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BOOK 1:

THE PLAYER BLACKOUT


CHAPTER ONE

 

It’s amazing how fast your life can change in the blink of an eye. One moment, you’re a young police officer on his first day on the job, eager and ready to prove yourself and serve your community. You’ve just bought your first home, you’re engaged to your longtime girlfriend, and you’re even thinking about children. Oh, and your dad was just recently confirmed to the Supreme Court, too, which is pretty cool as well.

But then you lose all that because of one idiot who robbed a bank and decided to take you on a high-speed chase down a crowded highway during rush hour. And then you get into a car crash due to the actions of said idiot and die. And that’s that.

Everything you had. Gone. In the blink of an eye. And there’s nothing you can do about it.

Now, of course, I don’t know that I am dead. If I was really dead, would I be able to think any of this? I was taught about heaven and hell and all that in Sunday school when I was a kid, but I am not sure how much of that I ever really believed.

And if I was dead … was this heaven or hell?

The place I stood in was a pure white … well, nothingness. For as far as the eye could see, it was just empty nothingness. No ground. No sky. No buildings or people or animals. Hell, there wasn’t even any wind. It was pure emptiness. It was also eerily quiet and had no discernible scent that I could smell.

But the freakiest thing? I didn’t have a body, either.

When I looked down at myself, I saw nothing. I didn’t see my freshly-cleaned, brand new police officer uniform. I didn’t see the scar on my left palm I got when I cut my hand when I was cutting some apples when I was thirteen. I didn’t see my shiny police shoes or my holstered gun. I saw nothing. Nothing at all.

Again, I wondered … was this heaven? Or hell? Or maybe it was that purgatory place that Catholics believed in. I was raised Baptist, so purgatory wasn’t part of my theology, but maybe the Baptists were wrong and the Catholics were right. That would annoy my grandpa, who was a staunch Baptist minister who didn’t care much for the Catholic Church, for sure.

“Don’t worry, Nyle,” said a voice behind me I did not recognize. “You aren’t in heaven, hell, or even purgatory. You aren’t even dead.”

I whirled around—although it felt more like turning a camera around than actually moving like a human being—to see who had spoken. Sitting behind a desk directly across from me, as if he was supposed to be there, was an Arab man I had never seen before. He wore a fine blue suit which did not have a single cress or stain anywhere. His short beard was extremely well-trimmed, putting my old goatee to shame, and he wore thick sunglasses, although I wasn’t sure why he needed them because it wasn’t that bright in here. Then again, I didn’t see the sun, stars, or any sort of artificial light, which made me wonder how I was seeing anything at all.

“Who are you?” I said. “And how do you know my name?”

The man smiled. “I know everything about you, Nyle Maxwell. Or should I say, Nyle Maxwell II, son of Nyle Maxwell I, a fine Texas judge who was recently confirmed to the Supreme Court after Justice Peterson’s untimely death. You are twenty-five-years-old, an inhabitant of Cane, Texas, where you recently started working for the Cane City Police Department, and you are engaged to Sally DeLeon, also of Cane, Texas, a registered nurse, who you have been dating for two years now. She was quite relieved when you finally asked her to marry you, I heard.”

I bit my lower lip. Privacy wasn’t really a thing nowadays, thanks to the way the Internet penetrated nearly every facet of our lives, but I found the way this man rattled off my every detail—even down to how Sally felt about me finally proposing to her—unnerving, to say the least, especially since I had never even seen him before. “I see you’ve done your homework.”

The man raised a folder off his desk with my name, ‘NYLE MAXWELL,’ stamped across it. “Oh, I was never a very good student in school. One of my fellow agents did most of the footwork on you, although considering how much you and your fiancee used social media, I doubt it took him long to collect all of the pertinent information. And more. Much, much more.”

I reached out with a hand toward the folder, but stopped when I realized that I had a body now. I looked down and saw that I looked much the same way I did when the car crashed, which was a very odd feeling.

“Sorry about that,” said the man as he lowered my folder down onto his desk. “I have been informed that there are still some issues with the body-scanning process, which means that sometimes the mind is uploaded before the system finishes scanning the body. I’ve been told that being a disembodied mind is very … disturbing, and potentially traumatic.”

“Disturbing, yes,” I said, feeling my body just to make sure it was real. “Traumatic … guess I’ll find out. I’m pretty tough. I can handle things most other people can’t.”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Confidence is a good quality to have, but there is a special abode in hell for the arrogant.”

“So I take it this isn’t hell?” I said, looking around at the white void in which we stood. “Explains the absence of fire and brimstone and red, horned demons poking the damned with pitchforks.”

“As I said, this is neither heaven nor hell,” said the man, “but it is an afterlife. Or your afterlife, anyway, if you choose to make it that.”

I looked directly at the man. “Forgive me for my rudeness, but I find it a little unfair how you know everything about me—down to the color of my underwear, probably—but I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Charles,” said the man simply. “Charles Omar. I am an agent from the Department of Virtual Reality, assigned to help you and about five others smoothly make the transition from the real world to this one.”

I frowned. I’d heard about the Department of Virtual Reality, of course. Established 14 years ago in 2029 by President Michael Crane, the Department of Virtual Reality enforced the law in the realm of VR, which had exploded in popularity in America and abroad with the release of VRMMORPGs like Capes Online and others. I only knew this because Sally was a big political junkie and she had a tendency to rant to me about whatever the current political hot topic of the day was, although I couldn’t give a darn about any of it myself.

“What do you mean by ‘transition’ there, Chuck?” I said. “Do you mind if I call you Chuck?”

Charles’ left eye twitched slightly. “No, I don’t. As for what I mean, I think it is time I told you exactly what happened to you.”

“I know what happened to me,” I said, resting my hands on my belt. “I was driving down the highway trying to catch that idiot Bryce Cunningham and then we got into a huge car wreck because he slammed into me and then we crashed into a fuel truck and … well, after that, I don’t know what happened. I assumed I died, but given how I’m talking to you, I think that’s probably not a safe assumption to make.”

“It is not,” Chuck agreed. “You are correct on the other details, however. On the morning of Tuesday, the second of January, two thousand and forty-three, at exactly ten o’clock in the morning, you went on a high-speed chase to capture the wanted criminal Bryce Cunningham, who had robbed Cane First National Bank that same day. You chased Mr. Cunningham for approximately ten minutes and thirty-one seconds before the two of you crashed into an automated fuel truck, killing both of you, as well as killing about a dozen other people on the busy highway at the same time.”

I grimaced. “Oh. I didn’t know that.”

Chuck waved off my concern. “It is not relevant to this discussion. Anyway, both of you technically were ‘killed,’ or at least your bodies were, but human beings, I hope you understand, are more than just our bodies. We have souls. Minds. Things which separate us from animals.”

I cracked a grin. “I don’t know. My dog, Joey, was pretty smart, although the only words he seemed to understand were ‘walk’ and ‘food.’”

Chuck continued as if I hadn’t said a word. “Allow me to welcome you to your second chance at life, to a second life, you might say. No longer will you live with a flesh-and-blood physical body. Instead, you will dwell in virtual reality. I welcome you to Project Second Life, where those who died prematurely get a second chance at life itself.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

Project Second Life?” I repeated, staring at Chuck uncertainly. “What is that? And what do you mean I am going to ‘dwell’ in virtual reality? Are you telling me I’m in a video game? ‘Cause this doesn’t look like any video game I’ve ever played.”

“You are not yet in the game itself,” Chuck explained. “The mind-to-virtual reality upload process takes some time. In the mean, you are stuck here, although it won’t be much longer before you are transported into virtual reality. I am here to simply explain what Project Second Life is and what it means for you.”

Hmm. That explained why I had been just a disembodied mind for a moment there. The uploading process did not upload my entire self all at once. It was a weird thought and I still wasn’t sure I believed everything Chuck said, but so far I didn’t have any evidence against anything he said. He seemed to be telling me the truth so far, which was either a good thing or a bad thing. I still hadn’t decided which it was.

“Okay, Chuck,” I said. I looked around. “If we’re going to talk, it sure would be easier if I had a chair or something to sit down—”

A wooden chain suddenly appeared behind me and knocked me off my feet. The chair shot toward the desk, with me hanging on for dear life, and then stopped abruptly in front of Chuck’s desk. Based on Chuck’s barely-disguised smile, I could tell he had done that on purpose.

“Now that we are both comfortable, let me tell you exactly what Project Second Life is,” said Chuck. He pulled out another folder from his desk and slapped it down on the desk, allowing me to see the words ‘PROJECT SECOND LIFE’ written across it. “Project Second Life is a joint project between SI Games and the United Nations. Its purpose is to experiment with the idea of digital immortality.”

“Digital immortality?” I repeated. “What do you mean by that?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Chuck. “Digital immortality is an idea first conceptualized by Robert J. Baker, a philosopher from the early twenty-first century, who theorized that the mind could be uploaded to a computer to live effectively forever. Back then, of course, it was impossible to do due to the rather primitive computer technology of that era. It was the domain of science fiction writers and people who lived more in their heads than in reality.”

“It’s impossible nowadays, too,” I said. “Yeah, our tech might be more advanced than what people had back then, but I’ve never heard of anyone actually achieving this ‘digital immortality’ you’re telling me about. Still seems to be science fiction to me.”

Chuck’s smile took on a slightly sinister bent. “Not publicly, no. But recent developments in computer technology has allowed for the possibility of digital immortality. And not merely a possibility, but a reality in itself, as you and many others have found.”

“Others?” I repeated. “You mean I’m not the only person involved in this Project Second Life thing you’re telling me about?”

“Of course not,” said Chuck. “As I said, Project Second Life is a joint project between SI Games and the United Nations. I should have clarified that not every UN member is part of this project or even knows about it. Only the UN’s charter members—the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Russia, and China—are involved. Each one of those five countries has provided about half a dozen citizens from their respective populations to test out Project Second Life.”

“Well, I don’t remember signing up for this project,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “Don’t get me wrong. Better digital than dead, but I don’t remember signing up for this.”

Chuck looked at me, but his smile was gone. “That’s because someone in the government pulled a few strings to get you into the program. It was a last ditch effort to save you. If you had not been enrolled into Project Second Life, you would have died for good, just like Mr. Cunningham.”

“That monster is dead?”

“He died instantly when your cars collided with the fuel truck,” said Chuck calmly. “You, on the other hand, were severely injured, but still alive, albeit just barely. You lasted just long enough for us to upload your mind to Project Second Life.”

“Meaning my body is … gone?” I said. I didn’t want to say ‘dead,’ because I was afraid of how final that word sounded.

Chuck nodded. “Yes. The mind-to-VR upload process is a one-way trip, I am afraid. Even if your body was not dead, you wouldn’t be able to return to it. For all intents and purposes, this is your ‘real’ life now. Or soon will be, once the uploading process is finished.”

I stared at Chuck, unable to find the words to say anything. I looked desperately in his eyes and face for a sign that this was some kind of horrible prank he was pulling on me, but he looked one hundred percent serious. He looked so serious that I doubted he was even capable of telling a joke.

“What about my parents?” I said. “My brother? Sally? Do they know—”

“Everyone believes you are dead,” said Chuck shortly. “Because Project Second Life has yet to be unveiled to the public, we are under strict orders not to reveal the true fate of its test subjects even to their friends and family. Your funeral is scheduled for a week from today, by the way. I saw it in the news, perhaps because you are the son of a Supreme Court Justice.”

I leaned forward, putting my hands on my knees. “Why? Why can’t they know that I’m still alive? Why the lies?”

“Because if knowledge about Project Second Life becomes public before SI Games has ironed out all the bugs, it could have … unforeseen consequences,” said Chuck. “Trust me, Nyle. There are many people in the world who would use this technology for less-than-noble purposes if they were aware it existed.”

“Can I contact my friends and family?” I asked. “Is there any way to talk to them at all?”

Chuck shook his head. “No. All Project Second Life participants are forbidden to contact their friends and family from real life. But don’t worry. Once Project Second Life goes public, you will be able to contact anyone you want whenever you want.”

“When will it go public?” I asked eagerly.

Chuck shrugged. “When it is ready, so approximately ten years from now.”

I stood up and slammed my hands down on the desk, which shook under my pressure. “That’s not good enough, Chuck! Sally needs to know I’m alive. She needs to know that I’m still here. I need to talk to her. I need to talk to her now.”

