quite know who to trust, because so far she had only heard accusations from both sides, but had yet to see any actual proof for either of their claims. “I … I don’t know. This is all happening so fast.”

“Because Lady Amazon is making it happen fast, Switch,” said Reagan. “She’s trying to get around the fact that she doesn’t have any proof to back up her crazy accusations.”

Lady Amazon smirked. “Why do I need proof when I can just prove your real identity right here and now?”

Without warning, Lady Amazon hurled her spear at Reagan. The spear flew straight and true, moving too fast for Switch to stop or catch it. It was also moving too fast for Reagan to dodge it. It was heading directly for her face. If it hit her, it would kill her instantly and there was nothing Switch could do about it.

At the last possible second, however, Reagan drew something long and thin out of her pocket and waved it at the spear. The spear suddenly vanished into thin air mere inches from Reagan’s face.

“What in the hell?” said Switch, looking at Reagan with shock. “What was that? How did you make it disappear like that? I thought you just had the ability to disable the superpowers of other people.”

“Another lie from the queen of lies,” said Lady Amazon. “She can no more disable superpowers than she can raise the dead. She’s a fraud. In fact, her name isn’t even Reagan Waters.”

“It’s not?” said Switch. She looked at Reagan. “Reagan, is that true? Is your name really not Reagan Waters?”

Reagan stood frozen before the chalk circle behind her. Now that Reagan was still, Switch could see that she held a wand of some sort in her hand. It looked like the wand of a stage magician, but that made no sense to Switch, because as far as she knew, Reagan wasn’t a magician or into magic even as a hobby. She hadn’t even seen that wand until tonight, which made her wonder where Reagan had been keeping it for so long.

But then Reagan slowly lowered her wand to her side. She did not look at either Switch or Lady Amazon, though it wasn’t because she was blind. “I suppose there’s no point in pretending any longer. That was a very clever trick of yours, Lady Amazon, forcing me to use my actual powers to defend myself and thus reveal my true identity to Switch. I never thought of you as being a particularly clever Council member, but I guess you’re a bit smarter than you seem.”

“I feel the same way about you, Reagan,” said Lady Amazon. “I didn’t even suspect you were the Leader of Neo-Vision until just a few days ago. Even then, I still didn’t see the full picture until tonight, when I realized what you were about to do. I just never thought you were smart enough to trick so many people for so long.”

“What can I say?” said Reagan with a shrug. “My uncle always told me I was a gifted and intelligent young woman. Can you honestly say he was wrong?”

“I don’t get it,” said Switch, scratching her head. “What’s going on here? I feel so confused.”

“Right, I forgot you aren’t as well informed as me,” said Lady Amazon. She looked at Reagan. “This blind girl standing before us isn’t Reagan Waters, an innocent girl who ended up, through no fault of her own, being the target of a vile terrorist organization that sought to use her unique powers to kill as many people as they could. This girl is Regina Welling, but you may know her better as Incantation, the former leader of the Young Neos, niece of the late Council member Edward ‘Thaumaturge’ Welling, former member of the original Vision, and current leader of Neo-Vision.”

Switch gasped. She looked at Reagan—no, Regina—again and said, “Reagan, is that true?”

“Yes,” said Regina. “Every last word of it. Reagan Waters was a false identity I made up as part of my plan to destroy the Academy. I am indeed Incantation, the beautiful and mysterious magician who once led the Young Neos.”

Switch looked at Lady Amazon, dumbfounded. “How did you figure this out? Lucky guess?”

“Luck played a part in it, as it does in everything, but evidence gathering was every bit as important as luck in this investigation,” said Lady Amazon. “And I didn’t figure it all out on my own, either. I had help, mostly from the NHA, though I gathered some of the facts from a few sources of my own.”

Switch once again looked at Regina, or, as she should probably call her, Incantation. “Tell me how you found out who she really was.”

“It wasn’t easy,” said Lady Amazon, “but I’ll start from the beginning, with the Neo-Visionist attack on the Museum of Superhuman History over two weeks ago. Do you remember what I said to Incantation when I first saw her? I said she reminded me of someone I had once known, but I didn’t remember who until some time later: Incantation herself. She had the same hair color, same fair skin, though her eye color and lips are different and she’s wearing different clothing than what Incantation normally wore.”

“Had to disguise myself somehow,” Incantation muttered. “Otherwise, I would have been recognized right off the bat and my plan would have definitely failed for sure.”

“Quite right,” said Lady Amazon. “But even when I realized that, I didn’t think much of it. Blonde-haired, pale skinned girls are not exactly rare. I originally believed that I had just ran into a girl who looked like Regina and nothing more, but I couldn’t ignore that thought forever. After all, Incantation was one of the few original Visionists to evade capture. Incantation went into hiding, though the G-Men put a bounty on her head, a bounty, I might add, that is still active.”

“It’s too low, if you ask me,” Incantation muttered again. “Maybe if the government wasn’t so cheap, someone would have caught me by now.”

“Even then, I still didn’t think too much of it, because I thought that maybe I was over-thinking it too much,” said Lady Amazon. “But then I found out a few interesting things, such as the fact that the Museum of Superhuman History’s doors had been magically unlocked and that the Neo-Visionists who participated in the attack had failed to do any real damage to the Museum or its exhibits. The entire attack seemed like a false flag to me, like someone was trying to distract the NHA and everyone else from the truth.”

“All right, but I still don’t see how that implicates Incantation,” said Switch. “Was it due to the fact that she was present at the Museum when that attack happened?”

“Yes,” said Lady Amazon, nodding. “At least, that was part of it. It seemed strange to me that the one superhuman who Neo-Vision wanted more than anyone else happened to be visiting the Museum at the same time that they attacked it. Not only that, but none of the Neo-Visionists had made an attempt to capture her. That didn’t match up with what I later heard from the G-Men about what Neo-Vision wanted.”

“You mean … the attack was a set up?” said Switch.

“Yes,” said Incantation, before Lady Amazon could speak. “The whole point of the attack wasn’t to destroy the Museum, but to get me close to you and your brother. That way, when I got into the Academy, I would have two people who would trust me and protect me, even in the face of accusations that I was the Leader. It worked pretty well for a while there, but Lady Amazon, I guess, saw right through it.”

“That I did,” said Lady Amazon, “though not immediately. My suspicions deepened when you were put into the Academy through the government’s Superhuman Relocation Program. I thought it very strange that you were put in the Academy, rather than sent to the Compound where most people in the Program usually go. It struck me less as the behavior of someone on the run from terrorists and more like the behavior of someone who was trying to get into the school for some reason.”

“But how did Incantation trick the G-Men into letting her come here?” said Switch. “I’d think that the G-Men would see through any attempts on her part to deliberately be put into the Academy.”

“Magic,” said Incantation simply. She waved her wand lazily. “I know more than a few spells that make people easier to persuade. And government employees, I’ve found, are particularly susceptible to being bewitched. Even Cadmus Smith was fooled by my magic, which I consider an accomplishment, given how he is one of the most powerful telepaths in the world.”

“I’m not particularly found of Cadmus myself, but even I must admit that I find your manipulation of him abhorrent,” said Lady Amazon. “Anyway, to continue my story, I grew even more suspicious after I learned from Stinger that the Leader of Neo-Vision had infiltrated the NHA. I knew that none of the NHA’s higher-ups were Neo-Visionists, because after the original Visionist fiasco, we had implemented strict measures to ensure that enemy spies could not infiltrate our ranks the way that the original Visionists did. So I asked myself, if the Leader is not on Hero Island or anywhere within the NHA’s hierarchy, then where could she be?”

“The Academy,” said Switch. “That’s what you realized, right?”

“Exactly,” said Lady Amazon, nodding seriously. “And I believed that Reagan was the Leader. Moreover, I was starting to suspect that she was actually Incantation, which would make sense, because Incantation was a member of the old Vision and would be a logical candidate for the Leader’s real identity. She was just as much a fanatic as her fellow Visionists, which was more than enough reason on her part to resurrect the group.”

Lady Amazon looked at Incantation with disgust. “That’s why I volunteered to defend the Academy when I heard about the planned Neo-Visionist attack. I wanted to see if my theory was true, and it looks like I was right. I wish I wasn’t, but it is obvious, beyond a shadow of a doubt now, that I was right.”

Incantation shrugged again. “I will admit, Lady Amazon, that I didn’t expect you to be the one to bust me. I didn’t think anyone would bust me at all, actually. I thought I would be able to pull off my plan without any problems, but I see I was too careless.”

“Not at all,” said Lady Amazon. “Virtually no one else suspected you of being the Leader of Neo-Vision. Even I had my doubts. I could have just as easily chosen to stay home on Hero Island and let the chips fall where they may, instead of directly intervening like I have done. But I’m glad I didn’t. Otherwise, your plan likely would have gone off without a hitch.”

Switch looked at Incantation again, this time with betrayal in her eyes. “So you lied to me, Bait, and everyone else this entire time? About your identity, your reasons for being here, even your powers? You lied to us every day and didn’t feel even remotely sad about it? Are you also lying about your blindness?”

“No, I’m as blind as a bat,” said Incantation, gesturing at her eyes. “Courtesy of a certain young superhero who I will get my vengeance on one of these days. But, yes, I lied about everything else. And it wasn’t even that hard to do. Being intellectually gifted means you can come up with more convincing lies than those who are intellectually inferior to you.”

Switch felt tears starting to burn at the edges of her eyes, but she blinked them back. “Why? Why did you lie to us? Why did you lie to me? I thought we were friends.”

Incantation snorted. “Friends? Please. I could never be friends with oppressors like you. You are like every other superhuman supremacist on the planet. You support the lie that superhuman powers are biological in order to secure your own privilege. I only used you, like a tool, just like how you supremacists use the oppressed to stroke your own egos.”

Switch’s jaw fell open. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“Every word of it.” Incantation raised her head, a mad look on her features. “I’m not a Visionist because of money or power. I’m a Visionist—a Neo-Visionist, now, though there really isn’t much of a difference—because I believe in building a better world, a world of equality and justice, where no one will be oppressed and everyone will be free to be whatever they want to be. Only evil people like you could ever oppose such a grand goal.”

“Evil?” said Switch. “I’m not evil. My parents are, but I’m not.”

“If you are not for me, then you are against me, regardless of your opinions,” said Incantation. “I infiltrated this school with the intent of destroying it from the inside. This school is an indoctrination center, an institution supporting harmful, oppressive ideas which go against progress. Young people are being brainwashed here, taught to believe in the lies that the powerful push for their own selfish gain, and I will free them, every last one of them, by destroying this school.”

“If you destroy the school, you’ll also kill the students here,” said Switch. “How is that freeing them?”