Chuck, to his credit, didn’t seem very intimidated by my anger. “And torture her with the knowledge that she can never be with you? After all, you are in virtual reality and she is not. Even if she got a GamePod to allow her to play the game, you would never truly be able to stay together. It is for the greater good that your fiancee and your family remain in the dark about this, at least for now. Besides, I wasn’t the one who put you in the game, so getting angry at me is pointless.”

My hands tightened on the desk. “Then who is?”

“I am not at liberty to disclose that information to you,” said Chuck. “All I can tell you is that you apparently have friends in high places.”

My hands shook, but I knew getting angry at Chuck was pointless, like he said. I was more angry at the idiot who somehow forced me into the program against my will. I wanted to sock him in the face for ruining my life. Even if he was the President of the United States, he had no right to do this to me. No right to separate me from Sally or my family against my will. Maybe it would have been better to die after all than live with the knowledge that my loved ones thought I was dead and that Sally might even find another man. That thought made me angrier than all of the rest put together.

Forcing myself to calm down, I sat back down on the chair. “Fine. So why does Project Second Life exist at all?”

“Mostly as a way to allow people experiencing a lower quality of life with little hope of improvement to have a better life,” Chuck replied. “People who modern medicine cannot fix or people who see no hope in their life anymore. Assisted suicide is the current legal manner that such people are allowed to deal with their problems, but it is believed by the UN that digital immortality—where you get a body that never dies or decays or suffers from any permanent medical issues—would be a more humane way to deal with such people.”

I nodded. A friend of mine a few years back got into a car accident that left him paralyzed from the neck down. He chose assisted suicide to deal with it, a move I didn’t agree with then and still don’t now. I don’t know why, but even though assisted suicide had become legal decades ago, I still didn’t like it. “What game am I going to be playing, then?”

I should have said ‘living in,’ but I didn’t want to think of this as ‘living.’ Despite what Chuck said, a small part of me still hoped that this was reversible, that I might somehow, someday be able to return to the real world to reunite with Sally and see my family again. It was probably wrong, but I didn’t care. I needed that hope.

“Capes Online,” Chuck replied. “Published back in two thousand twenty-eight by SI Games, it is the world’s first, biggest, and most popular VRMMORPG, with an estimated player base of over three billion and about half a billion regular players.”

“Capes Online?” I said. “I remember the old version of that game from when I was a kid, before the VR edition was released. That was the one where you could be a superhero, right?”

“Or supervillain,” said Chuck. “But yes, that’s the one.”

Despite how sad I was, I could not help but smile at the memories of playing Capes Online when I was a kid. I remembered how much fun I had playing as my chosen character, Winter, completing missions, fighting Villains, and doing all sorts of cool stuff. It was one of the things that motivated me to become a cop. Police officers were as close to being a superhero as you could get in real life.

But thinking about my real life job—a job I would never get to do again—just made me depressed and angry, so I quickly said, “Why Capes Online?”

“As I said, it is the biggest VRMMORPG on the market today,” said Chuck. “It has the most talented developers, programmers, and designers in the world working for its parent company, SI Games. It helps that its founder, Homer Sitterson, is also very much interested in the concept of digital immortality. If anyone can figure out how to make digital immortality work, it would be them.”

I nodded. “So what, exactly, am I going to be ‘testing’? What am I supposed to do when I get to CO, in other words?”

Chuck shrugged again. “Whatever you want. Play the game. Be a Hero. Or a Villain. We don’t really care.”

“Will I be interacting with other players?” I asked. “Or will I be segregated from the rest of the game world?”

“You will be able to interact with other players, including ones who are not part of Project Second Life,” Chuck said. He held up a finger. “But you must never tell them your true nature. You must pretend to be a normal player like everyone else.”

“And what if I tell them what I actually am?” I said, touching my chest. “What are the consequences for breaking the law, in other words?”

Chuck stared at me with a rather unnerving expression. “Let’s just say it’s not something you want to do and leave it at that.”

I frowned. Chuck’s words were rather ominous if a bit vague, but I could tell he wasn’t going to elaborate on what he meant. Probably not allowed to or something. It was annoying, but at the same time, I decided to take his advice. Besides, I doubted any of the other players would believe me even if I told them what I was. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I believed it entirely just yet.

Before I could ask him any other questions, I heard a sudden ding sound like a bell and Chuck glanced at his watch. “Ah. It appears that the mind-to-VR uploading process is complete. That means you will now be transferred from the Waiting Room—which is where we are currently—to Capes Online itself in approximately thirty seconds.”

A timer suddenly appeared over Chuck’s head. It started at thirty seconds before it started to rapidly count down almost faster than my eyes could follow.

Fear rising within me, I looked at Chuck and said, “Wait, I still have so many questions—”

“Don’t worry,” said Chuck, waving a hand at me. “I’ve been told the transfer process to Capes Online is practically painless, so you likely won’t feel a thing once the timer reaches zero.”

“But—”

“And if you have any questions, I am always available to speak to you,” Chuck continued. “Once you are in-game, you will see a ‘Help’ button on your menu that will allow you to contact me. In addition, my team and I will be monitoring the actions of you and your fellow American test subjects in Project Second Life in-game, so if anything happens that might threaten your new digital life, we may very well act before you even realize it.”

“I—”

“Ten seconds left,” said Chuck, glancing up at the timer above his head. He waved at me. “Goodbye, Nyle Maxwell. It was nice speaking to you. And good luck in your second life. I hope you have a lot of fun.”

Before I could say anything else, the timer above Chuck’s head hit zero and the Waiting Room vanished. The last thing I saw before the darkness claimed me was Chuck sitting at his desk, smirking at me for reasons I didn’t understand.

And then my whole world went from white to black.


CHAPTER THREE

 

At least one thing Chuck said was true: The transition from the Waiting Room to Capes Online was painless. I didn’t feel any sort of pain or discomfort. It was just like loading times in a video game, although much more … real? It was hard to describe. I guess it was the difference between watching a video game and playing it yourself, only even more different than that.

In any case, I found myself floating in what seemed like an endless dark void. Once again, I was bodiless, only this time it was less disturbing than before, probably because I was more used to it by now.

For a moment, I thought maybe the transfer process had glitched or failed. Instead of being transferred to Capes Online, maybe my ‘data’ or whatever I was got lost in between the Waiting Room and Capes Online, where I was doomed to float bodiless through eternal darkness for the rest of my life. Kind of like a Lovecraft story, except minus the eldritch abominations that make you go insane just by looking at them.

But then the darkness vanished and I found myself watching what I thought was a movie at first. I was hovering in the air above a massive, sprawling city that stretched for as far as the eye could see in every direction. It looked kind of like a combination of New York City and San Francisco, but I also caught hints of Beijing and Moscow, among other major cities. It was an awe-inspiring sight because I was pretty sure there weren’t any cities this big in real life.

More importantly, however, were the various figures I saw flying or running through the city. They looked like spandex-wearing superheroes. Some of them wore capes and flew through the skies, while others ran along the streets and a few even jumped rooftop to rooftop. Some of them had more interesting ways of flying than others. For example, I saw a guy with a jetpack rocketing through the sky, while another guy with a cape flew like an arrow, and one woman was surfing on a board that had no propulsion system I could see.

A voice suddenly boomed in my ears. “Fifty years ago, a portion of the human population of Earth began developing what could only be described as superpowers all of a sudden. From the United States to Japan and everywhere in between, human beings began to do things only written about in comic books or seen in movies. Humans all over the world could suddenly lift cars with one hand, fly like birds, move faster than a speeding bullet, control the elements, and so much more, leading to the most rapid change in human civilization since the Industrial Revolution.”

Suddenly, I saw a man in a hoodie and jeans standing on top of what looked like the Empire State Building. He was trembling with fear, but then he took a deep breath and jumped.

Instead of falling to his death, however, the man started flying. His movements were awkward and clumsy at first, but then he got the hang of it and started doing laps around the building. Officer workers inside the building glued themselves to the windows, pointing and gaping at the flying man, who smiled and waved at them like he was some kind of celebrity or something.

“But not all humans used their powers for good,” the voice continued. “Although humans might have started developing fantastic powers, human nature didn’t change. Many people began to use their newfound powers to enrich themselves or kill other people or perform all sorts of other crimes, lashing out against a world they believed had harmed then unjustly. Soon a new wave of superpowered crime—committed by superhumans called Villains—swept the globe, causing crime rates to spike across nearly every country on the planet.”

The image shifted again. This time, I was standing on a street in front of a bank. The doors to the bank suddenly burst open and a massive man—who looked more like a walking mountain than a man—ran out from the bank, a wicked grin on his face and several bags of gold bars in his huge hands.

Then I saw myself watching another scene, this time with a man wearing a demon-like mask pinning an innocent woman down in an alleyway with shadowy tendrils. The woman was struggling against the tendrils, but before she could cry out for help, the man covered her mouth with his hand and chuckled.

“Yet hope was not lost,” said the voice. “Though many humans gave into their darker nature and used their powers to indulge in the grossest crimes, just as many, if not more, people decided to rise above their nature. They used their powers to help people, to stop the Villains and make their streets, cities, and countries safe once again. These people are admired as Heroes by the general population, trusted and beloved by citizens for their dedication to truth and justice.”

I saw the last two scenes again, except this time they played out differently. The bank robber, for example, suddenly found himself confronted by a much smaller man who wore blue and red tights. The bank robber sneered at the man, but the smaller man jumped at him and punched him in the face hard enough to make the mountain man fall over backward onto the street, apparently unconscious.

In the other scene, a man in green tights and wearing a mask that resembled a tiger’s face materialized out of thin air and fired an arrow at the would-be rapist. The arrow struck the potential rapist in the back of the neck and he immediately collapsed, though whether dead or unconscious, I couldn’t tell. The almost-victim, however, rushed into the arms of her rescuer, crying as he held her close and comforted her.

“Heroes and Villains,” the voice continued. “Welcome to the world of Capes Online, where every choice you make decides your fate. Which side will you choose in the never-ending battle between good and evil? The choice, ultimately, is yours.”

A loud, epic orchestral song suddenly blared around me as the scene before me faded out and was replaced with ‘CAPES ONLINE’ over the same huge city from before. Underneath the title, a small subtitle read ‘HEROES, VILLAINS, & SIDEKICKS.’

Then the title screen faded away and I found myself floating in darkness once again before a notification appeared in my view:

Welcome to Capes Online: Heroes, Villains, & Sidekicks! Before you begin, please take a moment to adjust your character settings, such as height, skin color, hair color, and more. Although our mind-to-VR transfer process does its best to accurately translate your body in the real world to the game world, we understand if you want to make a few adjustments to your body before you start to play.

A character creation screen appeared in front of me. It showed a full-sized 3D model of myself, although I was not wearing my police uniform. Instead, I wore a red long-sleeved shirt and jeans, with basic sneakers and ring on my left hand. I found that, with a simple thought, I could rotate the model at will, allowing me to see every part of my body from any angle or position I wanted.

Overall, it was a fairly accurate representation of my real body, although I didn’t understand why I wasn’t in my police uniform. Oh, well. I made a few adjustments to my body—like eliminating my gut, emphasizing the muscles on my body, and making myself a couple of inches taller for good effort—and was amazed at how intuitive and exact the process was. I didn’t have to spend time trying to get things exactly the way I wanted. I just imagined what I wanted my body to look like and the model would change accordingly. It was certainly a lot easier to change my body here than in real life, although there was something slightly creepy about the idea that the game’s system understood exactly what I wanted down to the tiniest detail. Was it reading my mind or something?

In any case, once I was satisfied with my character’s appearance, I hit the save button below and my character screen vanished. A new notification appeared in my vision just then:

Congratulations! You are now ready to enter the dynamic and ever-changing world of Capes Online. Before you can truly begin playing, however, you need to go through your Origin Story. Be warned, the decisions you make in your Origin Story will have ramifications you can only begin to comprehend. Each decision you make will determine whether you’re a Hero or a Villain. As always, choose wisely.

Before I could think anything else, the darkness around me evaporated and I found myself standing on a street in a city I didn’t recognize but which looked like the city from the opening cinematic I just watched.

But I paid little attention to my surroundings because at that moment I heard a woman screaming for her life.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

When I heard the screaming, I looked around the empty street around me but did not spot anyone. Then I heard the scream again, this time from behind me, and whirled around to see a woman in the alleyway just off this street.

The woman was gorgeous. Not quite as gorgeous as Sally, but she was definitely my type. Long dark hair that went down to her shoulders, a beautiful yellow dress that fitted her form rather well, and a figure to die for.

Unfortunately, her beautiful face was marred with terror as she clutched her purse close to her chest. She was backed up against the wall of the grimy alleyway, her eyes wide with fear as she tried to stay outside of the reach of the grabbing thugs. She almost tripped over a discarded beer bottle, but never took her eyes off the thugs menacing her.

The thugs, by contrast, looked like garbage bags given life. Although I hadn’t been a police officer very long, I was well-acquainted with their type, having once been robbed by jerks like them in real life. They were big and strong, but also dumb and ugly. They wore the trashiest jeans and old t-shirts you could imagine and each one of them had a gun. The only thing they had going for them was that they were apparently diverse, because one of them was white, another was black, and the other was Hispanic. I guess purse-snatching thieves are pretty tolerant and open-minded people.

Regardless, the black guy seemed to be the leader. He was pointing his gun threateningly at the woman, a vicious grin on his misshapen features.

“Hand over the purse, lady, and no one got to get hurt,” said the black thug in a gravelly voice.

“Yeah, you heard the boss,” said the white guy, his voice weaselly despite his large frame. “Hand it over. Now.”

“Shut up, Ted,” the black thug snapped. He waved his gun. “I be the one doing all the talking here. You just stand there and make sure the nice lady here don’t get away while we’re not looking.”

I didn’t think there was any chance of the woman even attempting to get away while they weren’t looking. She was absolutely petrified with fear, leaning against the wall so hard that she looked like she was trying to become one with it. No surprise. Those thugs may have been dumb and ugly, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t do some serious harm to her if they wanted.

“I know, boss,” said Ted, raising his hands, “I was just—”

“’I was just,’” the Hispanic guy said, waving his hands back and forth mockingly. “Give it a rest, Ted. No one cares what you think.”

“Rolando is right,” said the black guy with a nod. He turned his attention back to the woman. “Okay, lady, give us your purse and we will let you go back home to your nice house and job. Sound reasonable, don’t it?”

It was obvious to me that the thugs had no intention of letting her leave even if she gave her purse to them. The lust in their eyes as they took in her beautiful form was bluntly obvious. I could imagine they would want to have some ‘fun’ with her first before they even considered letting her go.

Suddenly, the woman shouted, “Help! Someone help me! Someone save me from these thugs! Please, someone save—”

The black thug rushed forward and slammed his hand over her mouth. He put his gun against her head and the woman’s eyes widened in fear.

“Now, now, lady,” said the black thug in a far more dangerous voice than before, “we ain’t gonna have none of that, now. We’re going to handle this all by ourselves, see? No need to drag innocent bystanders into it.”

As soon as the black thug finished speaking, two notifications suddenly popped up in my vision:

MISSION: Save the woman

An innocent woman was accosted on her way back home from work and is now at the mercy of three vicious thugs, who probably want more than her purse, if you catch my drift. Although you are an Unaligned Civilian and not a Hero like the caped crusaders you see on TV, you feel a powerful urge to help the woman, even if it means putting your own life at risk. Those thugs have guns, after all, and you definitely don’t.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY LEVEL: Easy

RARITY: Common

SUCCESS: Defeat the thugs and save the woman

FAILURE: Continue walking on your way and ignore the woman. You’re just a Civilian, after all.

REWARDS: Instant promotion to the Hero Alignment

ACCEPT? Y/N

I almost hit ‘Y,’ but I wanted to look at the other notification first:

MISSION: Rob the woman

A naive girl thought she could save a few minutes on her walk home from work by taking a shortcut in a dark alley, only to get ambushed by a trio of fine young enterprising men who know an opportunity to enrich themselves when they see it.

But the hallmark of a Villain is knowing when to swoop in and get the rewards after others have done all the hard work. Are you brave enough to steal that woman’s purse right out from under the noses of the Three Stooges? Or are you going to let a perfect opportunity to enrich yourself go to waste?

ALIGNMENT: Villain

DIFFICULTY LEVEL: Easy

RARITY: Common

SUCCESS: Rob the woman before the thugs do

FAILURE: Help the woman for free (like the sucker you are)

REWARDS: Instant promotion to the Villain Alignment

ACCEPT? Y/N

What the heck? I was vaguely aware that Capes Online gave players the option of being a Hero or Villain, but I couldn’t see how anyone with a conscience could possibly accept the Villain mission. Even if this was just a game, that woman threatened with mugging and possibly even rape didn’t know that. And it didn’t change the fact that thugs are thugs, whether real or virtual.

Before I made any final decisions, however, a third notification appeared in my vision:

You have been given a choice. Depending on which mission you accept, you can become a Hero or a Villain. But be aware that neither status is permanent. Every action you make in-game will tip your Alignment toward one end of the spectrum or the other. Heroes can become Villains and even the worst Villains can find redemption. As always, choose wisely.

I hesitated for a second. That was oddly realistic for a game. I would think most players would choose one way or another, but I guess the developers really wanted to go the whole hog with this game. I remembered that the original Capes Online locked you into whatever Alignment you chose at the beginning. Guess they were going for more realism in this version.

But I didn’t care. I accepted the Hero mission and all three notifications vanished at once, only to be replaced by a new notification that read:

You have accepted ‘MISSION: Save the woman’! You are now obligated to see the mission through to the end. If at any time you need a refresher on your mission objectives or any other details about your current mission, go to the ‘MISSIONS’ menu in your character menu. Good luck!

I swiped the notification out of my view. I hoped I didn’t get notifications like that all the time, otherwise I was going to go crazy. I bet there was an option in the settings to change how often those darned things appeared.

In any case, it was go-time now. I reached for my gun in my holster before I remembered I was not in my police uniform anymore. A quick check of my body showed me that I didn’t have any weapons on me at all, which meant I was at a severe disadvantage when it came to dealing with the thugs. This may have been a game, but I suspected that getting shot by a virtual gun hurt just as much as getting shot by a real one.

I did, however, see a stone lying on the ground not too far away, so I picked up the rock and held it behind my back. It wasn’t much, but maybe I could use it to nail the leader and make him drop his gun. It was better than nothing, at least.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the alley and shouted, “Hey, thugs! Leave that woman alone!”

The thugs—who had been in the process of trying to wrench the woman’s purse from her hands—suddenly looked over at me. They didn’t look terribly afraid of me, but they also didn’t aim their guns at me. That was good. As long as they didn’t think I was a threat, this would make everything much easier.

“Hey, bud,” said the white guy with a sneer. “This ain’t none of your business, see? Unless you’re the lady’s boyfriend, that is.”

“No, I’ve never seen this woman before in my life,” I replied, speaking as confidently as I could. “But I can’t stand seeing a defenseless woman like her being attacked by thugs like you. Cowards like you are exactly the kind of scum I hate the most.”

“What are you, some kind of Hero wannabee?” said Rolando with a laugh. “You sound just like Lightbringer. Except Lightbringer is, you know, an actual Hero, not an overconfident Civilian like you.”

I had no idea who Lightbringer was, so I simply said, “I may be just an ordinary Civilian, but that doesn’t mean I have to stand by and watch you manhandle such a beautiful woman. Let me repeat my order again: Leave her alone. Now. Or things will get ugly.”

The black thug—whose name was apparently [THUG JIM], because I could suddenly see his name floating above his head for some reason—let go of the woman and turned to face me. The woman didn’t move, however. She just sunk onto the street, clutching her purse to her chest and looking from me to the thugs and back again with a terrified face.

“Look what we have here, boys,” said Jim, a wicked grin crossing his ugly features. “A guy who wants to be a Hero. I wonder if he is aware of how often Heroes die.”

I tensed, even though none of the thugs were pointing their weapons at me yet. “Giving up your life for another person’s is nothing to be ashamed of. Better than living like a coward who preys on weak women who can’t defend themselves.”

Jim scowled. “Allow me to make a counteroffer: You run off and let us do what we will with the woman. In return, we won’t fill your body with lead and dump your corpse in a ditch somewhere to rot.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to say no to your offer. I think I’d rather beat you three and save the woman.”

Jim’s scowl deepened. He glanced at his comrades. “Ted, Ro, teach this guy a lesson while I finish our business with the nice lady. Don’t be too loud about it, though. Don’t want to attract the cops … or worse, a Hero.”

Ted and Rolando nodded. They raised their guns, but I didn’t hesitate. I flung the rock out from behind my back and it smacked directly into Jim’s huge forehead. Jim cried out and fell over onto the street, clutching his bleeding forehead.

“Boss!” said Ted as he and Rolando looked down at Jim. “You okay, boss?”

Sensing my opportunity, I rushed forward and barreled into the two thugs. I managed to knock down Ted, but Roland had better balance and began grappling with me. Although I managed to knock his gun out of his hands, Rolando himself was surprisingly strong, forcing me down to the street and trying to choke me with his large hands. I struggled to hold him back, but found it hard until strength flooded my limbs all of a sudden and a notification appeared in the corner of my vision:

Power unlocked: Super Strength [Level 1]. You now have the strength of two mighty men! Cost: None [Passive].

Level up your Power further by increasing it with Power Points in your character menu.

Although I didn’t quite understand what happened, I couldn’t deny the strength I felt flowing through me. I shoved Rolando off me hard enough to send him rolling into a trash can, which fell on him and spilled its disgusting contents all over him.

Scrambling to my feet, I looked up in time to see Ted aiming his gun at me, his finger on the trigger. Knowing I needed to be fast, I rushed toward Ted and slapped the gun out of his hands. Ted yelled, but then I punched him in the face and he went flying. He slammed into the street a few feet away and went still.

Two more notifications appeared in my vision:

[Thug Rolando] and [Thug Ted] have been defeated! Thugs remaining: 1/3.

My eyes fixated on the number of remaining thugs. I thought I defeated Jim, but if this notification was correct—

A gunshot exploded in the alley and I fell down to my hands and knees. Gasping for breath, I felt awful pain in my lower back and received another notification:

You were shot! -3 Health!

Status inflicted: Gunshot wound. Lose -1 Health/every 3 seconds until you die.


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Just like I thought, getting shot hurt just as much in-game as it did in real life. I had never been shot before, of course, but I imagined this was probably what it felt like. I could barely think through the pain and the decreasing Health certainly didn’t help matters, especially since I didn’t even know how much Health I had left.

A kick in the side knocked me over and I found myself lying flat on my back on the street in an increasingly large pool of my own blood. That kick took another point or two off my Health and sent pain rushing through my body again. Even though this was a game, the pain felt as real as any pain I’d felt in real life, if not even worse.

Then Jim appeared above me. Although his forehead was still bleeding from where my rock had hit him, he seemed to be fine otherwise. A murderous scowl appeared on his features as he aimed his gun at me.

“You’re no Hero, but you’re every bit as annoying as those masked freaks,” said Jim. “Better take you out before you start getting ideas. We got enough Heroes as is. Don’t need another caped do-gooder running around acting like he owns the place.”

I wanted to get up, but my body wouldn’t respond. My Health was dropping every couple of seconds and the pain I felt was paralyzing. All I could do was hope maybe death in-game wouldn’t be permanent and that maybe I would get to try the mission again next time.

But I couldn’t accept that. Even though I knew this was just a game, I didn’t want to let these guys have their way with that woman. The idea that I failed to protect an innocent person from criminal scum sent anger shooting through my veins.

With a grunt, I grabbed Jim’s ankle and pulled. With a surprised shout, Jim fell down onto the pavement by me. I scrambled back to my feet, ignoring the pain in my lower back, and looked over just in time to see Jim rising back to his feet. He was rubbing his head and pointing his gun at me, but I lunged forward and slapped his gun out of his hands. Jim’s gun flew out of his hands and landed several feet away from us out of his reach.

Then I kicked Jim in the groin and he fell down. I stomped my foot on his chest, making Jim gasp for breath before I grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and lifted him up. I pulled back my fist, preparing a punch that would knock him out in one blow.

“Hey, man,” said Jim in a terrified voice. “We thought you were just a joker, okay? If you let us go, we’ll leave that lady alone and never bother her again. Honest.”