“Some deaths are unavoidable when you’re building a better world,” said Incantation. “Some people, even innocent people, must die in order for the ideals of Neo-Vision—articulated by the original Visionary himself thirty years ago—to be made a reality. If some of those people are kids who don’t know better, it is an acceptable price to pay.”

Switch didn’t know what offended her more: the casual way Incantation expressed her willingness to sacrifice the lives of innocent high school students for her insane ‘ideals’ or the fact that Incantation showed exactly no remorse for lying to and using Switch. Incantation had betrayed Switch, betrayed her after first pretending to be her friend, and she was almost laughing about it.

“You are mad,” said Switch. “And evil.”

“That’s what everyone said about the Visionary,” said Incantation. She put a hand on her chest. “That’s what is always said about revolutionaries who fight for righteousness. In the end, I am on the right side of history and you two are not.”

Switch’s hands shook. “You may be on the ‘right side of history,’ but you’re not on the right side of me or Lady Amazon. And given how we are both in a position to stop you, I’d say that being on the right side of us matters a bit more than being on the right side of history.”

Incantation smiled a psychotic smirk. “I don’t need your approval. The Academy will be destroyed. Everyone in it will die and then the world will see what happens to those who further the systematic inequality which exists between superhumans and normal humans.”

“I guess you weren’t listening,” said Switch. She gestured at herself and Lady Amazon. “We’re here to stop you. Your grand plan is over before it even begun.”

Incantation’s smirk grew even crazier. “Nonsense. It is just beginning.”

Incantation whirled around and tapped the pink chalk circle with the tip of her wand.

As soon as Incantation’s wand tapped against the circle, a bright flash of pink light exploded, blinding Switch and knocking her over like a bowling pin. She also heard Lady Amazon fall beside her, but more importantly, she could hear Incantation’s high, crazy laugh pierce the air as the pink light grew brighter and brighter with each passing second.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

“Sombra, attack!” Vengeance shouted, pointing at Bait. “Show him no mercy.”

Sombra launched toward Bait, outstretching its claws toward him. Bait, however, rolled to the side at the last second, causing Sombra to smash into the ground where he had been standing mere moments before and turn into a splotch of shadow on the pavement.

Rolling to his feet, Bait activated his super strength and ripped a nearby lamppost from the ground just as Sombra reformed and looked at him. Once again, Sombra launched toward him, but this time, Bait swung the lamppost, intending to knock Sombra away.

But to Bait’s surprise, his lamppost merely passed through Sombra’s head unharmed. Sombra himself, on the other hand, slapped Bait aside with enough force to send him flying. Bait spun head over heels through the air until he crashed into the pavement hard enough to crack the concrete.

Damn it, that hurt, Bait thought, rubbing his head as he sat up. His back ached and his head felt like someone had dropped a bag of hammers on it.

“You look surprised,” said Vengeance, who had not moved an inch from where he stood. He was smiling in a manner that gave him an eerie resemblance to Sombra. “I guess I forgot to tell you that Sombra, being made of shadow, is immune to most forms of physical attacks. Using the lamppost as a bat was good thinking on your part, though. Quite creative. Just not creative enough.”

Sombra rushed toward Bait again, but Bait managed to roll out of the way again. Rising to his feet, Bait rushed toward Vengeance, because he now understood that Vengeance was the source of Sombra and if he could take out Vengeance, then Sombra would be defeated as well.

But before Bait could get very far, Sombra’s claws wrapped around his body and lifted him off the ground. Then Sombra smashed Bait into the ground over and over, making Bait see nothing but dirt and grass for a good few seconds before Sombra threw him away. Bait crashed into the side of a dorm building and fell down onto the rose bushes in front of it, where he lay as stunned as if he had been electrocuted.

Vengeance chuckled, turning to look at Bait. “You know, I was expecting a bit more from one of the Tag Team Twins, as the media calls you. Maybe you just got lucky when you beat Tsunami or maybe it was just the media hyping you up again. Sombra’s a bit disappointed, too, in case you couldn’t tell.”

No, I honestly couldn’t tell, because Sombra is a giant shadow monster with a face that looks like a snake, Bait thought, but did not say aloud, mostly because he was in so much pain that he couldn’t say even one word.

Instead, Bait picked himself up off the ground again, but then felt a stab of pain in his right thigh and looked down. A bad gash ran across the outside of his right thigh, while his pajamas were covered in dirt and leaves, making him look like those homeless people he used to see on the streets of New York City whenever he, Switch, and Mom visited that place. He also thought that he had broken at least a few bones, but it was hard to tell because his whole body hurt equally.

In any case, Bait knew that he was going to lose if he kept taking on Sombra like this. Even though only a few seconds had passed since the start of the fight, Sombra had nearly knocked him out more than a few times. Sombra itself, on the other hand, didn’t look even remotely tired. In fact, Bait was convinced that Sombra probably couldn’t get tired due to the fact that it was a creature made of shadow.

It’s fast, can’t get tired, can’t be touched physically but can somehow touch physical objects, and has already wiped the floor with me a few times, Bait thought. Overpowered, much?

Of course, Sombra wasn’t invincible. As far as Bait could tell, Sombra was dependent on Vengeance for its existence. If Vengeance was knocked out, then Sombra would be rendered powerless, if not vanish entirely. Yet Vengeance must have been well aware of that. As Bait watched, Sombra moved in between him and Vengeance, forming an effective barrier that Bait was starting to think he would never be able to pierce.

Weakness, Bait thought. I need to find Sombra’s weakness.

Of course, real life wasn’t like one of those video games Tommy played, where each boss or enemy had a specific weak point to take advantage of. But maybe, if Bait looked hard enough—

Suddenly, Sombra barreled toward Bait as fast as a bullet. Bait focused his super strength in his legs and launched himself into the air, flying over Sombra and landing on top of a nearby tree. The tree’s branches creaked under Bait’s weight, but fortunately didn’t give out, though Bait couldn’t help but be amazed that that had even worked.

But he didn’t have time to be amazed, because when he looked over his shoulder, he saw Sombra turning around to come at him again.

Damn thing just doesn’t stop, Bait thought. And it won’t stop coming after me until it either gets me or I get Vengeance. And given how I’m playing defense, I think it’s pretty obvious that I’m not going to get Vengeance.

All of a sudden, Bait’s Blood Gem started burning again. Bait clutched his chest and had a brief vision of Switch, Lady Amazon, and Reagan again. All three of them were still in the basement of the Library, but now they looked like they were getting ready to fight. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he could see Reagan’s psychotic smirk and the strange wand she held in her hand, which she waved around like a magician about to perform a trick.

Then Reagan suddenly whirled around and tapped the pink chalk circle behind her, causing a huge flash of pink light to explode from the circle. The pink light enveloped Reagan, Switch, and Lady Amazon, causing the vision to end abruptly before Bait could see the full effects of the blast.

What was that? Bait thought. Was that a vision of something happening right now? It had to be. My Blood Gem only shows me what Switch is doing right now, not what she’s doing in the future. But why did Reagan have a wand and what was with that explosion of pink light?

A roar behind him made Bait look over his shoulder again. This time, Sombra was above him, towering over him like a cat about to pounce on a mouse. Bait stepped backwards, but he didn’t have much room to move because of the narrow size of the tree branches. Then his foot accidentally slipped and he almost fell, but managed to grab onto another branch and save himself just in the nick of time.

Panting, Bait looked up at Sombra’s snake-like face, which was grinning down at him with that same inhuman grin as ever.

“Hiding in a tree won’t save you, kid,” Vengeance shouted from somewhere below. “All you’ve done is make it easier for Sombra to corner you. Idiot.”

This time, Bait agreed with Vengeance. There was no escaping Sombra now. All he could do was stare up at the shadow beast as it fixed its gaze on him, its yellow eyes glowing like moonlight through mist.

But before Sombra could strike, a sudden burst of pink light came out of nowhere. It enveloped Bait and Sombra and everything around him. He was also hit with something that felt like an explosion, almost knocking him off the tree itself, but he grabbed one of the branches and held on for dear life. His eyes were shut closed as tightly as possible as he struggled to avoid falling to the ground below.

The pink light went away rather quickly, however, allowing Bait to open his eyes. He had a hard time seeing at first, because there seemed to be some kind of strange pink afterglow on everything, but as the afterglow faded and the darkness of the night returned, Bait could see the aftermath of the pink explosion.

He was hanging by one hand from one of the tree’s upper branches. He was amazed that he hadn’t fallen, but he supposed that the branch was stronger than it looked. He hauled himself onto another branch, however, for safety, standing on a branch that was wide enough for both his feet.

What was that explosion? Bait thought. Was it even a real explosion at all? I wasn’t burned and I’m definitely still alive. Wonder what happened.

Bait thought about the vision he had seen when he landed on the tree, of Reagan tapping a pink chalk circle with a wand, which created a blast of pink light very similar to the one that had just enveloped him.

It must have been that, Bait thought. Somehow, the pink light expanded beyond the Library basement and onto the rest of the campus. I wonder how far it expanded before it went away and what, if anything, it did to me and anyone else who got caught in it.

Then Bait remembered Sombra and immediately looked up, but oddly, Sombra was nowhere to be seen.

What? Bait thought. Where did Sombra go? It had me cornered. There’s no reason for it to run away or hide. Right?

“Sombra!” Vengeance’s voice below suddenly shouted. “Sombra, where are you? Sombra!”

Bait was so taken aback by Vengeance’s shouting that he nearly fell out of the tree. But he managed to retain his balance and looked through a gap in the tree branches to the ground below, where Vengeance stood.

Vengeance had not moved an inch from the spot where he had been standing the entire time. He was now, however, calling for Sombra’s name in the same way a person might call the name of their lost dog. He was also staring at his own shadow, thrusting his arms toward it again and again, but his shadow did not come to life. It behaved like a normal shadow, mimicking Vengeance’s movements, but not doing anything of its own.

“Sombra!” Vengeance shouted. “What happened to you? Why aren’t you answering my summons? Answer me, damn it, answer me!”

It seemed like Sombra had somehow disappeared, maybe even got destroyed outright. That meant it was safe for Bait to come down from the tree, but at the same time, Bait worried that this might be a trick of some sort, a ploy used by Vengeance to trick Bait into coming down and making himself vulnerable to some kind of attack.

But I doubt it, Bait thought. Vengeance doesn’t look like he’s trying to fool anyone. He seems to have genuinely lost his ability to summon Sombra, though how, I don’t know.

Bait climbed down the tree as quickly and carefully as he could. As soon as his feet touched the ground, however, Vengeance whipped his head toward him, an expression of pure hatred on his face.

“You,” Vengeance growled, pointing an accusing finger at Bait. “What did you do to Sombra?”

“Hey, I didn’t do anything to him,” Bait said. “I—”

“Give me back Sombra!”

Vengeance suddenly charged toward Bait. He was fast, though not as fast as Sombra, and threw a punch at Bait’s head, which Bait dodged at the last minute. Bait grabbed Vengeance’s outstretched arm and whirled him around and slammed him against the tree, causing a few leaves to fall off the branches from the impact of Vengeance being slammed against it.

“Let me go!” Vengeance cried out, struggling against Bait’s grip. “Let me go and give me back Sombra!”

“Would you just shut up for a minute?” Bait snapped, holding Vengeance as tightly as he could. “I’m not going to let you go so you can beat me up and I’m not going to give you back Sombra because I don’t know where the hell Sombra is either.”

“Yes, you do,” said Vengeance. “The pink light. You made it somehow.”

“I didn’t,” said Bait. “It took me by surprise as much as it did you. I think it came from the Library, though.”

“Who cares where it came from?” said Vengeance. “I just want Sombra back.”

“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t have Sombra?” said Bait. “God, you’re like a broken record.”

Vengeance looked like he was going to argue, but then he just sighed and said, in a sad voice, “You don’t understand. Sombra is not just my shadow, but my best friend, my only friend, really. Without Sombra, I have nothing else to live for. Nothing.”

Bait bit his lower lip. “I understand, but getting angry at me won’t bring Sombra back. Like I said, I don’t know what that pink light was or what it did. But if we go to the Library, where my sister is, then we might be able to find out.”

“That won’t be necessary, Bait,” said a voice behind him. “Because I already know what that pink light did to us.”

Bait looked over his shoulder to see who had spoken. It was Stinger, who, aside from the dirt on his costume, looked okay despite having been knocked out of the air by Sombra earlier. Yet there was something odd about Stinger as well, like he was missing a body part, though as far as Bait could tell under the light from the lampposts, Stinger’s body was whole.

“Stinger?” said Bait, without loosening his grip on Vengeance. “What are you doing up? I thought you’d be knocked out for a while. And how do you know what the pink light did to us? Do you know what it was?”

Stinger shook his head. “I don’t know what it was or where it came from, but I know what it did anyway. Look.”

Stinger turned around, showing his back to Bait. At first, Bait didn’t understand what was so strange about Stinger’s back, aside from the two empty holes in the back of his costume for his wings.

Wait a minute … Empty holes?

“Your wings,” Bait said, unable to believe his eyes. “They’re—”

“Gone,” said Stinger, without turning around or looking over his shoulder. “Yes, I know. The pink light took away our powers. We’re powerless.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

For what seemed like an eternity, the bright pink light was Switch’s whole world. She could not see beyond it or outside of it. It covered the entire Library basement, but more than that, Switch could sense that the light extended far beyond the basement to the rest of the Library and maybe to the rest of the Academy as well, though she wasn’t sure how it was possible for such a small light to expand so rapidly in such a short period of time.

But it didn’t matter, because the only thing she could hear was Incantation’s mad laughter. It was the worst sound in the world, simultaneously beautiful and crazy at the same time, and Switch wished she could make it stop, but the pink light made it impossible to see Incantation or anything else for that matter.

Just as the pink light became unbearable for Switch, it suddenly and abruptly faded. A faint pink afterglow remained, but the light had returned to normal, allowing Switch’s eyes to readjust and see the basement itself again.

Not much had changed after the pink explosion, from what Switch could tell, aside from the fact that she and Lady Amazon had been knocked onto the ground. Incantation still stood, but it was with her back to Switch and Lady Amazon, and she was laughing like a maniac. The pink chalk circle was no longer glowing, but the sight of it still sent an ominous feeling down Switch’s spine nonetheless.

“Oh, it worked, it worked, it worked,” said Incantation in between bursts of mad laughter. “I can hardly believe it, but it worked. Uncle Ed would be so proud of me if he was still alive. I know he would.”

Rubbing the back of her head, Switch sat up. She looked at Lady Amazon, who was also sitting up and rubbing her head like she had a bad headache.

A bad headache is understating it, Switch thought, wincing at the pain she experienced. It feels more like my skull was split open with a rusty ax.

“Lady Amazon, are you okay?” said Switch, looking at Lady Amazon with concern. “How does your head feel?”

“I will be fine,” said Lady Amazon, rubbing her forehead, “though I will admit I feel strangely weak, as if I was drained of my strength. It is probably just the fact that I fell and hit my head on the concrete flooring. It’s nothing serious, as far as I can tell.”

Incantation suddenly whirled around to face them. If her laughter had been mad, then her face was absolutely insane. She looked like a demon from hell, her grin wide and unnatural, her right eye twitching every now and then.

“The mighty Lady Amazon, now sitting on the floor like a kid who has fallen onto her behind,” said Incantation, the laughter in her voice barely hidden. “You look so pathetic. I love it.”

Lady Amazon growled and rose to her feet. “Looks can be deceiving, Incantation. Unfortunately, I believe that’s a lesson that dear old ‘Uncle Ed’ never got around to teaching you.”

Lady Amazon charged at Incantation, sword held high above her head. To her credit, Incantation didn’t move out of the way or show any fear. She just stared straight ahead with her blank eyes, her manic grin never leaving her face as Lady Amazon rushed toward her like a bull bearing down on a matador.

Then Incantation raised her wand and waved it a few times, shooting a long, red ribbon out of it which wrapped around Lady Amazon like a snake. Before Lady Amazon could do anything, the ribbon tightened around her, causing her to drop her sword and fall to the floor again. She struggled to break free of the ribbon, but it must have been stronger than it looked, because it didn’t even budge under her effort.

“What is the meaning of this?” said Lady Amazon as she struggled against the ribbon. “Why can’t I break this ribbon? What happened to my super strength?”

“It’s gone,” Incantation replied. “Not that it would have been of much help anyway, of course, given how that is a ribbon reinforced by ancient and powerful magic, but you are still powerless.”

“Powerless?” said Switch. She hadn’t stood up, mostly because her head still hurt too much for her to do that. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that Lady Amazon can’t use her powers anymore,” said Incantation, looking down at Lady Amazon with a mixture of amusement and disgust in her eyes. “She’s just a normal human being now, though it isn’t just her. If I did this spell right—and I’m sure that I did—then every superhuman in this vile Academy should be powerless now.”

“Is that what that pink light did?” said Switch. “Take away our powers?”

Incantation nodded. “Yes. Temporarily, you see, because I couldn’t find a spell that would permanently remove superpowers. But I did find one that could negate superpowers for a few hours, which will be more than enough time for my fellow Neo-Visionists to burn this school to the ground.”

Switch put a hand over her mouth. “Was that your plan all along? Use your magic to disable the powers of every superhuman on campus in order to make the Academy defenseless?”

“You got it,” said Incantation, flashing a dangerous smile at Switch. “I knew that any Neo-Visionist attack on the Academy would likely fail, because the school is too well-defended to be destroyed that easily. The teachers alone form an effective defense force, given how they are made up of former NHA and INJ members with over one hundred years of superhero experience between all of them. That’s why I decided I needed to de-power everyone in order to give my side a chance to win.”

“I didn’t know there were spells that could de-power superhumans,” said Switch. “Then again, I didn’t know that magic was real until now, either, so that’s not very surprising I guess.”

“Why do you think I spent such a long time in hiding after the fall of the original Vision?” said Incantation. She gestured at her chalk circle. “I spent many months going deep into the magical secrets of the Way, the magical path which my uncle Thaumaturge taught me before his death. I even went back to Britain, the home of the Way, where I tracked down the handful of ancient mages who still practice it, who then pointed me to much older sources, even a few they claimed predated humanity. It was fascinating, the things I learned about prehistory, though I don’t know how much of it is true or false.”

Switch gulped. “So you learned the spell from one of these books?”

Incantation nodded again. “Correct. I found a spell in a third century AD book that talked about taking powers away from ‘witches,’ which I understand to have been a common ancient term for superhumans before our modern day. The spell was difficult to decipher at first, because of the language barrier, but through intense study and effort, I finally understood it. It took me many days of hard work and constant failure, but eventually I mastered it and then set my plan to destroy the Academy into motion.”

Switch didn’t know how much of what Incantation said was true. All this talk about magic and books that predated humanity made Switch think that Incantation had probably lost her mind. She supposed it didn’t matter at this point, because Incantation’s spell, whatever its true origin, had clearly worked. Lady Amazon’s new helpless state was proof of that.

“Now, my fellow Neo-Visionists ought to be invading the school even as we speak,” said Incantation. “They know that the sign to attack is when they see the pink light created by the spell. And once they do, there won’t be a thing that any of your allies will be able to do about it.”

Switch rose to her feet, despite her pounding headache. “You’re lying. There isn’t going to be a Neo-Visionist attack tonight.”

“Oh, there is,” said Incantation. “But you don’t have to take my word for it. Soon, we’ll hear the screams of Academy faculty and students as they are mercilessly slaughtered by my followers, and when we emerge from the basement onto the surface, we’ll see the campus grounds soaked with the blood of the G-Men and Young Neos. It will be glorious.”

“Glorious?” Switch repeated in horror. “That’s not glorious at all. That’s horrifying.”

“Call it whatever you wish, but it will happen regardless,” said Incantation. She raised a fist. “A new world is upon us, Switch, one in which oppressive lies created by bigots like you will be overturned. A new world, one of equality and justice for all, will be born, and you can either stand aside and let us build it or die with the old world and its outdated values that go against equality.”

Switch’s fists shook. She wanted to sock Incantation in the face, but at the same time, she also wanted to go and warn the other students about the Neo-Visionist attack. She didn’t know how much luck she would have, but if she left right now, then she might be able to save at least a few of the other students, though even that wasn’t guaranteed.

“I’m going to save my fellow students,” Switch said to Incantation. “You can stay here and laugh like a mad woman all you want, but I don’t need to waste my time talking to you.”

“And leave Lady Amazon at my mercy?” Incantation questioned. “I guess you are not as loyal to her as I thought.”

Incantation waved her wand again and the ribbon tightened around Lady Amazon’s body. Lady Amazon gasped for air, but it didn’t look like she was getting the air she needed, because her face was starting to go purple and her eyes were bulging out of her skull.

“What?” said Switch. “Hey, how come you can still use your powers, but we can’t use ours?”

Incantation smirked. “It’s one of the benefits of the spell. It works on all superhumans … except for the one who actually casts the spell, like me. That’s why I used the spell instead of getting a barrel of powerless gas on the black market. It would have had the same effect as the spell, but it would have also left me powerless, which wouldn’t have worked at all, you understand.”