I snorted. “Do you think I’m that naive? Or just stupid? Because I’m not either. Good night.”

With that, I slammed my fist into the side of his face and Jim went unconscious. A notification appeared out of the corner of my eye:

[Thug Jim] has been defeated! Remaining Thugs: 0/3.

I dropped Jim’s unconscious body onto the ground, feeling relieved that the fight was over, but before I could celebrate, intense pain flowed through me and I fell to the street. Landing on my hands and knees, I saw another notification appear in my vision:

Your Health is now >10%!

Debuff: Crippling pain. Movement -50% and consciousness +50% harder to maintain!

Darn it. Even though I beat the thugs, it looked like I was going to die anyway. That meant I was going to fail the mission regardless of what I did. What a great start to my new ‘life,’ if it could even be called that.

“Hey, are you okay?” said a female voice above me.

I looked up to see the frightened woman from before standing above me. She no longer clutched her purse quite as tightly as before, but she had her hand over her mouth and was looking at me as if I was a corpse. Given how much I was bleeding, that wasn’t exactly inaccurate.

“No,” I grunted, “but don’t worry about me. Are you okay?’

“Yes,” said the woman, nodding. She looked at the unconscious Jim and shuddered. “For a moment there I really thought I was going to die. First time I’ve ever been mugged. It’s not an experience I ever want to go through again.”

I nodded in return, despite my pain. “Yeah, most people don’t. But you’re safe now, although I would suggest calling the cops.”

“Sure,” said the woman, nodding again. Then she hesitated. “Thanks for saving me, by the way. Even though you’re not a Hero, you sure acted like one. Most people in your situation would have just kept walking.”

“No problem,” I said. I grunted in pain. “You wouldn’t happen to have some kind of healing item or something, would you?”

The woman shook her head. “Sorry, but I’m not a doctor or a nurse, so I can’t heal you. But I can call an ambulance to come pick you up and take you to the hospital. Do you think you will be able to remain conscious for that long?”

“I … I think so …” I said. I put a hand on my head. “Oh … man …”

Darkness was gathering in the corners of my eyes and I could feel my consciousness slowly slipping through my fingers like grains of sand. Another notification informed me that I had less than five percent Health left and dropping. I figured I had just a few seconds left before I died, and once I did, all of my progress would be lost.

I looked up at the woman with pleading eyes. “Please, tell me what your name is.”

“Rebecca,” said the woman. “Rebecca Connor. What’s yours?”

I took a deep, shuddering breath and said, “My name is—”

I didn’t get a chance to finish speaking, because I fell onto the street and everything went black. A notification appeared in my vision:

You have died!


CHAPTER SIX

 

Although the notification was just three words long, I could not stop reading it over and over again. The message never changed, but the emotions I felt sure did.

At first, I was angry at myself for failing so epically. Yes, it had been a long time since I last played a video game of any sort, but dying in what was basically the tutorial was such an amateurish move, especially since the mission really hadn’t even been that hard. I wondered how many first-time players died in the tutorial. Very few, I could imagine. I wondered if I would have to try it again, or maybe I would have to try another, even easier tutorial. Assuming I got a second chance at all, that is.

But then, as I thought about it, I began to calm down a little. Hey, at least I saved that woman, Rebecca, from becoming a victim of theft and possibly even rape. Then I felt sad when I realized that none of that was even very real, despite how realistic everything was. Rebecca was no more a potential victim of theft and rape than I was a superhero. It was all just ones and zeroes. None of it really mattered when you thought that. Not like real life, although I guess this was going to be my ‘life’ now, courtesy of the asshole in the government who somehow got me signed up for this Project Second Life crud. I really did want to punch whoever did this to me.

That was when yet another notification—which I was starting to become less and less patient with—popped up in my vision that read thusly:

MISSION: Save the woman

STATUS: Completed

Congratulations! Although you may have succumbed to the wounds that you received during your brief scuffle with the street scum of Adventure City, you sacrificed yourself to save an innocent person like a true Hero. You even unlocked a Power in the process, proving once and for all that you have what it takes to be the Hero you were born to be!

REWARDS: Instant promotion to the Hero Alignment! NPCs will now Trust you more and begin to look to you for help with their problems, although you will have to build your Trust stat higher in order to be seen by the general public as the Hero you really are.

Whoa. I thought that dying would have counted as failing the mission. I checked the objectives for the mission again just to be sure and saw that it didn’t say anything about dying. All I needed to do to complete the mission was defeat the thugs and save the woman. It didn’t say dying would cause me to fail. Interesting. That meant I would need to be more careful about reading each mission’s victory requirements before I accepted them. I had a feeling I would be able to use this knowledge to help me in the future.

I dismissed the notification, only for another to pop up almost immediately afterward:

Congratulations! You have reached the Hero Alignment! That means you will now have access to all Hero classes, equipment, Powers, and Stats!

Congratulations! You completed your Origin Story. You are now ready to enter the world of Capes Online as a Hero, albeit as a newbie at the bottom of the totem pole. Never worry, however. All Heroes start out at the bottom, and if you work hard enough, you will eventually achieve recognition for your heroic efforts!

Respawn time: Instant. You will now immediately respawn in your first Base in Adventure City. Have fun!

Before I could react, the notifications and darkness melted around me and I found myself standing alone in what looked like a large, seemingly abandoned warehouse.

Startled, I looked around at my surroundings. The warehouse in which I stood looked pretty generic. A smooth, concrete floor, a cat-walk hanging from the ceiling above, and a large door at one end that was probably where trucks making deliveries or pickups came. An empty-looking office stood at the other end, but other than that, the entire place was bare. It looked like this warehouse hadn’t been used in years, if ever. It was also quite cold and smelled like wood and concrete, forcing me to wrap my arms around myself to keep warm. The words ‘WAREHOUSE 13’ were painted in red paint on the ceiling above me, which I assumed was the name of this place.

“This is my Base?” I muttered, still looking around. “What’s a Base?”

“Your Base is your headquarters,” came an excited, happy-go-lucky voice behind me. “It’s your home sweet home, where you come back after a long day of saving the world. Where you can kick back and relax and spend your afternoon watching all those soap operas you missed while Heroing.”

I whirled around to see who had spoken. Standing behind me was a young man of about eighteen, his hands on his hips and a big, goofy smile on his face. He wore a green and white full spandex bodysuit, complete with big, birdlike wings extending out of his back. I wasn’t sure how he sneaked up on me like that, or who he was, but he didn’t look as threatening or mean as the thugs I beat up.

“Who are you?” I said, taking a step back.

The man thrust out a hand. “Name’s Joe Franco, but you can call me Cyclone. And I am your Sidekick.”

I didn’t take Cyclone’s outstretched hand because I still didn’t quite trust him yet. “My … Sidekick?”

“Sure,” said Cyclone cheerfully. “All Heroes need a Sidekick. Even Villains have Sidekicks. Aren’t you aware of the Sidekick System?”

I shook my head. “No, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Then let me explain,” said Cyclone, although he didn’t lower his hand. “You see, when a new Hero shows up, they get their very own Sidekick. A Sidekick’s job is to not only support their Hero, but also answer your questions and guide you through our big, beautiful, wonderful, fantastic world we call Earth.”

I eyed Cyclone carefully. “Did you have to use four adjectives to describe Earth?”

“I could use a million adjectives to describe Earth,” Cyclone said without missing a beat. “My friends tell me I ramble too much, though, so I’ve been trying to restrain myself a little. Just a little, though, because I don’t want to be too quiet. Being too quiet is just as bad as being too loud, but no one’s ever accused me of being too quiet, although my sister Jessie is quite the intro—”

“I get it,” I interrupted. “You talk. A lot.”

“Right,” said Cyclone. He smiled. “I like you already. You know how to use the fewest amount of words necessary to communicate your thoughts. I wish I could do that. Then maybe people wouldn’t call me annoying behind my back, because I know that people are calling me annoying behind my back and it really bothers—”

“What if I don’t want a Sidekick?” I asked, already finding myself understanding why other people called Cyclone annoying.

Cyclone lowered his hand. “Sorry, but Sidekicks are mandatory for all first-time Heroes. After a week, though, you can let me go if you want, but for now you need to keep me. You’ll keep me, won’t you?”

Cyclone asked me that with big puppy dog eyes. I was under the impression that Cyclone had faced a lot of rejection before and maybe was a little lonely, but that did nothing to make me feel more sympathetic toward him. If anything, it just made me more annoyed with him.

Still, I took his hand and shook it. “Fine. Since I’m new, I’m going to need a guide anyway. Might as well be you.”

As I shook Cyclone’s hand, a new notification appeared in my vision:

Sidekick acquired! Joseph ‘Cyclone’ Franco is now your faithful Sidekick! To check out his Stats, Powers, Alignment, and more, go to the ‘SIDEKICK’ tab in your menu.

You just unlocked the Sidekick System! Like player characters, Sidekicks can level up, learn new Powers, equip new weapons and armor, and do pretty much everything else players can do. The difference, however, is that you have control over your Sidekick’s growth, choosing where to invest Stat Points, Power Points, and more under the Sidekick screen in your menu. You can only have one Sidekick at a time.

Curious, I let go of Cyclone’s hand and swiped away the notifications. I brought up the menu and, clicking ‘SIDEKICK’, saw a list of Sidekicks pop up in my vision. Cyclone was the sole inhabitant of the list, so I clicked on his name and I found myself staring at a complete 3D model of my Sidekick, with his Stats and Powers set off to the side:

Secret Identity: Cyclone

Real Identity: Joseph Diego Franco

Level: 1

EXP: 0/100

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Powers: 0

Alignment: Hero [Sidekick]

Class: Speedster

Powers: Flight [Level 1], Gust [Level 1]

Skills: N/A

Equipment: Eagle Wings

Health: 15

Stamina: 10

Strength: 9

Defense: 3

Charisma: 2

Intelligence: 8

Agility: 16

Evasion: 17

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 9

Energy: 10

Luck: 0

HERO STATS:

Courage: 1

Justice: 1

Trust: 1

Fame: 0

Willpower: 1

“Hmm …” I looked at Cyclone. “You’re not very strong, you know that?”

“Of course,” said Cyclone without even pretending to be offended by my rather blunt remark. “All Sidekicks start at the same level as their Hero or Villain. I level up with you, although I only get half your experience.”

I scratched my chin. “Do I have to manually level up each and every one of your Stats and Powers myself? Seems like a lot of work.”

“Nope!” Cyclone said. “You can set my growth to ‘Auto’ if you want. That way, I’ll have the freedom to grow my Stats and Powers as I see fit while you don’t have to do anything.”

“How do I—ah,” I said, seeing a tab under Cyclone’s name that read ‘SIDEKICK GROWTH.’ I clicked the tab and toggled ‘MANUAL’ to ‘AUTO.’ “There. Now I don’t have to worry about leveling you up or anything like that.”

“Thanks,” said Cyclone. “I prefer being able to level up my Powers and Stats on my own anyway. Not that I don’t trust your judgment, of course, but I still like having some degree of control over my life. I don’t like feeling helpless, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I said. Then I frowned. “Tell me this, Cy—do you mind if I call you Cy?”

“You can call me whatever you want,” said Cyclone with a big smile. “You’re the Hero, after all. You can even rename me if you want. I don’t have any choice in the manner.”

I nodded, although privately I was starting to wonder what the difference between being a Sidekick and a slave was in this game if he couldn’t even name himself. “Okay, Cy, what would happen if I fired you?”

Cy’s smile immediately vanished from his face and tears appeared in the corners of his eyes. “I thought you said you weren’t going to do that.”

Seeing Cy on the verge of tears, I held up my hands and said, “No, no, this is just theoretical. I mean, this is my first day as a Hero. I’m just trying to understand the game world, that’s all.”

Cy abruptly stopped sniffling, his big grin stretching over his face again. “Okay! Well, when you fire me, all of my Stats, Powers, and Levels are reset to their default. That way, if some other Hero decided to recruit me, they wouldn’t have an unfair advantage over the other Heroes. As your Sidekick, I can also aid you in battle, which is one reason you want to make sure I keep up with you.”