“I understand that you’re a crazy woman who doesn’t understand biology,” said Switch. “For all your talk about having a ‘gifted’ intellect, you certainly don’t seem to use it.”

Incantation’s smirk turned into a raging frown. She waved her wand again and Lady Amazon’s ribbons constricted again, making Lady Amazon gasp for air again, except this time even more than before.

“Don’t be smart, you little harpy,” Incantation hissed. “Say something stupid like that again and I’ll squeeze Lady Amazon so tightly that the ribbons will cut through her skin like knives. Don’t tempt me, because I’ve done it before.”

Switch almost said something smart in return, but then she looked at Lady Amazon and realized that Incantation’s threat was completely serious. As long as Incantation had Lady Amazon in her grasp, then Switch would have to be very careful about what she said and did next.

“All right, I won’t make any more smart comments,” said Switch, holding up her hands. “What do you want?”

Incantation’s frown turned back into the manic grin from before. “What do I want? Why, to kill you and Lady Amazon, of course. My followers will deal with your friends above, but I will have the pleasure of killing you two. And it will most definitely be a real pleasure, because I’ve been dreaming of killing Lady Amazon for many years now. I never thought I would get the chance to actually do it, though. I guess dreams do come true after all, don’t they?”

Switch bit her lower lip. There was no way in hell that she was going to let Incantation kill her and Lady Amazon, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. At the moment, Incantation had the power in this situation. She was the only one who still had her powers, which put her at a major advantage over Switch and Lady Amazon.

And then there’s the fact that her followers are probably invading the Academy even as we speak, Switch thought. Even if I somehow beat her, that won’t save the Academy, because all of the Academy’s defenders will still be powerless. She thought this through well, it seems. Guess she really is smart.

But Switch wasn’t ready to give up. She had no intention whatsoever of letting Incantation and her followers win. That was simply unacceptable. If Switch could beat Tsunami, who was a far bigger threat than Incantation, then Switch could beat Incantation as well.

Yet she seems to have covered all her bases, Switch thought. It would take a miracle for us to beat her now. And, unfortunately, I’m not much of a believer in miracles.

At that moment, Switch heard footsteps running down the stairs behind her. She looked over her shoulder, wondering who it could be, and was surprised when three familiar men burst out of the stairway and came to an abrupt stop when they saw Switch, Lady Amazon, and Incantation.

It was Bait, Stinger, and, of all people, Vengeance. They looked like they had been running fast, particularly Stinger, who had his hands on his knees and was panting like he had run a mile. Oddly, he seemed to be missing his wings, which Switch figured was probably because he must have been affected by Incantation’s spell as well.

“Sis!” Bait said, looking at Switch with relief on his face. “I thought you might have been in danger, but you look fine. Where is Lady—”

Bait abruptly stopped speaking when he noticed Lady Amazon lying on the ground, tied up in the red ribbon, and then looked up at Incantation, who was staring at him, Stinger, and Vengeance with more than a little surprise on her own face. Given that she was blind, she was probably just reacting to the sounds she heard.

“Ah,” said Bait. “I see. Reagan did this.”

“The name is Incantation, idiot,” Incantation hissed. “But yes, I did do this. And I will do so much worse to all of you if you don’t immediately surrender to my will.”

“Don’t listen to her, Bait,” said Switch quickly. She gestured at Incantation. “She just wants to kill all of us. If we surrender, that won’t change a damned thing, and we’ll just die like cowards.”

“That’s the only kind of death that people like you deserve,” Incantation growled. She pointed her wand at them. “I am done talking. Time for all of you to die!”

Incantation’s wand sparked and crackled. A bolt of blue lightning shot out from it toward Switch. It was coming too fast for her to dodge; all Switch could do was watch, seemingly in slow motion, as the lightning bolt flew toward her like an arrow.

But then Bait grabbed Switch’s hand and, in the split second before the lightning bolt struck, Switch thought she felt her Blood Gem burn against her chest.

In the next instant, an energy barrier suddenly blazed into existence around Bait and Switch. The lightning bolt struck the barrier and immediately reflected off it onto the ceiling, creating a large, smoking crater where it struck, sending bits of concrete and tile falling from the ceiling down onto the floor.

“What?” said Incantation, who still held her wand out. “I didn’t hear the sound of flesh being fried and people screaming their last words. What happened?”

Switch wanted to ask the same question. A strange energy barrier—unlike anything Switch had ever seen—surrounded her and Bait like a bubble. It was the same colors as their Blood Gems—orange and purple—with the two colors blending and mixing and separating in a dizzying pattern that was almost beautiful. Switch’s Blood Gem was glowing brightly in her chest and a glance at Bait showed that his was glowing just as brightly.

“Bait, what is this?” said Switch. “What are our Blood Gems doing?”

Bait, a stunned look on his face, shook his head and said, “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like this before. I didn’t even know the Blood Gems could do this.”

It must be another one of their powers that we didn’t know about, Switch thought, glancing around at the barrier in awe. And just in the nick of time, too. Lucky us.

“I sense energy coming from you,” said Incantation. She frowned deeply. “Magical energy, the kind only practitioners of the Way are supposed to be able to use. But it doesn’t make sense. You two can’t use magic.”

“Be that as it may, we can still kick your ass,” said Switch.

She raised her hand and fired several nail bullets at Incantation. But Incantation threw herself to the floor, avoiding the nail bullets which soared over her head.

“How is this possible?” said Incantation. She sounded close to crying, as if she was very frustrated. “You shouldn’t be able to use your powers. I negated them with my spell. You’re cheating.”

Switch looked at her hand in surprise. “I … well, I honestly don’t know. Bait, what do you think?”

Bait still looked stunned, but he did manage to say, “Maybe it’s the barrier. Somehow, it overrode her spell and gave us back our powers.”

“That’s as good a theory as any,” said Switch with a shrug. “I wonder if it works for other superhumans, too.”

Abruptly, Stinger ran into the barrier and stopped beside Bait and Switch. Before Switch’s startled eyes, Stinger’s wings grew back out of his back and his stingers appeared on his wrists again. It was amazing how fast they reappeared. It was like watching a sped up movie of a plant growing out of the ground.

“Looks like it does,” said Stinger, looking at Bait and Switch with a cheery smile. “Man, it feels good to have my wings again. Felt kind of naked without them for a while.”

A cry of rage caused Switch to look back at Incantation. Incantation was standing up again, but now her face was red with anger. Her blonde hair was messy now and she didn’t even seem to notice. Her whole body shook with rage, but it seemed like helpless rage to Switch.

“This … this isn’t over,” said Incantation. “My followers are still going to slaughter every last one of your friends, and you, too, because just because you have your powers back doesn’t mean you are going to win.”

“What are you going to do?” said Bait. “Fight us? Your magic can’t affect our barrier, you know.”

“I will run away,” said Incantation. She raised her wand. “My followers don’t need me here to slaughter you fools.”

Before Incantation could cast a spell to escape, Stinger shot through the barrier, using his newly regrown wings to fly toward her as fast as a wasp. Incantation desperately shot another lightning bolt at him, but Stinger deftly dodged it, landed in front of her, and then, in one smooth motion, slammed his stinger into the side of her neck.

Incantation gasped in shock before dropping her wand and collapsing onto the floor. Stinger, however, caught her before she hit the floor and slowly lowered her body onto the ground. Then he stood up and dusted himself off.

“Is she … dead?” said Switch with a gulp.

Stinger turned around and shook his head. “Nah. My venom only paralyzes its victims. She’ll be unable to move for a few hours, but otherwise she’ll be okay. Unfortunately.”

Stinger sounded angry when he said that, but Switch understood. Incantation deserved a lot more than unconsciousness, in her opinion, though a part of her didn’t feel entirely happy about this, because she still remembered Reagan as her friend, even if that had all been an act.

“Hey, it’s great that we got the Leader and all, but we’ve still got a problem,” said Vengeance. “And a big one, at that.”

Switch looked over her shoulder at Vengeance, a frown on her face. “And what would that one be?”

Vengeance pointed a finger at the ceiling. “Incantation’s spell is still in effect. And if we can’t negate it soon, then lots of good people are going to die tonight.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Bait still didn’t quite understand what happened. He knew that the reason he, Stinger, and Vengeance had lost their powers was apparently due to a spell cast by Reagan (or ‘Incantation,’ as she called herself), but he didn’t really understand how Reagan had a cast a spell, how she managed to hide her real identity all this time, or how magic was even real in the first place. Granted, the reality of magic probably shouldn’t have surprised him that much, given all of the other weird things that existed in the world, but for Bait, it was just one of those things he had a hard time wrapping his mind around.

But one thing Bait didn’t have trouble wrapping his mind around or accepting was what Vengeance just said. He looked up at the ceiling of the Library, too, his mind already conjuring up images of hooded Neo-Visionists stalking the Academy campus, attacking and killing any unwary students they ran across. He wished his mind wouldn’t do this, but it was impossible not to given the circumstances.

“Vengeance is right,” said Stinger. He was untying Lady Amazon’s ribbons, though it seemed like a waste of time to Bait, given how Lady Amazon seemed to be unconscious. “If that spell affected the whole campus, then that means that every student, teacher, G-Man agent, and Young Neos member is currently powerless, while the Neo-Visionists all still have their powers. After I finish helping Lady Amazon here, we should go up and try to help.”

“And get ourselves pointlessly killed in the process,” Switch pointed out. “Listen, Stinger, only you, Bait, and I still have our powers and that’s only because of this weird energy barrier that the Blood Gems made. Three teenagers against fifty Neo-Visionists isn’t what I call fair odds.”

“If our barrier gave us our powers back, then why can’t it give back everyone else their powers, too?” said Bait. He looked at the strange barrier again. “It seems like the Blood Gems are somehow capable of overriding Incantation’s magic, after all, so they might be able to help everyone.”

“Good point, but how are we supposed to give everyone their powers back?” said Switch. “It would be extremely inefficient to run around the campus trying to put everyone underneath the barrier. And that’s assuming we even can move it. It might just be stuck in one place, which would make it even more useless.”

“You’d need some way to expand its scope,” said Stinger as he finished tearing the ribbon off Lady Amazon and stood up. He spread his hands. “Kind of like what Incantation did with her spell. A huge explosion, big enough to cover the whole campus. That would give everyone their powers back instantly and give us a fighting chance against the Neo-Visionists.”

“Can they even do that?” said Vengeance. He had walked around the barrier, keeping a good distance from it as he eyed it with distrust. “If they didn’t even know about the barrier until now, I have a hard time seeing how they will be able to expand it to the size of the campus. The Academy is a big place, after all.”

Stinger looked at Vengeance curiously. “Say, why aren’t you touching the barrier? Don’t you want your powers back, too?”

Vengeance looked at Stinger like he was an idiot. “Of course I want my powers back, but I’m not going to play with freaky magic to do it. One of the lessons that Director Smith always taught me is never play with stuff you don’t understand.”

“It worked out for me pretty well, though,” said Stinger, raising his arms to show off his stingers. “See? Good as new.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Vengeance. He nodded at the paralyzed Incantation. “I’m just going to keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t escape. Bringing in the Leader of Neo-Vision will be a big boon for my career, I bet.”

“Not getting slaughtered by her fanatical followers would also be a big boon for your career, you know,” Switch pointed out. “And for your life in general, now that I think about it.”

“But Vengeance’s got a point,” said Bait. He reached out one hand and ran a finger along the smooth surface of the energy barrier. “We know nothing about this barrier and whether it can be expanded at all, much less to the size of the whole Academy. It might be limited to our general area.”

“The only way to know is to try,” said Switch. “I mean, what choice do we have? It isn’t like we have a better plan to save the Academy at the moment, you know.”

“How do we try, though?” said Bait. “If we didn’t even know we could do this until just now, how are we supposed to expand it?”

“Maybe if we close our eyes and focus, it will work,” Switch said. “Like how the tracking ability works. If we close our eyes and focus really hard, maybe that will make the barrier expand large enough to cover the entire campus.”

Bait frowned, but then he nodded once and said, “Okay. It’s better than nothing, I guess.”

Bait closed his eyes at the same time as Switch and focused as hard as he could on his desire for the barrier to expand large enough to cover the entirety of the Academy. He pictured the Academy campus in his mind from a bird’s eye view, seeing the entirety of the campus spread out across the ground like a child’s play set. He tried to imagine the barrier expanding; slowly at first, starting with the Library and then growing large enough to cover the surrounding buildings and larger still, until the entire school was covered in the purple and orange barrier that currently protected Bait and Switch.

But Bait didn’t feel any different. He sensed that the barrier had not grown in size and that it was not growing at all, not even slightly. He opened his eyes and saw that his senses were correct. The barrier hadn’t grown whatsoever. If anything, it seemed to have gotten smaller, though that may have just been Bait’s own frustration clouding his perception of the barrier.

“It’s no use,” said Bait. “The dumb barrier hasn’t grown at all.”

Switch opened her eyes and glared at Bait in annoyance. “Well, maybe if you spent less time whining about the barrier and more time focusing on actually growing it, we could get somewhere.”

“Like you were having any better luck than me,” said Bait, returning the glare without hesitation. “Come on. It’s pretty clear that this barrier only works on us. I doubt we can expand it any larger than we already have.”

“Maybe you two can’t, but what if I helped?” said Stinger.

Bait and Switch looked at Stinger at the same time in surprise.

“You?” said Bait. “Why do you think you could help?”

Stinger folded his arms in front of his chest. “Well, I was thinking that the Blood Gems only work with superhumans who are related to each other. Given how you two are my half-siblings, that means we’re at least partly genetically related. Maybe if I stepped in, I would somehow be able to add enough power to make the barrier expand and cover the whole school.”

“Do you think that will work?” said Bait doubtfully. “I’m not sure it works that way.”

“None of us know exactly how this works, Bait, so maybe you should just keep your opinion to yourself,” Switch snapped. She looked at Stinger. “Come on in, then, and join hands with us. It’s worth trying, anyway, even if it doesn’t work.”

Stinger entered the barrier and took Bait and Switch’s hands. The three of them now stood in a circle inside the barrier and, unless Bait’s senses were playing tricks on him, he thought he felt the barrier become stronger. Maybe Stinger’s presence really did make the barrier stronger or maybe it was just his own imagination playing tricks with him.

“Okay, what do we do now?” said Stinger, looking from Bait to Switch and back again with a curious look on his face.

“What we were trying to do before,” said Switch. “Let’s all close our eyes and focus as hard as we can on expanding the barrier. Try to imagine the barrier covering the entire campus.”

Stinger nodded and closed his eyes, as did Switch. Bait—who was still a little doubtful that this would work—nonetheless closed his eyes as well, if only because they really didn’t have any other options at this point and he was willing to try anything to save the school, no matter how personally skeptical he might be of it.

As soon as Bait imagined the barrier covering the campus, he felt his Blood Gem burn and even shake against his chest. He almost gasped in pain, but kept his mouth closed, because he didn’t want to shatter his or Switch’s or Stinger’s concentration. He just felt power welling up inside his chest, power unlike anything he had felt before. And, oddly enough, it didn’t seem to be coming from the Blood Gems this time. It was like power was flowing from his body into the Blood Gems themselves.

Not only that, but Bait felt power from Stinger and Switch also flowing into and through his body. It was as though they had formed a ring of pure power and energy, which was being conducted partially through the Blood Gems, but was not created by the Blood Gems. What they were experiencing now was something much bigger than the Blood Gems, a latent power in them that Bait had not even known existed.

Just as Bait came to that realization, he felt power explode from their little ring. The power expanded outward and he sensed that the barrier was expanding, just like he, Switch, and Stinger wanted. He heard Vengeance cry out in surprise, though it didn’t sound like he was in pain. All Bait knew was that power was flowing almost endlessly from his body, power he could never have guessed he even had for a million years.

Then, just as quickly, the power flow ended, like someone had turned off the faucet, and then Bait opened his eyes to see the results of what happened.

The entire Library basement was now bathed in the orange/purple light from the barrier. The boxes of books and other supplies looked colorful and lively now, while even the paralyzed Incantation looked like her skin had been dyed orange and purple. Vengeance sat on the floor, looking like he had tripped and fallen on his behind, his eyes wide with surprise. Like Incantation, his skin also looked orange and purple, another sign that the barrier had indeed expanded.

“Wow,” said Switch, who had also opened her eyes and was looking around in amazement. “Bait, do you see this?”

“I do,” said Bait, unable to hide the awe in his own voice. “It worked. It really, really worked.”

“Then that means everyone has their powers back, right?” said Stinger. “The school is no longer defenseless?”

Bait looked at Vengeance. “Vengeance, can you use your powers again?”

Vengeance shook his head and slowly rose to his feet. He held out his hands and furrowed his brow, like he was trying to focus on something none of them could see.

Then his shadow started to move. From within his shadow rose Sombra, its eyes glowing as yellow and deadly as ever. It hovered over Vengeance, its large head nearly brushing against the ceiling of the basement. Orange and purple light covered its form, making it look less like a creature of shadow and more like a real, living creature.

“Sombra!” said Vengeance, looking up at Sombra with a big smile on his face. “You’re back, buddy! I can’t believe it.” He looked back at Bait and the others, his smile even bigger than before. “Guess your plan wasn’t as crazy as I thought, man.”

“Well, I wouldn’t suggest a plan that wouldn’t work anyway,” said Switch, smiling proudly. “Right, Bait?”

Bait nodded, but he wasn’t really paying attention to what Switch was saying. He was just staring at the ceiling, wondering what the rest of the campus looked like and whether the Academy’s defenders were having any luck defeating the Neo-Visionists.

I bet they are, Bait thought. And once the Neo-Visionists learn that their leader has been defeated, their morale will be completely shattered.

“Maybe we should go check on the rest of the campus just to make sure that it actually did cover all of it,” Stinger suggested. “Just to make sure.”

“Excellent idea,” said Vengeance. “Sombra and I will go above ground and find out how the battle is going. You three can stay here and keep an eye on Incantation and Lady Amazon.”

With that, Vengeance ran past them toward the stairs, with Sombra hovering above him the whole way. Bait watched Vengeance go, a feeling of relief washing over him as he knew that the Academy was safe and all of his fellow students were going to be okay.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

One week later …

 

Switch walked through the Museum of Superhuman History, holding onto the straps of her backpack as she looked around the large Museum. There were a lot more people here today than the last time Switch had been here. That was probably due to the group of school kids on a field trip that she spotted being herded by their teacher chaperons. The kids all looked like they were in middle school and they were all loud and noisy, which would have annoyed Switch if she had been there to see the exhibits.

But I’m not here to see the exhibits, Switch thought, turning her attention away from the kids, who were now heading toward the gift shop, perhaps to pick up a few souvenirs on their way out. I’m here to see a certain someone who I never thought would want to talk to me.

But so far, Switch had been unable to find the woman in question. She had walked all over the Museum, looked at every exhibit, and even endured a mind-numbingly boring lecture from a particularly uptight tour guide about the first Pokacu invasion of Earth, yet had not seen the woman who had wanted to meet her here.

Switch stopped in front of an exhibit displaying the costume of the first supervillain, Nuclear Winter, and looked down at her suit-up watch. Yes, she was certainly on time, but it seemed like the woman who had summoned her here either wasn’t going to show up at all or was running late for whatever reason.

I hope she’s just late, Switch thought, lowering her watch. Because if this all turns out to be a prank, Bait is never going to let me forget it. Ever.

“Switch?” said a familiar feminine voice behind her. “Is that you?”

Switch turned to see who had spoken. A woman who appeared to be in her early thirties was walking up to her, though if this woman was who Switch thought she was, then she had to be older than that. The woman wore a light, long-sleeve blue shirt and jeans, while her hair was done in a ponytail. Even with these clothes on, she still looked as stunning as ever, though Switch had to admit that if she hadn’t recognized the woman’s voice, she would never have been able to recognize Lady Amazon in her current outfit.

“Lady Amazon,” said Switch, standing up straight as Lady Amazon approached her. “You look, uh, different.”

Lady Amazon glanced down at her own clothes when Switch said that. “Yes, these are my civilian clothes, which I don’t usually wear due to the fact that I’m on Hero Island most of the time. But since today is one of my few rare days off, I decided to put them on. Besides, I don’t want a bunch of fans mobbing us while we talk. Given how famous I am, it’s very hard for me to go out in public without being recognized by a lot of people.”

Switch nodded. “I sort of understand. I’m not as famous as you, but ever since Bait and I defeated Tsunami, I’ve become a bit famous myself. One of the reasons I’m wearing my civilian clothes instead of my costume is to avoid being recognized, just like you.”

Lady Amazon flashed Switch a smile. “Great minds think alike, eh?”

Switch just smiled in return, but inside, her heart was beating faster than ever. She said I have a great mind. I must be dreaming or something.

Lady Amazon stepped beside Switch and looked at the exhibit. “Ah, Nuclear Winter. I remember him. He was a real pain in the … well, you know what. He’s still one of the toughest supervillains I’ve ever fought, maybe the toughest given his power set.”