I nodded. That made sense, from a gameplay perspective. But I still found it weird how Cy looked and acted so much like a real human, yet he talked about leveling up and stats and other video game terminology like it was just an ordinary everyday thing. For him, I guess it was, but me personally, I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to this stuff. Even if this was my life now, I wasn’t sure I would ever find this ordinary, not when I knew that this was all just a really advanced game and nothing more.

Thinking about my current condition made me look at my menu again. Right at the bottom of the menu was a button labeled ‘HELP.’ I recalled Chuck, the VR agent, informing me that I would have a button in-game that would allow me to talk to him anytime I wanted. I also recalled him saying that the Department of Virtual Reality would be watching my every move, although I saw no cameras around to indicate that anyone was watching us.

For a moment, I considered pressing the button to call Chuck, but decided against it. Right now, I wanted to learn more about this game and how it worked before I talked to him about anything. Besides, I had the distinct feeling that Chuck, like so many government bureaucrats, had mastered the art of feigning ignorance about certain subject matter they weren’t allowed to talk about, such as the identity of the idiot who put me in here in the first place. Talking to Chuck would be a waste of time at this point.

“All right, Cy,” I said. “You said a Sidekick’s job is to guide their Hero in the world, right?”

Cy nodded. “Of course.”

“All right,” I said again. “I want to find out more about my character’s Stats and Powers, as well as how all of this even works.”

“Certainly,” said Cy. He rubbed his hands together, a rather evil glint in his eyes. “This is where the fun is about to begin. I hope you’re ready, boss, because once we get started, there’s no getting off this ride.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

The manic glint in Cy’s eyes made me uncomfortable, but I said, “We’re not going to do anything, um, painful, are we?”

Cy shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. I’m just saying that I love explaining things to the Heroes I work for. There’s just something satisfying about teaching another human being. My dad always said I would make a good teacher and I actually applied to a few teachers’ colleges before I graduated high school, but then my Powers began manifesting and I decided that becoming a Sidekick was what I was meant to—”

“I get it,” I interrupted. “So how do I view my character sheet?”

“It’s easy,” said Cy. “Just go into your menu. It should be under a tab with your name, which should be at the very top of the menu.”

Curious, I opened my menu again but didn’t see anything on my menu except for a tab labeled ‘UNNAMED.’ “I don’t see a tab with my name on it. There’s one called ‘UNNAMED,’ though.”

Cy slapped his hand against his forehead. “Oh, I forgot! You haven’t picked out a name yet, haven’t you? Gosh, how embarrassing. For me, that is. Not you. Because I didn’t even think to ask you for your name when we first met! Silly me. I was just so eager and excited to meet a new Hero that I forgot all social graces! I hope I didn’t offend you too much, sir.”

I would have made a sarcastic comment about how Cy seemed to lack social grace in general, but seeing as he wasn’t really a bad kid, I said, “Not a problem. So how do I name myself?”

“Just click the tab. It will immediately ask you for Secret Identity.”

“My what?”

“Your Secret Identity,” Cy repeated slowly. “Your Hero name, in other words. You gotta make sure to keep it a secret, though.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Because Villains who know your Secret Identity get all sorts of boosts to their Stats,” Cy explained. “It also makes you a bigger target for Villains in general and attracts all sorts of trouble you probably don’t want. You shouldn’t even reveal it to your friends or Teammates. Only your Sidekick can know it without any negative consequences, though if you fire me, I will automatically forget it. Got it?”

Cy was uncharacteristically serious when he explained the Secret Identity system to me. Based on what he said, it sounded to me like the Secret Identity system played a role in player versus player matches, or PvP for short. Seeing as I already had a ‘secret’ identity of sorts that I wasn’t supposed to reveal to anyone, I decided to take his advice and keep my real identity to myself. Wasn’t like I was allowed to tell anyone who I was anyway.

“Fine,” I said. “Time for me to pick out a name.”

I clicked the ‘UNNAMED’ tab and was immediately presented with a virtual keyboard and a blank space where I could type my name in.

I glanced at Cy. “I can name myself anything?”

“Anything you want,” said Cy with a smile. He suddenly frowned. “You can’t pick someone else’s name, though. The system will let you know if a name is already taken. Other than that, though, you can name yourself whatever you please.”

I nodded and looked at the keyboard again. The trouble was that I had no idea what to call myself. I didn’t even have any Powers yet, other than Super Strength, but that Power didn’t exactly inspire me to name myself anything interesting.

I thought back to when I played the original Capes Online years ago, before the VR version came out, back when it was just a normal, albeit very fun, MMORPG. Back then, my character had been Winter, an ice-themed superhero who could generate massive blizzards and create ice out of thin air. Although I didn’t have ice Powers yet, I bet I would be able to learn them at some point, so I might as well go ahead and name myself that now. Something about dressing for the job you want, rather than the one you have, right?

So I typed in ‘WINTER’ and found, to my relief, that it was still available. I quickly hit ‘enter’ and then a notification popped up:

Are you sure you want ‘WINTER’ as your Secret Identity? Once a Secret Identity is taken, you can’t change it unless you undergo a Realignment or complete specific missions that reward you with a change of Identity.

Accept? Y/N

Huh. I didn’t know what ‘Realignment’ meant, but it sounded to me like you could change your Alignment. Meaning I could become a Villain if I wanted to, or a Villain player could become a Hero. I would have to ask Cy about this later, although right now I didn’t have any interest in becoming a Villain. I was quite happy being a Hero, or as happy as I could be knowing that I was forever separated from my friends and family who all thought I was dead.

I accepted my name and then I heard Cy say, “Winter, huh? That’s a cool name.”

I looked at Cy incredulously. “Was that a pun?”

“Yep,” said Cy cheerfully. “It was punintended. Get it?”

“I do,” I said flatly. “And I am very amused by it.”

“Yay!” said Cy, throwing his hands up into the air. “Finally, someone who appreciates the subtle art of puns as much as I do! We’re gonna get along great.”

I half-wondered if Cy was pulling my leg or if he literally didn’t notice my sarcasm. Given how low his Intelligence was, it could go either way.

“Hey, how did you know my name?” I said. “I didn’t tell you what I named myself.”

Cy pointed above my head. “I can see it floating above your head.”

I looked up above my head and saw my name [HERO WINTER], floating above me like a ghost. “Weird. Can I hide it?”

“Nope,” said Cy, shaking his head. “All character names are displayed by default as nametags above your head unless you find a Power that can allow you to hide your Identity. You can also see the Identities of other Heroes, Villains, and Sidekicks if you want. Look at me.”

I looked at Cy and saw [SIDEKICK CYCLONE] above his head. “I can see your name.”

“Exactly,” said Cy. “Of course, I wouldn’t go running up to people and just addressing them by their name if you don’t know them. That would be pretty rude and awkward, you know?”

I barely hid my smile at that. Cy was the last person I expected to talk about being rude and awkward. At this point, I was convinced he was completely unaware of his own hypocrisy, but decided not to bring it up. He probably wouldn’t get it.

Instead, I clicked my name on the menu and suddenly saw my character sheet:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 1

EXP: 0/100

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Unknown

Powers: Super Strength [Level 1]

Skills: N/A

Equipment: N/A

Health: 20

Stamina: 15

Strength: 20

Defense: 12

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 10

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 5

Fame: 0

Willpower: 9

“Hmmm …” I looked at Cy again. “All of my Stats are higher than yours. Why?”

“Because you’re the Hero and I’m a Sidekick,” Cy explained. “Heroes and Villains automatically start out with higher Stats than Sidekicks of an equivalent level. It’s one of the benefits of being a Hero.”

“But your Alignment also says you’re a Hero,” I pointed out.

“Well …” Cy shrugged. “Sidekicks are also in the Alignment system, but it works a bit differently for us. We’re always the same Alignment as our Hero or Villain. In fact, how you interact with us Sidekicks affects your Alignment, although everything you do does, of course.”

I stroked my chin. “Explain the Alignment system to me, then. I understand your decisions affect your Alignment but is there any more to it than that?”

Cy slapped his hands together. “Okay, so you already seem to have a pretty good, if simple, understanding of the Alignment system. Like you said, every decision you make affects your Alignment. If you save a kitten from a tree, for example, that brings you closer to the Hero Alignment, whereas if you steal a purse from an old lady, that makes you more like a Villain. Got it?”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking back to my Origin. “So far, so good.”

“Good,” said Cy. “So, although Heroes and Villains can learn many of the same Powers and all of the same Skills, there are certain Powers and even Stats only available to people of a particular Alignment. Do you see the Hero Stats on your character sheet.”

I glanced at the section labeled ‘HERO STATS.’ “Yeah, I was just about to ask about that.”

“Basically, when you become a Hero, you get access to Hero Stats like Courage and Justice,” Cy said. “Unlike normal Stats, Hero Stats can only be leveled up with Hero Points, which you get from doing heroic things and completing certain missions. Villain Stats and Villain Points work the same way.”

“How do Hero Stats affect gameplay?” I asked.

“They make it easier to do certain things,” said Cy. “Take the Trust Stat, for example. That refers to the general level of Trust you have with Civilians. The higher your Trust Stat, the more likely Civilians are to call you for help or trust you to solve a situation or problem you are involved in. Conversely, the lower your Trust Stat, the less likely Civilians are to like you. Get it too low and they’ll avoid or even hate you outright.”

Despite myself, I found myself becoming more and more interested in the game’s mechanics. “What about my Reputation? It says I’m Unknown.”

“Oh, that just refers to how well-known you are to the general public,” said Cy. “It doesn’t really affect things too much. If you want to be more well-known, you just go and complete missions and do good things. Your Reputation will automatically improve the more good you do, although it can also be harmed if you do bad things.”

“That explains why my Fame is so low, but why are the rest of my Stats so high?” I asked. “I haven’t even done anything yet.”

“Your Origin Story affects your Alignment Stats,” Cy explained. “What you did in your Origin Story is calculated into determining your base Hero Stats when you reach your Alignment. I don’t know what you did in your Origin to get such high base Stats, but I can only assume it must have been pretty good.”

Ah. I could see how the actions I took in my Origin would boost my Courage, Justice, and Willpower. I wondered how all those Stats worked but decided to ask Cy about my normal Stats and Powers first.

“Right,” I said. “How do I level up my Stats and Powers, anyway? What are Stat Points and Power Points?”

“Pretty simple,” said Cy. “When you level up, you automatically earn four Stat Points and two Power Points, which you are free to distribute as you see fit. You can also save them up for later if you don’t know which Stats or Powers you want to level up right away. Sidekicks get about half of that when we level up, so two Stat Points and one Power Point for us.”

“How do I get more Powers?” I asked, glancing at my lone Power, Super Strength, which sat at a lowly Level 1.

“Every ten levels, you automatically earn a new Power dependent on your Class,” said Cy. He leaned forward, looked around conspiratorially, and whispered, “But you can also get new Powers from Costumes and Equipment. Just so you know.”

I had no idea why Cy was acting like it was some great big secret he was sharing with me. Maybe it was actually a game mechanic you were supposed to find out yourself? Or maybe Cy was just being Cy again. That was probably it.

“Also, you can’t level up Powers forever,” said Cy, standing upright again and speaking in a normal voice. “The level cap for Powers is ten, although there are rare Ultimate Powers that can be leveled up to fifteen. Don’t ask me about those, though. I don’t know anything about them because I don’t have an Ultimate Power myself.”

I stroked my chin again. “I take it that leveling up my Powers makes them stronger?”

“Correct!” said Cy, clapping his hands together excitedly. “Take Super Strength, for example. At Level One, you get a ten percent boost in Strength, which basically makes you strong enough to lift a car. At Level Ten, however, you will be able to lift a full-sized aircraft carrier full of people and planes.”

“Really?” I said. “That’s interesting.”

“Isn’t it?” Cy agreed. “You can check out how many Power Points to your Power’s next level by clicking on your Power. Oh, and one last thing: Once Power, Stat, and Hero Points are spent, you cannot spend them again, so be careful about where and how you spend your Points.”

“I see,” I said. I closed my character screen. “Well, I think I have a pretty solid grasp of the game’s system now. I want to actually go and do something now.”

“What?” said Cy with a start. “You mean you don’t have any more questions?”

“Oh, I do,” I said with a wave of my hand, “but frankly I’m getting bored of standing around talking. I like to learn by doing. And if I ever need something clarified for me, I’ll just ask you.”