“Uh, right,” said Switch, turning to face the exhibit as well, though she really wasn’t paying attention to the exhibit itself. “So, um, what is it that you wanted to talk about, exactly? Not trying to be rude or anything, but—”

“But you have been trying to find me, right?” said Lady Amazon. “Yes, I’m sorry about that. I got stuck in traffic and then also had to stop a robbery in progress. I probably should have sent you a message ahead of time warning you that I would be late.”

She stopped a robbery and her clothes still look fabulous? Switch thought, glancing at Lady Amazon’s clothes in amazement. She really is the greatest superheroine ever.

“Oh, it’s no problem,” said Switch quickly. “I learned a lot of interesting things about superhuman history while I waited for you. Like how the first Pokacu invasion took place mostly in America on the East Coast.”

“Yes, I remember that well, because I was one of the first superheroes to see the Pokacu,” said Lady Amazon. She sighed. “It seems like yesterday that the Neohero Alliance, Independent Neoheroes for Justice, and the G-Men were fighting the invading Pokacu together. Time flies when you get older, a lesson you are going to learn yourself one of these days.”

“Oh, I think I get it,” said Switch, looking at the Nuclear Winter exhibit again. “This week just seemed to fly by so fast. I’m still trying to catch up.”

“Don’t,” Lady Amazon said. “Another lesson I’ve learned. You can’t catch up with time no matter how hard you try, so just sit back and relax.”

Switch frowned, because that didn’t make sense to her, but she didn’t want to say that out loud and make herself look silly, so instead she said, “If you say so. Anyway, is there a reason you wanted to meet me in the Museum, of all places? It’s hardly a private place to talk.”

“Because I’m one of the Museum’s patrons,” said Lady Amazon. She gestured around the Museum. “I donate a portion of my income each month to the Museum’s upkeep. Plus, I was one of the Museum’s original founders and, because this was where we first met, I thought this would be a good place for us to talk.”

“You are one of the Museum’s founders?” said Switch. “Why did you help found it?”

“Because I consider history important,” said Lady Amazon, glancing at Nuclear Winter’s suit. “As the old saying goes, those who do not know history are doomed to repeat it. I don’t want the new generations of superheroes to repeat our mistakes, so I’m very keen on making sure that historical knowledge of what happened in the past is preserved for young people like yourself. We progress only by standing on the shoulders of giants.”

Switch nodded. “I see. I’ve never been very interested in history, though. That’s always been Bait’s thing.”

“It should be everyone’s thing,” Lady Amazon said. “If more people knew history, then humanity in general would repeat its own mistakes less often.” She sighed. “But most people have no interest in knowing what their ancestors or even just their grandparents have done in the past. It makes being a historian rather depressing at times.”

Lady Amazon sounded truly depressed when she said that, causing Switch to say, “Well, don’t be too sad. At least Neo-Vision was defeated. That’s good, isn’t it?”

Switch knew that she spoke the truth. The fifty or so Neo-Visionists who had attacked the Academy had fallen like leaves when Bait and Switch’s energy barrier restored the powers of the Academy’s defender. She didn’t get to see much of the fight herself, but when she, Bait, and Stinger emerged from the Library an hour later, G-Men and NHA agents were cuffing Neo-Visionists and leading them away into vans and other vehicles that would transport them to Ultimate Max prison. Incantation had also been carted off to Ultimate Max, still paralyzed by Stinger’s venom, though Switch would never forget the look of absolute, murderous hatred in Incantation’s frozen eyes as she was lifted out of the Library basement.

“Yes, that is very good indeed,” said Lady Amazon, thoughtfully rubbing her chin. “Neo-Vision had the potential to be much worse than even the original Vision, yet it didn’t last even half as long. I’m not very surprised, however, because Incantation, while a brilliant and intelligent young girl, was never as clever as the original Visionary.”

“I heard that some Neo-Visionists escaped, though,” said Switch. “Do you think they’ll try to make a New Neo-Vision or something like that?”

Lady Amazon shrugged. “I have no idea, but I suspect not. Neo-Vision had a lot of former Visionists in it already, who were drawn by Incantation’s rhetoric about reviving Vision and overthrowing the ‘oppressive’ notion of neogenetics. Now that she’s defeated and in prison, however, I imagine that any remaining Neo-Visionists have become burned out on anything related to Vision. They’ll probably stay in the shadows or try to return to their normal lives, assuming they don’t get tracked down and arrested by the G-Men.”

“I hope they do,” said Switch. “I hope the G-Men capture and arrest every last one of those bastards. They deserve it.”

Lady Amazon looked at Switch in surprise. “You sound rather passionate about it, as if your dislike of Neo-Vision is more personal than anything.”

Switch bit her lower lip and looked down at her feet. “What can I say? I trusted Incantation. And then she betrayed me. Why shouldn’t I take it personally?”

“Understandable,” said Lady Amazon, “but dwelling on your personal hatred of your enemy isn’t always a wise thing to do. Sometimes, hatred can hurt you far more than it hurts them.”

Switch had no idea what that meant, so she said, “Well, okay, I guess. I’m never going to forgive her, though.”

Lady Amazon just shrugged again. “I never said you had to, only that hatred can be harmful. Nonetheless, that’s not what I wanted to talk with you about.”

Switch looked at Lady Amazon. “Yes, I was wondering what you wanted to actually talk with me about. Glad you’re finally getting to the point.”

“Right,” said Lady Amazon, nodding. She looked at the Nuclear Winter exhibit, her hands folded behind her back. “I was unconscious when you and your brothers saved the school by reversing Incantation’s spell, but I was informed that it was thanks to your efforts that the Academy survived at all. Had you not used your Blood Gems to create that barrier, it is extremely likely, if not certain, that the entire Academy and its defenders would be dead, including us.”

Switch nodded. “I know. And we didn’t even know if it would work when we did it. It was a lucky guess, a leap of faith, I guess you would call it. It could have easily failed if we didn’t get lucky.”

“Sometimes, luck plays more of a role in saving the day than many heroes would like to admit,” said Lady Amazon with a slight chuckle. “Defeating Nuclear Winter was one of those times where we got lucky. If he had simply chosen to go nuclear, rather than waste his time fighting us … well, it’s not something I like to think very much about, to be honest.”

“I’ve never heard any superhero talk about luck,” said Switch. “Even the teachers at the Academy don’t discuss it much.”

“Because it’s not something you can control,” said Lady Amazon. She sighed. “And it’s never good to dwell on that which you can’t control. Still, luck exists, whether we like it or not, and we have to learn to live with it.”

Switch considered that for a moment. She had to admit that Lady Amazon was right, though like Lady Amazon said, she didn’t like dwelling on it because it was outside her control. Mom always used to talk about luck in crime, about how some supervillains and criminals were so lucky that they never seemed to get caught.

Mom always seemed lucky to me, Switch thought, at least right up until the moment she got arrested and thrown in jail. Guess luck runs out for everyone sooner or later, maybe sooner for some.

“Anyway,” Lady Amazon continued, “whether you were lucky or not, the point is I am impressed by your heroism. Had you and your brothers not acted, the Academy would have fallen and many innocent people—including many children and teenagers—would have died.”

Switch was surprised that she didn’t feel offended when Lady Amazon mentioned her ‘brothers.’ She supposed that her own attitude toward Stinger had changed over the last few weeks. She still wasn’t as close to him as she was to Bait, but she no longer saw him as a stranger who just happened to be related to her. He was her brother, even if his own father wasn’t the same as theirs.

“Oh, it was nothing,” said Switch, waving off Lady Amazon’s comments. “I mean, sure, I’m pretty competent, and I suppose Bait is, too, but really, we just got lucky, like I said.”

“Luck may play a role in being a successful hero, but I never said it was the only factor that played a role,” Lady Amazon said. “That you chose to stand against Incantation, even when you lost your powers and had no guarantee that any help would come, is most definitely a testament to your bravery.”

Switch could not help but blush. “Well, if you say so, I guess.”

But then she remembered something and looked at Lady Amazon and said, in a sheepish voice, “Sorry for thinking you were the Leader, by the way. I didn’t mean to make things difficult for you or anything.”

“Oh, I’m not offended,” said Lady Amazon. “No one knew who the Leader of Neo-Vision was. If I had been in your position, I might have suspected the same thing. It doesn’t negate your bravery.”

Switch sighed in relief. “Whew. I thought you might be angry about that.”

“I’m not,” said Lady Amazon. She rested a hand on Switch’s shoulder. “Instead, I’d like to make you an offer, one I think you won’t be able to refuse.”

“An offer?” Switch looked up at Lady Amazon curiously. “What kind of offer are we talking about?”

“I want you to be my sidekick,” said Lady Amazon. “I want to be your mentor and teach you how to be a true superhero.”

Switch’s jaw fell open. “What? Really? You want me to be your sidekick? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“This is no joke,” said Lady Amazon. “I am one hundred percent serious. I see great potential in you and I want to cultivate it myself, if possible.”

Switch just stared at Lady Amazon uncomprehendingly. “You’re sure this isn’t a joke? Not an elaborate prank of some kind?”

“I’m not much into pranks or jokes,” said Lady Amazon. “And trust me, if this was a joke or a prank, you would know. I’ve never been accused of being subtle with my humor.”

Switch shook her head and smiled. “I just can’t believe this. You’re offering to make me your apprentice?”

“Yes,” said Lady Amazon, nodding. “You have the potential to be a great hero, Switch, and I want to make sure you harvest that potential to its fullest. I’ve always thought that education of the young is more important than anything and I try to help out younger superhumans whenever I can.” She leaned down closer, as if about to tell Switch a secret. “If it helps, I rarely take sidekicks or apprentices, so this isn’t an opportunity that comes along regularly.”

Switch opened her mouth to say yes, but then hesitated and said, “What, exactly, would becoming your apprentice entail? Would I still stay at the Academy or not?”

Lady Amazon shook her head. “Oh, no. You would be moved out of the Academy to Hero Island and would go on missions with me frequently. You’d see far more action than you do now. I can guarantee it.”

“And more attention from the media and the general population?” Switch questioned.

“Probably,” said Lady Amazon. “If you accept my offer, I imagine that the media will find out and then report on it. Particularly the tabloids, because for some reason they pay a lot of attention to what I do.”

That nearly sealed the deal for Switch. If she accepted this offer, then she would be well on her way to becoming the famous superhero that she wanted to be. Apprenticing to Lady Amazon would give her a guaranteed ticket to stardom. And even if it didn’t, Switch was more than willing to work to become the star that she knew she was destined to be.

But something occurred to Switch and she asked, “What about Bait? Would he also become your apprentice? He helped save the Academy, too.”

Lady Amazon folded her arms in front of her chest. “No. I’m not particularly interested in having two apprentices or sidekicks. As I said, I rarely take sidekicks in the first place. Two sidekicks would be more work than one.”

“I get it,” said Switch, rubbing the back of her neck. “But he’s still my brother. We’ve always been together and we work well together, even if he’s sometimes a goody two shoes. And I know he’d like to be a superhero, too, and this would be a great chance for him to achieve that dream of his as well.”

“Then you have a choice,” said Lady Amazon. “Either accept my offer and become my apprentice or stay at the Academy until you graduate with your brother.”

“You mean I can’t apprentice alongside Bait?” said Switch. She leaned toward Lady Amazon. “Are you absolutely sure about that?”

“Absolutely,” said Lady Amazon. “I just want you. Not your brother.”

Switch bit her lower lip and looked at the Nuclear Winter exhibit again, though she wasn’t really thinking about it. She was thinking about Lady Amazon’s ultimatum and what her response to it should be.

Half of Switch wanted to accept the offer without hesitation. If that meant leaving Bait behind, who cared? It wasn’t like Bait was a helpless little kid. He could take care of himself. And anyway, he would graduate soon enough and would be able to become a superhero all by himself.

But another half of Switch resisted. She brushed her Blood Gem, which glowed softly in the pocket of her jeans, and thought of the connection it created between her and Bait. The two of them had been together since birth, through thick and thin. She knew they would have to go their separate ways eventually, but to simply throw away family like that … well, it left Switch with an unsettling feeling, because with Mom and Dad both in jail, neither she nor Bait had anyone else to rely on but each other.

Switch looked up at Lady Amazon and said, “Lady Amazon, I’m really flattered that you’d make this offer to me, but I think I will have to pass. I want to graduate from school alongside Bait. I think I can wait a little while longer to become a superhero.”

It hurt Switch to say this, but she figured it was the right thing to do. She just hoped that Bait wouldn’t learn of it, because she had a feeling he would never let her forget this.

Lady Amazon didn’t look nearly as angry as Switch expected her to be. She simply looked at Switch for a moment, a slightly disappointed look on her face, before she said, “No problem, I understand. Family always comes first. I wish you and your brother the best of luck in the Academy, because you still have a long way to go before you graduate. Two years, I think.”

“One and a half now,” Switch said. “But thanks for understanding. I was worried you might be angry.”

“I’m not angry,” said Lady Amazon. “Just a little disappointed is all, but I will survive.” She glanced at her watch. “Well, I must be going now. I have a meeting back at Hero Island in a few hours and I want to get there early. See you later.”

With that, Lady Amazon turned and left, leaving Switch standing alone in front of the Nuclear Winter exhibit. Switch watched Lady Amazon go to the exit and step outside, where she soon disappeared among the crowds of pedestrians and vehicles making their way through Washington, D.C.

I made the right choice, Switch told herself as she looked away from the exit. As generous as Lady Amazon’s offer was, I could never have accepted it. Not if it meant being separated from Bait, anyway.

With a sigh, Switch hitched her backpack up and made her way to the exit, intending to head back to the Academy as soon as possible. After all, she wouldn’t be able to graduate if she didn’t get back to school and do her homework, now would she?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Bait awoke with a start in his bed. At first, he wasn’t sure what had woken him up. His initial thought was that Tsunami had been standing over his bed, reaching toward him with one big hand to strangle the life out of him.

But then Bait realized that it had just been a bad dream and that the actual reason he had awakened was because of his phone, which was ringing in the small alcove in the wall that his bed was up against. Blinking the sleep out of his eyes, Bait grabbed the phone and checked to see who was calling.

Stinger? Bait thought, frowning at the number displayed on his phone’s screen. What’s he calling me at such a ridiculous hour for? It’s four in the morning for God’s sake.

Nonetheless, Bait answered the phone and, holding it against his ear, said, “Hey, Sting, what’s up?”

“Morning, Bait!” said Stinger in a voice was far too cheery for four in the morning. “Wasn’t sure if you were up yet, but it looks like I picked the right time to call you. You aren’t in the middle of anything important, are you?”

“Nah, sleep isn’t that important,” said Bait sardonically. He yawned. “Anyway, what do you want? I hope it’s important, because I’ve got a full day of classes ahead of me and I need all the sleep I can get.”

“Right, right,” said Stinger, “yeah, I just wanted to give you a few quick updates about Neo-Vision. We’ve pretty much captured all their remaining members, including the one they called Lieutenant. Remember that guy? The one who could use magnetism?”

Bait nodded slowly. “Yeah, I remember him. Where did you find him?”

“Trying to hop on a ship going to England, of all places,” said Stinger. “Not sure where he was trying to go, but my guess is that he just wanted to get out of the country and never come back. Probably didn’t want to end up in prison with his precious ‘Leader.’”

“I see,” said Bait. He blinked several times. “Is that all you wanted to talk with me about? That doesn’t seem important enough to call someone at four in the morning about.”

“I’ve got more news,” said Stinger. “It turns out that Neo-Vision was behind the theft of the Memory Hacker on Hero Island. You remember that, right?”

“I do, yeah.”

“Yeah, it turns out that Lieutenant had it among his possessions,” said Stinger. “We think he was probably planning to use the Memory Hacker to manipulate people into joining Neo-Vision. Luckily, we got it before he could actually do anything with it.”

“That’s good.”

“Yep,” said Stinger. “It is now back where it belongs, on the mannequin of Boy Genius in the Museum of NHA History on Hero Island. Security has been tightened up around it to make sure it doesn’t get stolen again.”

“Good to hear,” said Bait. “Anything else you wanted to talk about or was that it?”

“Well,” said Stinger, in a slightly sheepish tone, “I just wanted to find out if you were interested in joining the Young Neos.”

Bait blinked several times in confusion. “The Young Neos? You mean your team?”

“Unless there happens to be another team of superhuman teenagers running around named the Young Neos, then yeah, that’s what I’m talking about,” said Stinger. “We have an opening on the team that I’ve been meaning to fill, but have been unable to find any suitable candidates. Blizzard suggested that you might be a good candidate, so I called you up to see if you were interested.”

“This is … unexpected,” said Bait, who was starting to feel more awake now. “Did you literally just consider asking me to join right now?”

“Oh, I’ve been thinking about it ever since the Neo-Vision attack on the Academy,” said Stinger. “I was really impressed with how you and Switch handled it. Both of you could make good members of the Young Neos, because you two have more combat experience than your fellow classmates.”

“That’s awfully kind of you, Sting,” said Bait. “If I was to join, would I have to leave immediately or what?”

“As soon as possible,” Stinger said. “I wouldn’t worry about that, however, because we’ve got people who could get you relocated to Hero Island easily. And don’t worry about Johanson, either. I don’t think he’d have any objections to your joining the Young Neos. After all, part of the reason the Academy was founded was to give the NHA and INJ a supply of superhuman teens they could recruit into their organizations.”

Bait rubbed his eyes. “And if I become a Young Neo, then I could graduate to full membership into the NHA itself someday, right?”

“Right on, bro,” said Stinger. “Actually, the leader before me, Bolt, just graduated into the NHA. Assuming you do a good enough job, you could definitely end up in the NHA itself someday.”

Bait could hardly believe what he was hearing. He had always thought it would be cool to join the Young Neos, but until now, he hadn’t thought it would ever be possible. He had thought that Stinger might not want to work alongside him or Switch due to their bad history together, but here was Stinger now, asking him if he’d like to join. It was almost like a dream come true. It would bring him one step closer to becoming the superhero he so desperately wanted to be.

“What about Switch?” said Bait. “Have you asked her to join, too?”

Stinger hesitated. “No, I haven’t.”

“What? Why? You said we both did a good job last week defending the school from Neo-Vision.”

“Yeah, I know I said that, but …” Stinger trailed off. “Switch is just a bit too volatile, you know? She doesn’t seem like much of a team player to me, and knowing how to work in a team is important for anyone who wants to join the Young Neos. I think you could do it, because you’re a pretty easygoing guy, but I don’t think Switch could.”

Bait rubbed his forehead. “Switch can be hard to work with sometimes, yeah, but I think she could still be a good team player. I mean, she works well with me most of the time, after all.”

“Even if she was a good team player, I couldn’t ask her to join, because the Young Neos are only allowed to have seven members at any given time and we’ve got six already,” said Stinger. “So it was either you or her and I decided on you. Sorry if that disappoints you, but it’s just the reality of the limits I have to work with.”

Bait furrowed his brow. He gave the offer some thought. He liked the idea of joining the Young Neos, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to abandon Switch in the Academy. True, the other students treated him and her a lot better than they did before the defeat of Tsunami, but Bait still didn’t like the idea of leaving Switch on her own in the Academy or anywhere else. She was his sister, after all, and part of his responsibility as her brother was to protect her no matter what.

But you might never get this chance again if you reject it, Bait thought. And do you think Switch would really care if you went off and did your own thing? You know how independent she is. She could take care of herself.

Bait glanced at the alcove in the wall. A small wooden box stood there, which contained his Blood Gem. He couldn’t see the Blood Gem now, but he knew it was there, and he knew that it connected him and Switch in such a way that he couldn’t even begin to describe. And knowing what Mom had told him about its history and what Brains had told him about his own investigation of the matter, Bait wasn’t so sure he was willing to leave the Academy and join the Young Neos just yet.

So Bait said into his phone, “Thanks for the offer, Sting, but I think I’m going to have to say no for now. I’ll just graduate from the Academy like Switch in a year and a half or so.”

“Okay,” said Stinger, who sounded genuinely disappointed. “I understand. You and Switch are close and you don’t want to be apart from her for too long. Even if you and I are brothers, we’re still not as close as you and Switch are, right?”

“Right,” said Bait. “Sorry, bro, but it’s just what I want to do for now. Maybe I’ll change my mind in the future, but for now this is what I want to do.”

“Fine,” said Stinger. “Well, I’ll just hang up now and let you go back to sleep. If I ever need your help again, I’ll call you and Switch up.”

With that, Stinger ended the call and Bait lowered his phone to his side. He didn’t go back to sleep right away, however, because he was still thinking about what Stinger said.

I made the right call this time, Bait thought. But it’s not just about whether Switch will still have someone to protect her or not. It’s also about the Blood Gems and finding out the truth behind them.

Casually, Bait reached over, plucked the box out of his alcove, and then opened it. His purple Blood Gem shone within, illuminating his darkened bed and bathing his own face in a purple light.

What secrets are you hiding, Blood Gem? Bait thought as he stared at his Gem. More importantly, what secrets is the NHA hiding about you and why are they hiding them in the first place?