“Okay,” said Cy, though he still looked a little worried. “I’ll go wherever you go, boss.”

I nodded. “All right, then. Let’s go and see the city, then. If this is where I am going to spend the rest of my life, I might as well get to know it.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Leaving my Base was very easy. Cy showed me the exit, which opened and closed like a normal door. I didn’t even have to lock it. According to Cy, no one could enter my Base without my permission, aside from Thieves, Assassins, and similar Villain Classes, but he said it was unlikely that anyone would try to break in while we were gone and that I could always upgrade my Base’s security features later if I wanted.

“So I can update my Base whenever I want?” I said to Cy as we walked away from the warehouse I called my Base.

“Sort of,” said Cy. He practically skipped with each step, rather than walk like a normal human being. “You can’t do it for free. You’ll need to earn some credits so you can buy upgrades and stuff from shops.”

“Stop skipping,” I said. “Walk like a normal human being.”

Cy stopped skipping, but I could tell he did it very reluctantly. “Sorry. I just like skipping.”

I rolled my eyes. “What are credits, anyway?”

“Money,” Cy said. “The universal currency on planet Earth, accepted by every country ruled by the United Nations.”

I stopped. “Wait, the United Nations rules the Earth?”

Cy also stopped and looked at me. “Yeah. Ever since the end of World War II, the UN established a world government that controls pretty much everything. Why do you ask?”

I chuckled, thinking about the UN conspiracy theorists back in my world who made all sorts of weird conspiracy theories about that organization, theories that were mostly untrue. “Oh, never mind. I just wasn’t aware that they were in charge.”

“Well, you should be,” said Cy. “Don’t want to get into trouble with them. They can make life hell on Earth for you if they want. Not that I hate the UN or anything. Just being realistic about the power they wield. That’s all.”

“I see,” I said as I resumed walking. “Back to credits. How do I earn those? Do I need to get a job?”

Cy shuddered as he walked with me. “A job? Nope. You get credits a variety of ways. You can sell equipment and items you find to shops for money, sometimes you’ll get money as a reward for completing certain missions, and sometimes bad guys will drop it upon defeat. That’s where your Luck Stat comes into play. The higher your Luck, the better the loot you’ll get from defeated enemies and the better the rewards you’ll get from completing missions. Increasing your Trust with Civilians also makes it more likely they’ll give you money and good items for helping them.”

I nodded as we entered an alleyway between two apartment buildings close to my warehouse. “Makes sense. What other benefits do I get from having a Base?”

“You respawn there when you die,” said Cy. “So do us Sidekicks. Unfortunately, you won’t be able to leave your Base for a full hour when you respawn. Oh, and you also lose all the experience points you earned, though you keep any levels you gained before you died, of course.”

I bit my lower lip. Harsh penalties, but not as bad as I feared. As long as I didn’t die, I should be okay. “Do I have to stay with that warehouse as my Base or—?”

“You can buy a new one later,” said Cy. He gestured over his shoulder at my Base. “But Bases are ridiculously expensive. The cheapest start at ten thousand credits, while the most expensive go up to ten million. Some are even more expensive than that.”

I glanced at my credit balance, which was also in my character sheet, and grimaced at the big fat zero that I saw. “I don’t have any money.”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Cy, slapping my shoulder. “Every new Hero or Villain starts out that way. As you complete missions and establish yourself, your wealth will also increase. Unless you spend it all on random stuff, but you strike me as a fiscally-responsible guy, so I think we’ll be okay.”

True enough. I had managed to graduate the police academy with no debt and I was generally pretty smart with my finances, which was mostly thanks to my Dad, who was a financial genius. If Dad hadn’t become a lawyer, I was sure he would have made a great accountant or CPA, although I guess then he wouldn’t have been able to become a Supreme Court Justice.

Thinking about Dad hurt, because it was another reminder of my current life. Like everyone else in my previous life, Dad thought I was dead and gone forever. I would never see him again and he would never know what really happened to me.

Once again, I felt burning anger, bordering on outright hatred, of whoever did this to me. As much as I appreciated being alive, it might have been better if I died outright. At least then my friends’ and family’s grief would have been based on something real. Right now, it was based on a falsehood fed to them by the government for no purpose other than to make sure no one knew about all their nasty little secrets. I still wanted to punch out the guy who did this to me, whoever he was.

“You seem angry,” Cy said, interrupting my thoughts. “I hope I didn’t say anything that might have offended you. I’ve been known to say things without entirely thinking them through first, but honestly when you talk as fast as me it’s kind of hard not say something offensive to someone at some—”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just thinking about something that doesn’t concern you. How long until we find other people?”

“Not much longer now,” said Cy without missing a beat. “We should be reaching Main Street pretty soon. Oh, wait.”

Cy grabbed my arm, forcing me to stop and look at him in annoyance. “What?”

“You can’t go out just looking like yourself,” said Cy. He looked me up and down. “Not that you look bad or anything, but if you’re going to be a Hero, then you will need a Costume.”

“In case you didn’t notice, Cy, I don’t have a Costume,” I said, patting my street clothes. “And I don’t have money to buy one, either, if that’s what you’re about to suggest.”

“Don’t worry about money,” said Cy. “As your Sidekick, I was given your initial base Costume after you completed your Origin Story. I was supposed to give it to you back in your Base, but it completely slipped my mind in all of the excitement of getting to meet a new friend. Let me give it to you.”

A notification appeared in my vision:

Sidekick Cyclone would like to give you the Ice Man Costume. Accept? Y/N

Curiously, I accepted the offer and soon found an item marked ‘Ice Man Costume’ in my item inventory, which was located underneath the button that led to my character sheet. I checked out the Costume’s description and stats:

Ice Man Costume

Rarity: Common

Material: Spandex

Description: A full-body superhero Costume produced by the enigmatic Synth Group. In addition to the Powers it gives you, it also looks quite stylish and comfortable, although you might feel a tad overheated in the summer while wearing it.

Powers: Ice Beam Level 1. Fire a beam of pure cold energy at enemies. Can be a continuous beam or a quick, one-off burst. Cost: 5 Energy.

Powers unlocked: 1/5

“So?” said Cy. “Put it on. I want to see how you look in it.”

Seeing no reason not to, I equipped the Ice Man Costume. I expected to feel different, but the only thing that seemed to happen was that my normal street clothes disappeared and I found myself covered head to toe in a full-body spandex Costume.

Although I lacked a mirror in which to look at myself, I could view the 3D model of myself that appeared in my pause screen. It showed an athletic, fairly muscular-looking guy wearing a full-body spandex Costume. It was blue and white, with snowflake designs etched into it. My eyes were now glowing a soft blue as well. It hid my face so well that even I wouldn’t have recognized myself if I didn’t know I was wearing it.

“I look really cool,” I said.

“Of course you do,” said Cy brightly. “Your name is Winter and you have ice powers.”

Realizing what I said, I slapped my face and looked at Cy. “Cy, next time I accidentally make a pun, I want you to stop me, okay?”

Cy pursed his lips. “Okay, boss, but I’m kind of surprised. I thought you were a true pun connoisseur, like yours truly.”

“Well, you guessed wrong,” I said. “Anyway, it says my Ice Beam Power costs five Energy. What does that mean?”

“Energy is what separates Heroes and Villains from Civilians,” Cy explained. “Scientists believe that the mysterious Energy Heroes and Villains emit is what gives them their Powers. It at least fuels your Powers, but once you run out of Energy, you can’t use any of your Powers. It does refill by itself over time, though, and there are Synth Group-produced drinks that let you fill it up faster if you want.”

Ah. Energy must have been what was called ‘mana’ or ‘magic’ in other games. “I guess all Powers have an Energy cost?”

“Not all of them do,” said Cy. “Passive ones, for example, don’t. Active Powers, on the other hand, do. Like every other Stat, you can increase your Energy with Stat Points you get from leveling up.”

I ran my hands along my Costume. “I see. But if Powers come from within, how do Costumes created by people unlock new Powers within us?”

“Power Crystals,” Cy explained. He pointed at the crystal in my chest. “Synth Group discovered these odd crystals in the earth which can activate Powers within certain humans when they are applied to human skin. No one knows how or why it works, but Synth Group managed to figure out how to weave Power Crystals into Costumes, which is why changing Costumes frequently can be beneficial to your growth as a Hero.”

I nodded and felt the glowing bluish-white crystal in my chest. “Interesting. If I take off my Costume, do I lose my Powers?”

“Yes,” said Cy. He raised one finger. “But only if you do so immediately. You can actually make your Powers part of yourself if you level them up to Level 5. Then you can take off your Costume but still keep your Powers.”

Hmm. I wasn’t a big fan of the Ice Man Costume, but it did remind me of the good old days when I played the original version of this game. Back then, I really did think Winter looked cool and—dang it, I was even making puns in my mind now. Cy was not a good influence on me.

Regardless, I said, “And if I wanted to get a new Costume, where would I get that?”

“You can buy them from Synth Group shops or shops that sell Synth Group Equipment,” Cy explained. “Sometimes they are given to you as rewards for completing certain missions and sometimes you can trade them from other players. But you need to understand that you can only use Hero Equipment and Costumes. Villain equivalents are useless and if you get any you should sell it or throw it away because it’s just dead weight.”

“Once I get some credits, I’m going to do some shopping,” I said. I turned around. “Anyway, let’s get going. I want to see more of this place and—”

I was interrupted by a loud screaming sound above and looked up just in time to see a large chunk of metal crash down on top of me with the force of a meteor.


CHAPTER NINE

 

The force of the crash knocked me flat off my feet and left me dazed from the impact. Shaking my head, I saw a notification appear in my vision:

Someone fell on you! -5 Health!

What? I lost twenty percent of my rather meager Health with that attack. Was this some kind of Villain getting the jump on me? If so, I was not in the mood to play around, even if this was a game.

Activating my Super Strength, I shoved the chunk of metal off me and looked up at the rooftops above us. “Hey, who did that? Show yourself, you coward!”

“Uh, Winter?” said Cy.

I looked at Cy irritably. “What?”

Cy pointed at the chunk of metal lying on the street. “I think, but am not sure, that that is the person you want to talk to.”

“Person?” I said, looking at the hunk of metal that had nearly broken my back. “That’s not a person. That’s a—”

A loud groan emitted from the metal, which made me and Cy jump. Then, before my eyes, the hunk of metal began to unfurl, kind of like an armadillo, until soon I found myself staring at another Hero, who lay on the ground rubbing his armored head.

Unlike me, this guy was short and stout, but he was also built like a powerlifter, his thick muscles obvious even with his heavy green armor on. He was easily a head shorter than me, but I had a feeling he could beat me up if he wanted. His segmented armor reminded me of an armadillo. In fact, that was what he looked like: A green, humanoid armadillo, complete with a helmet that even looked like a dillo’s head.

Above his head, the tag [HERO DILLO] appeared in glowing green letters, which told me that his resemblance to an armadillo was definitely deliberate. It was really weird, but maybe his armor gave him special Powers or something to make it worth it.

“Ohhh …” Dillo groaned, rubbing his head. “Ouch. I’m going to feel that in the morning.”

“Hey, you,” I said, pointing at Dillo, “what’s your deal? You nearly broke my spine when you fell on me.”

Dillo suddenly looked up at me as if he just noticed I was there. “I did? Sorry. I didn’t realize you were there. I was shoved off the building by someone and didn’t have any time to react, so I activated Curl to protect myself from fall damage.”

“Did it work?” I asked.

Dillo shrugged. “I didn’t lose any Health, but the fall was still pretty jarring. Sorry.”

I frowned. Dillo did not seem like a bad guy, but at the same time, I was still pissed at almost getting crushed to death on my first day in-game. “You said someone shoved you. Who—”

A wild whooping sound came from above and Cy and I looked up in time to see three ninjas jump off the rooftop of a nearby building and land in front of us. The ninjas immediately struck a pose, allowing me to look at them closely before they attacked.

The three ninjas were practically identical in appearance, aside from their cheesy ninja getups, which were all different colors: Yellow, red, and blue. The ninjas all wore generic ninja garb, complete with scythes, throwing stars, and even a katana in the case of the red one, which seemed to be the leader based on what I could tell. Above their heads, the tags [NINJA ASSASSIN] floated, which told me exactly what they were. Not that I couldn’t have guessed that myself, of course.