Shaking his head, Bait closed the box and put it back in the alcove next to his phone. Then he closed his eyes and drifted back to sleep, hoping to catch a couple more hours of sleep before the sun rose.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Lady Amazon walked through the halls of the Tower of Heroes as quickly as she could. Her flight from Washington to Hero Island had taken longer than expected. There had been a terrible storm that had almost forced The Arrow to land, but luckily the pilot had managed to fight through the snow and rain and make it back to Hero Island in one piece. Still, the storm had been bad and more than once Lady Amazon had been convinced that the ship was going to crash and take her and the pilot with it.

At least I’m no longer in my civilian clothes, Lady Amazon thought, glancing down at her Greek armor. This feels so much more natural. I wish I could wear my armor everywhere.

But it didn’t matter. What did matter was making it to the Leadership Council meeting on time. She would have gotten there on time, but the storm had delayed her flight by an hour or so. According to her watch, she would make it to the Leadership Council with just a few minutes to spare, assuming she didn’t run into any distractions on the way there.

Lady Amazon arrived before the Council Chamber’s doors with one minute left. She scanned her eye in the retinal scanner and then opened the actual Council Chamber door, which she entered and closed behind her in one smooth motion.

“Sorry, everyone,” said Lady Amazon after making sure that the door had closed behind her. She turned around to see the rest of the Council as she said, “I was a bit late due to a storm and—”

Lady Amazon stopped when she saw that the Leadership Council wasn’t alone today. Standing before the seven thrones upon which her fellow Council members stood was a tall man in his forties, wearing an old-fashioned suit, his jet black hair gleaming under the lights from the ceiling. When he turned to look at her, she found herself staring into familiar dark eyes that looked far older than the eyes of a forty-year-old man should, more like the eyes of a ninety-year-old man, which wasn’t far off from the truth about that man’s true age.

“Cadmus?” said Lady Amazon, staring at the man in shock. “What are you doing here?”

Cadmus Smith merely smiled. “I’m glad to see you again, Jessica. It’s been a while since we last spoke.”

“Lady Amazon,” said Omega Man from his throne. “Would you please come and take a seat? The meeting has already started, though you haven’t missed much so far.”

Lady Amazon looked at the seven thrones where her fellow Council members sat. There was Omega Man, who sat directly in the middle, the stylized O symbol on his red and blue costume shining, while his black cape hung off his shoulders as light as a leaf. To his left sat Mr. Miner, a large, almost fat man wearing miner clothing who could control dirt; then Mecha Knight, who nodded when Lady Amazon looked at him; and next to him sat the pale-skinned Beyond Man, who, as usual, looked as passive as a corpse.

She looked to Omega Man’s right, where she saw High Fly—still in his flight suit and eagle mask—sitting with his legs propped up on his throne. Next to him was Lady Amazon’s own empty throne and next to her throne was Black Blur, a speedster and the newest member of the Council, who sat with his arms folded in front of his chest. He didn’t look like he was in a very good mood, but then, Black Blur never did.

Though still puzzled by Cadmus’ presence, Lady Amazon nonetheless made her way over to her throne and sat down. High Fly flashed her a quick smile when she sat down, while Black Blur merely nodded once at her to show that he acknowledged her existence. Then he looked at Cadmus again and Lady Amazon realized why he was frowning.

“Lady Amazon,” said Omega Man, looking at her again. “How did your conversation with Switch go?”

“Not as well as I hoped,” said Lady Amazon, shaking her head. “She …”

Lady Amazon trailed off, looking at Cadmus uncertainly, because she didn’t know if he was in on their plan or not.

“Don’t feel like you need to censor yourself in front of me,” Cadmus said, shaking his head. He tapped the side of his head. “Not like you really can, given my powers. Plus, Omega Man has already explained your plan to me, though I can’t say I was impressed with it.”

Lady Amazon looked at Omega Man in alarm. “Omega, how much did you tell him?”

“All of it,” said Omega Man. “And don’t be angry at me. Cadmus is just as interested in the Blood Gems as the rest of us are. And he can read our minds, so there’s not much point in hiding anything from me.”

Cadmus flashed a smile. “Had it not been for me, you wouldn’t have even gotten the Blood Gems. And if it hadn’t been for me, you would never have been allowed to keep them on Hero Island. I feel like I deserve to know what you are doing with them.”

Lady Amazon’s anger died down, but she still wasn’t very happy about this. She looked at Cadmus with distrust before saying, “Switch said no. She wants to stay at the Academy with her brother.”

“Stinger told me that Bait said the same thing to him when he offered to have him join the Young Neos,” said Mecha Knight in his usual monotone voice. “Clearly, our plan to separate the two while still keeping an eye on them didn’t quite work.”

“You can say that again,” said Black Blur in a sour voice. “Honestly, I don’t see why we must act so subtle about it. Why not just demand that they give their Blood Gems over to us? We have the authority. There is no one higher than us in the NHA. They can’t refuse.”

“You’re assuming that those two would listen to us if we demanded they give us back the Blood Gems,” said Mecha Knight. “You do know who their parents are, yes? And from what Johanson has told me, they’re not much different from their parents save for the fact that they are trying to be heroes, rather than villains.”

Mr. Miner chuckled, which was a rumbling sound almost like an earthquake coming from his throat. “Heroes. Right. The apple never falls far from the tree. I doubt either of those two brats are truly reformed.”

“I think they are,” said Lady Amazon. “Switch is too obsessed with the fame side of being a superhero, but I think she’s a good girl who does want to do the right thing. Same thing with her brother. I don’t think either of them is going to grow up to walk in the footsteps of their parents.”

“For once, I agree with Jessica,” said Cadmus. “When I met them in the Academy not too long ago, I read their minds and didn’t see any plans to become evil. Of course, no one knows what the future holds, but presumably, the Academy will ensure that those two become heroes rather than villains, yes? Because if it doesn’t, then the G-Men will have to step in.”

“We know, Cadmus,” said Omega Man wearily. “We discussed that in the aftermath of the Venetian incident when we were trying to decide what to do with them. We fully intend to uphold our end of the bargain.”

“I know,” said Cadmus. “But I also know that kids have a tendency to mimic their parents, whether they want to or not. If the wrong person were to get their hands on them … well, it almost happened with Tsunami and I would rather it didn’t happen again.”

Lady Amazon’s hands balled into fists. “Is that all you wanted to do? Threaten to take Bait and Switch away from us because you don’t like how we’re training them?”

“No, that’s not it,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. “Truthfully, I am more concerned about the Blood Gems. I was surprised to see that you still allowed them to keep the Gems, even though we all know they were stolen from this very island by their mother ten years ago.”

Lady Amazon doubted Cadmus was even remotely surprised to learn that. He had spies everywhere and they always kept him informed on everything going on in the superhero world. He was probably just saying that to throw them off, though Lady Amazon didn’t think it worked.

“We thought they would be safer with Bait and Switch than here,” said Omega Man. “We had no idea that Neo-Vision had been planning an assault on the school. Hence why I had Lady Amazon and Stinger try to recruit the twins and bring them over here. Hero Island is far more secure than the Academy.”

“Weren’t the Blood Gems originally stolen from Hero Island, though?” said High Fly. “Granted, I was still in the Young Neos when that happened, but I seem to remember—”

“Our security has improved since then,” said Omega Man stiffly. “If Electrica ever breaks out of Ultimate Max and tries to steal from Hero Island again … she won’t.”

Omega Man said that with a deep finality, the way he always did whenever he made a statement of deep, objective fact. High Fly closed his mouth, clearly deciding that it was wiser not to argue with Omega Man than to keep pushing the subject.

“High Fly has a point,” said Cadmus. He put his hands in his pockets. “Clearly, neither the Academy nor Hero Island is a safe place for the Blood Gems. The G-Men, on the other hand, have several secure compounds in America and around the world that would keep the Blood Gems safe from all but the strongest supervillains, and even then, these supervillains would need to work hard to get them. We’re perfectly willing to offer you our help, if you want it.”

“And you say this after the Leader of Neo-Vision manipulates you into getting her into the Academy?” said High Fly. “Yeah, I can’t say I’m too keen on G-Men security. Seems about as useful as every other form of government security, if you ask me.”

A flash of irritation appeared on Cadmus’s face, but then his face returned to its usual calm expression and he said, “It was just a fluke. Trust me, I’m not the pinnacle of security in the G-Men. There are quite a few agents who are far better about security than me and who would be quite effective at protecting the Blood Gems.”

“The answer is still no, Cadmus,” said Omega Man. “We’ve kept the secret of the Blood Gems’ theft from everyone else for ten years. I don’t want anyone looking into it and finding out the truth, and putting Bait and Switch under your custody would start the rumor mill. For now, Bait and Switch are staying right where they are.”

Cadmus frowned, then shrugged. “Very well. I still don’t regret helping you attain the Blood Gems in the first place, but I must let you know that the President expects me to assure him that the Blood Gems are safe and do not pose a national security threat to the country.”

“What are you going to do if you don’t like what we’re doing?” said High Fly. “Ask him to invade Hero Island and the Academy?”

Cadmus merely smiled an amused smile. “That is up to the President to decide. I only let you know this in case the President sends me back again or if Bait and Switch end up in the news again. Tsunami isn’t the only villain in the world who would like to have the Blood Gems, as you very well know.”

“That we do, Cadmus, that we do,” said Omega Man. “You may leave now, because we’re done talking with you.”

Cadmus bowed once and then turned and left the Council Chamber, closing the door behind himself on the way out.

As soon as Cadmus was gone, Lady Amazon shivered. “Cadmus always give me the creeps.”

“Same here,” said High Fly. He rubbed his forehead. “Hate knowing he can read my mind like a book. Telepaths, man, I swear.”

“Speaking of telepaths, how is our telepath sleuth doing?” said Mr. Miner, looking at Mecha Knight. “Any updates?”

“Brains still doesn’t know the truth,” said Mecha Knight promptly. “But he is getting closer. Too close, in my opinion. Should we do something about him, Omega Man?”

Omega Man sighed. “No, Mecha Knight, not yet, but keep an eye on him anyway. The last thing we need is to start a controversy over dismissing Brains on charges that might not hold water to a lot of people.”

“Yet if Brains’ investigation is not ended soon, then all of us will suffer,” Beyond Man said in his quiet, death-like voice. “The question is, how long will we continue to tolerate his investigation?”

“Until it becomes a threat to the organization,” said Omega Man. “Otherwise, we do nothing. And if he ever does get too close to the truth, then we’ll deal with him promptly.”

-

Continued in Blood Gems, now available here!

I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review on Amazon. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers. Please just swing over to the book page and toss up your review, since the star rating you leave on the next page won't be visible online. Amazon simply uses that feedback for their internal recommendation engine.
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