A new notification appeared in my vision all of a sudden:

New Skill unlocked: Scan Level 1. You can now Scan enemies and items and find out basic information about them. Level up this Skill further to find out more detailed information about the world around you, including information about your fellow Heroes and Villains.

As interesting as this new Skill was, I really didn’t need this notification right now. I swiped it away and then immediately Scanned the red ninja:

Ninja Assassin

LEVEL: 3

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Assassin

Belonging to the Ninja Guild, Ninja Assassins are willing to kill anyone for the right price. Though not particularly durable, Ninja Assassins make up for their weak defenses with precise, powerful strikes and very high critical hit ratios. They are particularly feared for exploiting the Backstab Power, which is something to watch out for if you happen to be unlucky enough to run into these guys.

It would have been nice if the Scan had explained what Backstab was, but I could guess it had something to do with taking out someone when their back was turned. In any case, I doubted it would apply now when I could see all three Ninja Assassins right in front of me, although that didn’t mean this would be an easy fight.

“Oh, geez,” said Dillo as he scrambled to his feet. He was shaking in fear, causing his armor to shake with him. “Guess they must have come to finish the job. Oh, man. This is not good.”

I glanced at Dillo. “I take it they are after you?”

“Sort of,” said Dillo, scratching the back of his head. “I was doing a mission where I was acting as the bodyguard of this rich guy, who was targeted by the Ninja Guild for some reason. I managed to draw aggro and distract them long enough for the rich guy to escape, but they’re a lot faster than me and I am pretty sure the only reason I’m not dead is because of my armor.”

I nodded, never taking my eyes off the Ninja Assassins. “Where’s your Sidekick? Do you have one?”

Dillo stifled a soft sob. “That’s how the Ninja Assassins announced themselves. Killed her with a well-placed Backstab when we weren’t looking. She’s probably back in my Base, but I still can’t get over how I let her die. I should have saved her.”

“Don’t worry about it, bro,” said Cy, patting Dillo on the back. “Your Sidekick knew what she was getting into when she died. Plus, look on the bright side.”

“Bright side?” said Dillo, looking at Cy in confusion. “What bright side?”

“You got to meet us!” said Cy with a beaming smile.

Dillo just stared at Cy with even more confusion. “Are you joking or—?”

Suddenly, the Ninja Assassins darted toward us and I shouted, “Ninjas incoming!”

I thrust my hands forward, expecting to see a beam of pure ice explode from my hands, but nothing happened.

“What the—?” I said, but at that moment the red Ninja Assassin got close enough to swing his sword at my face, forcing me to jump back to avoid getting my head taken off my shoulders.

Another notification appeared in my vision, but I ignored it as I backed away from the red Ninja Assassin, who was steadily advancing on me like a panther on the prowl. Meanwhile, the other two Ninja Assassins had ganged up on poor Dillo, who had curled up into a protective ball again that seemed to be protecting him from the worst of their attacks, although for how long, I couldn’t say.

“Cy, why can’t I use my Ice Beam?” I said, glancing at Cy, who was also backing up with me.

“Oh, right!” said Cy, slapping his forehead. “I forgot. You need to focus on the Power you want to use in order for you to use it. Sorry I didn’t explain that before.”

I growled in annoyance, but before I could try again, the Ninja Assassin leaped toward us and slashed his sword. I once again dodged it, finding the movement surprisingly easy, and then lashed out with a kick. But the Ninja Assassin jumped out of my reach before my kick could land, causing me to spin around and almost lose my balance.

But I managed to land on my feet at the last second and thrust our my hands at the Ninja Assassin again. This time, I focused intensely on Ice Beam and was pleased to see a continuous beam of cold energy explode from my palms and shoot toward the Ninja Assassin. But to my frustration, the Ninja Assassin jumped out of the way, neatly avoiding the Ice Beam.

“What the—?” I said. “How did he move so fast?”

“Don’t you know?” said Cy. “Ninjas have really high Evasion and Agility, so they’re pretty hard to hit.”

I glared at Cy. “Would you stop standing around delivering exposition and actually try to, you know, attack the danged ninja?”

“Sure thing, boss!” said Cy with a thumbs up. “I was just waiting for you to say that!”

Cy thrust his hands forward and a huge blast of wind exploded from them. The Ninja Assassin, however, merely leaped into the air high enough to avoid the wind entirely and landed on the wall, which he began running across with his arms out behind him.

Growling, I thrust my hands at the ninja again, only to get an error notification:

ERROR! Ice Beam cannot be used due to lack of Energy. Must wait until Energy finishes recharging [1 Energy/per second] before you can use any of your active Powers.

“Huh?” I said. I looked at my Energy bar—a green bar just below my Health bar—and saw that it was indeed completely empty. “What? No fair. I didn’t know I was out of Energy!”

I didn’t have time to complain about that any longer, however, because the Ninja Assassin jumped off the wall at me. Again, I tried to dodge, but this time, I was too slow and the Ninja Assassin slammed both of his feet into my chest. The blow sent me staggering backward and took a few points off my Health, but before I could recover, the Ninja Assassin slashed his katana across my chest.

Blood exploded out of my chest as the Ninja Assassin’s katana cut through my flesh. I screamed out in pain and staggered back against the wall of the alley, clutching my bleeding chest with one hand as a new notification popped up in my vision:

[Ninja Assassin] cut open your chest! -10 Health!

Debuff added: Open wound. Lose -1 HP every three seconds until wound is healed or you run out of Health.


CHAPTER TEN

 

Reading that notification, I muttered under my breath, “Son of a—”

I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence because the red Ninja Assassin lowered his blade and charged at me. There was no way I could dodge him now. With my low Health and, I noticed, increasingly depleted Stamina, I had virtually no energy left to move. I could only stand there and wait for his blade to impale me and end my life.

But then, without warning, a powerful gust of wind slammed into the Ninja Assassin and sent him flying. The Ninja Assassin went flying through the air uncontrollably but somehow managed to land on his feet at the last possible second anyway. But he didn’t advance on me again. He held his sword before him defensively, eying me suspiciously.

“It worked!” Cy said, showing up in front of me all of a sudden. “Thanks for distracting him, boss! That chest wound looks really serious.”

“That’s because it is serious, you idiot,” I hissed. “And if I don’t get it fixed soon, I am going to die.”

“Wow,” said Cy, looking more closely at my wound. “That is bad. Also, dying would suck.”

“Yes, I know,” I said. “So unless you have some way to heal me—”

“Right here!” said Cy, handing me what looked like a plastic soda bottle.

Puzzled, I took the bottle and glanced at the label, which read HEALTH DRINK: A SYNTH GROUP PRODUCT. “What’s this?”

“’A refreshing drink after a long day of Heroing,’” Cy quoted. “That’s what all the Synth Group commercials say, anyway. Try it out. It tastes like cherries.”

I scowled. I hated cherries, but I popped open the lid and downed the entire thing in one gulp. I winced at the taste of cherries in my mouth, but as soon as I downed the soda, I suddenly felt a thousand times better. My Health bar shot back up to full and my chest wound closed all by itself. Even my Costume’s open hole closed tightly, making my Costume look good as new.

A notification popped up in the corner of my vision:

You drank a Health Drink: A Synth Group Product! Your Health has been restored to full and all debuffs have been healed! Delicious!

My eyes widened when I read the notification. “This Health Drink did all that by itself?”

“I know, right?” said Cy. “I always carry around at least a few Health Drinks just to be safe. All smart Heroes and Sidekicks do. Hell, even Villains drink it, and they technically can’t buy them, though I suppose Villains probably just steal them or get them from black market dealers. Not that I would know, of course, seeing as I am a Hero Sidekick and not a Villain—”

“Shut it, Cy,” I said as I pushed myself off the wall. I noticed that my Energy bar had refilled now as well. “We’ve still got to deal with the Ninja Assassins. We can talk later.”

“Right,” said Cy. “Fight now. Talk later.”

I nodded and looked over at the red Ninja Assassin, who was still watching us closely. Meanwhile, the other two Ninja Assassins were still ineffectually beating on Dillo’s defensive mode, but I didn’t know how long Dillo’s Curl would last.

“Cy, I need you to go and help Dillo,” I said, gesturing at the two Ninja Assassins attacking him. “I’ll deal with their red friend here myself.”

“Sure thing, boss!” said Cy. “But be careful. Those katanas are sharp!”

With that, Cy zipped away to go help Dillo, while I turned to face the red Ninja Assassin all by myself. His blade was still dripping with my blood, but that didn’t bother me too much. Although Cy’s wind attack didn’t seem to actually inflict any damage on the Ninja Assassin, it still showed that he could be hit. My Ice Beam Power was going to be necessary if I was going to hit him, but I’d need to be smart about using it so I wouldn’t run out of Energy again.

“Okay, ninja,” I said, taking a fighting stance. “Let’s dance.”

I rushed toward the Ninja Assassin, already charging ice energy through my fists and making them glow bluish white. As I expected, the Ninja Assassin leaped into the air, flying over my head, but I came to an abrupt stop and wheeled around and fired an Ice Beam. But I didn’t fire it at the Ninja Assassin. I fired it at the ground right where he was going to land.

A patch of slippery ice appeared on the ground where the Ninja Assassin was about to land. He landed on the patch and immediately began slipping and sliding. He tried to regain his balance, but the ice patch was so slippery that it was all he could do to just stay upright and not fall on his behind.

Seeing my chance, I rushed over to the Ninja Assassin. I expected to slip as well, but when my feet touched the ice, I ran across it like normal ground. It puzzled me at first until I remembered that the Ice Man Costume allowed its user to walk on ice without issue, a nice bonus I hadn’t even considered. Maybe this Costume was more useful than I first thought.

In any case, once I got close enough, I slugged the Ninja Assassin in the face with a punch from one of my fists. My fist connected with the side of the Ninja Assassin’s face and he went staggering backward off the ice.

Direct hit! [Ninja Assassin] -10 Health!

Debuff added: Dazed. [Ninja Assassin] Agility -10%, Evasion -10%, and Accuracy -15%. Duration: 1 minute(s).

A wicked grin appeared on my lips as I raised my hands and fired twin beams of ice energy at the Ninja Assassin. The Ninja Assassin tried to dodge, but the Dazed debuff meant all he could do was stumble around aimlessly for a moment before both Ice Beams struck him in the chest. As soon as the Ice Beams struck, the Ninja Assassin became immediately encased in a block of ice, earning me another notification:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Ninja Assassin] Agility and Evasion -100%.! Duration: 5 minutes.

Now that was what I was talking about!

I rushed toward the Ninja Assassin and swung my fist at the Ninja Assassin. I activated my Super Strength at the last second and my fist smashed the thick block of ice—and the Ninja Assassin within—into a million pieces. As the chunks of frozen ninja meat crashed to the ground around me, another notification appeared in my vision:

[Ninja Assassin] defeated! +110 EXP!

Level up! You are now Level 2. You have earned 4 Stat Points and 2 Power Points. Points can be distributed anytime by going to your character sheet in your main menu! EXP to next level: 150.

Ninja Assassins left: 2/3.

Oh, dang. In all of the excitement of defeating my first enemy and leveling up for the first time, I had forgotten about poor Dillo and Cy. I looked over in time to see that Cy had successfully drawn the Ninja Assassins away from Dillo, but he wasn’t doing too well himself. He was dancing around, dodging the ninjas’ attacks fairly well, but I saw that his Health was already a quarter gone and he was bleeding in a few places. Meanwhile, the Ninja Assassins were virtually unharmed and attacking him ruthlessly.

With a sigh, I rushed toward the Ninja Assassins and shouted, “Cy, get down!”

Luckily, Cy immediately obeyed and fell to the ground. The two Ninja Assassins who tried to attack him missed him completely and lost their balance, which was exactly what I needed.

I raised my hands and fired two Ice Beams. Both attacks hit the Ninja Assassins head-on, making them cry out in pain as half their Health bars were depleted right off the bat. They didn’t freeze like their leader, but they did stagger backward from the blow.

Before I could follow up, Cy thrust his hands forward and a blast of wind sent both Ninja Assassins flying. Unlike their leader, they didn’t land on their feet. One of them landed on his head and his skull broke open, which got me a notification telling me that there was just one Ninja Assassin left.

The last Ninja Assassin—the yellow one—had landed on his back, but he pulled himself to his feet. He was slumped over slightly, clutching his shoulder and glaring at us from the eye holes in his mask, but he didn’t approach us. He had probably realized that there was no way he could defeat us by himself, especially since I bet he was suffering some kind of injury debuff as a result of his less-than-graceful landing.

Without warning, the Ninja Assassin drew a tiny ball out of his robes and tossed it against the ground. A huge smoke cloud suddenly appeared around him, but Cy blew it away just as quickly with a short gust of wind.

But when the smoke cloud disappeared, the Ninja Assassin was nowhere to be seen.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

As I stood there in confusion, looking around for the Ninja Assassin, a notification suddenly appeared in my vision:

[Ninja Assassin] used a Smoke Bomb to mask his escape! [Ninja Assassin] has escaped!

Reputation with Ninja Guild has fallen 100 points. Your reputation with the Ninja Guild has fallen from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Unfriendly.’ This will negatively affect relations with other members of the Ninja Guild going into the future and other unknown effects.

I grimaced. I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but I guess it was punishment for not killing all the Ninja Assassins. It didn’t help that I didn’t get any experience, but I guess that made sense. In most video games, you only got experience if you actually defeated an enemy. If an enemy ran away, you typically didn’t get anything. I remembered the original Capes Online had something like that. I guess some things just don’t change.

“Uh oh, Winter,” said Cy as he skipped over to me. “You’re on the Ninja Guild’s kill list now.”

“What does that mean?” I said. “Does that mean they’re going to come after me?”

Cy shook his head as he stopped in front of me. “Only if you become an Enemy of the Ninja Guild. Right now, your current rep with them means they will refuse to do business with you and some of their members may attack you unprovoked if they see you in the field. It’s not as bad as it sounds, but I would keep an eye on your surroundings anyway just to be safe. Don’t want to get stabbed in the back when you least expect it.”

I sighed. “Great. First day in-game and I already have one of the game’s factions against me. Just my luck.”

“Don’t worry,” said Cy cheerfully. “Like I said, it could be worse. You could be an Enemy of the Ninja Guild. Or Arch-nemesis of the Ninja Guild, which would mean that killing you would always take precedence over any other missions Ninja Guild members may be doing if you are in the area!”

I winced. “How does one become an Arch-nemesis of the Ninja Guild, if I may ask?”

“Don’t know,” said Cy with a shrug. “All I know is that you really have to go out of your way to deliberately piss off a faction that badly! Like I said, don’t worry about it. It’s pretty unlikely to happen. You’re more likely to bump into Maverick himself while grocery shopping than becoming an Arch-nemesis of some random faction!”

Despite Cy’s reassurances, I still didn’t feel entirely safe. But I decided not to worry about it right now. Even if the Ninja Guild hated me now, it would probably be a while before I ran into them again. Right now, I should just be happy that that fight went so much better than my Origin Story fight. Having actual Powers really did make a difference in this game. That just made me want to get more and better Powers. Skills could be useful, too.

Speaking of Skills, I checked out the notification I got when I dodged one of the red Ninja Assassin’s attacks:

Skill unlocked: Dodge Level 1. Gain superhuman reflexes that allow you to dodge basic attacks. Unlike other Skills, Dodge works off your Evasion Stat, so as you increase your Evasion, you will make Dodge better as well.

Huh. Given how low-leveled I was, being able to Dodge would be useful until I got stronger.

A groan caused me and Cy to look over and see Dillo uncurling from his ball form. He was looking at the dead yellow Ninja Assassin with a grimace on his face. I wondered why he didn’t look happy. After all, we had just saved his life from those ninjas.

“Hey, Dillo, are you okay?” I asked as Cy and I walked over to him.

Dillo sighed as he got to his feet, which was when I noticed that he was even shorter than me. “Yeah, I guess I am. Curl buffs my Defense a lot, so I only took, like, one point of damage per hit. But I can’t fight back when I’m Curled so those ninjas would have probably killed me given enough time.”

I stopped in front of Dillo and looked him over with a frown. “Are you supposed to be a tank or something? You look like one.”

“It’s my Class,” said Dillo as he dusted off his armor, which was slightly dented from where the Ninja Assassins had been hitting it. “I’m a Powered Armor. That means I have great Defense and Energy, but my Strength is pretty low and I don’t get too many offensive Powers. So yeah, I’m basically a tank, which makes it hard for me to fight, but I’m pretty good at defense.”

“Huh,” I said, scratching my chin. “Why are you so glum? We defeated the ninjas and saved your life.”

“Yeah, that’s nice and all and I’m thankful for what you did, but …” Dillo shrugged. “I got a notification that I failed my mission.”

“Wait, why?” I said in surprise.

Dillo looked at me. “One of the conditions for completing my mission was that I wasn’t supposed to abandon the guy who hired me. Even though he didn’t get killed, I still failed the mission anyway.” Dillo looked at his feet. “And I needed to complete this mission, because a rare piece of armor that I need for my character was one of the rewards. Now, though, I’ll never get it.”

“Can’t you just do the mission over again?” I asked.

Dillo shook his head without looking up at me. “Nope. This was a special one-off mission, which means I will never get a chance to do it again. And I was so close, too. But whatever. I’m used to messing up at the last minute. It’s not a big deal. I’ll just have to save up the credits to buy that piece of armor from one of the stores later.”

I frowned. I felt bad for the guy, even though I didn’t know him well, and wanted to help him, but it seemed like there was nothing I could do for him.

“Cheer up, buddy,” said Cy, patting Dillo on the back. “It’s not the end of the world. There are always other missions you can complete.”

Dillo, however, just shrugged off Cy’s words and turned away. “Thanks, but like I said, I’m used to it. I’ll just go back to my Base and see how my Sidekick is doing. She’s probably wondering where I am.”

“But don’t you want to loot the ninjas first?” I said. I pointed at the dead yellow ninja. “Or ninja, I should say, because I blew the other one up into a million little pieces.”

Dillo looked at me in bewilderment. “You mean you aren’t going to loot it yourself? But you killed it.”

“I know,” I said gently, “but I doubt it has anything I want. Plus, you were the one who fought the ninjas. If anyone should get first dibs on potential loot, it should be you.”

It might have seemed strange that I was being so nice to a complete stranger, but I couldn’t help it. Dillo reminded me of myself when I was younger, before I became confident in myself. It sounded to me like Dillo was having a bad day, so I wanted to make sure at least one thing went well for him. And besides, unlike Cy, Dillo was a player, which meant there was an actual human being behind that character, which meant I couldn’t be as snarky as I usually was when dealing with people in this game.

A small smile appeared across Dillo’s face. “Thanks, man. I’ll go do that.”

Dillo lumbered over to the dead ninja and quickly searched the corpse. He stood up and turned to face me, still smiling. “I found one hundred credits and about ten throwing stars, which I should be able to sell on the market for some serious cash. Then I’ll be able to buy that piece of armor I wanted to get from the mission for free. Thanks again!”

Dillo turned to leave, but then he paused and looked over his shoulder. “By the way, my name is Dillo.”

“Winter,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

“Same here.” Dillo hesitated. “Hey, um, do you want to be friends?”

I blinked. “Friends? What do you mean?”

“He’s talking about adding you to his Friends List,” Cy explained. “You can befriend other player characters by sending or accepting friend requests. By adding someone to your Friends List, you can see when they’re online and send them messages anytime you want.”

I stroked my chin. “Well, I guess so. How do you—”

I immediately heard a small ping and saw a folder in my menu labeled ‘MESSAGES.’ Opening it, I saw this notification:

[Hero Dillo] has sent you a friend request! Accept? Y/N

Seeing no harm in this, I accepted Dillo’s friend request right away and saw his name and avatar appear on my Friends List, along with a notification in my inbox informing me that Dillo and I were now connected on Capes Online’s Messenger app and that we could send and receive messages to each other whenever we wanted.

“Thanks again,” said Dillo. He took a step back. “Well, time for me to go. See you around, I guess.”

With that, Dillo turned around and ran out of the alleyway, leaving Cy and I standing by ourselves in the dark alleyway.


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Gee, that Dillo guy sure seems like a nice guy,” Cy remarked once Dillo disappeared from view. “But he seems so scared and depressed for some reason. Not sure why. After all, life is pretty awesome.”

I said nothing to that. Although I did not know the reasons behind Dillo’s depression, I knew that I was still rather depressed about my fate. While Dillo was just an ordinary player who could log on and off the game at will, I was stuck here for the rest of my life. None of my friends or family knew I was even still ‘alive,’ if you could call this living. All they knew was that I had died in a car crash trying to capture that idiot Bryce.

But there was no way I could explain that to Cy, so I shrugged and said, “Maybe he’s just having a bad day or something.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Cy. He whipped his head toward me so fast that I was surprised he didn’t get whiplash. “Oh, I forgot! You leveled up!”

I looked at Cy in bewilderment. “How did you know that?”

“As your Sidekick, I can sense whenever you gain a new level,” Cy explained. “And you can see when I level up as well, although I unfortunately didn’t get to level up yet. But I’m not that far away from my next level up. Probably one more fight should do it. Anyway, you should check out your Stat and Power Points and see what you can do.”

Seeing as I didn’t have anything better to do, I nodded and pulled up my character sheet again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 2

EXP: 50/200 (150 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Unknown

Powers: Super Strength [Level 1], Ice Beam [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 1], Dodge [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 1/5]

Health: 20

Stamina: 15

Strength: 20

Defense: 12

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 10

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 5

Fame: 0

Willpower: 9

I stroked my chin in thought. “Hmm … which Stats should I increase?”

“Whichever ones you want,” said Cy. “It is totally your decision. All depends on what you want to do and how you want to specialize.”

I frowned but was not surprised by Cy’s answer. I looked over my character sheet again and thought through what, exactly, I wanted from this game. Back when I played the original Capes Online, I had min-maxed my Energy Stat to ridiculous levels in order to maximize my ice Powers. Yet I felt very little motivation to spend too much time thinking about this when I didn’t have any real intention of staying here. A part of me still didn’t accept that I was going to spend the rest of my life in a video game and developing a growth strategy for my character seemed too final somehow, as if it would signify that I was not going back.

Shaking my head, I closed my character screen and said, “I can’t decide. I’ll figure that out later. Right now, I want to explore the city and get to know the place a little better before I do anything.”

“Okay!” said Cy. “We’re not too far from Main Street right now. Let’s go.”

The two of us walked down the rest of the alleyway until we soon emerged from between the two buildings into a shockingly crowded street.

Everywhere I looked, I saw tons of people, a mixture of players and NPCs of every stripe. The absolute variety of players was shocking. I saw one guy who looked like a massive golem, his huge stone feet leaving deep depressions in the pavement where he stood. I saw a big muscle-bound Fighter who was flexing his muscles in front of a couple of female Heroes who might have been twins, their Costumes resembling the yin-yang symbol. Overhead, a Hero who looked like a humanoid bald eagle soared overhead, his Sidekick—a sparrow-like humanoid—struggling to keep up with his incredible speed.

Many players were either walking on their way to who-knows-where or else standing around talking. A busy outdoor cafe, Super Coffee, which had a sign with a coffee cup wearing a cape, was full of Heroes and NPCs in equal measure. I watched as players exchanged credits for cups of steaming hot coffee, although one Hero was flirting with a pretty NPC waitress, which I thought was kind of weird, given how NPCs weren’t even real people.

But even from across the street, the scent of freshly brewed coffee made my stomach growl. It smelled almost exactly like the coffee served by the coffee shop in my hometown, except somehow richer and more delicious than any coffee I had smelled in the real world.

In fact, there really wasn’t any way to distinguish between the game world and the real world, now that I thought about it. Even the NPCs acted almost exactly like humans, to the point where I had a hard time telling the difference between players and NPCs. It helped, of course, that I could see who was a player and who was an NPC. Players always had [HERO] as their title, while NPCs usually had [SIDEKICK] or [CIVILIAN], although I noticed a handful of NPCs had titles like [WAITRESS] and [HOBO], based on one particularly ratty-looking NPC who was sitting at a street corner with an overturned cap on the street before him that was already half full of money.

More importantly, however, was the massive metal statue rising in the center of the street in front of what appeared to be the courthouse. It was a hyper-realistic depiction of a superhero I vaguely recognized. He was tall and powerfully built, with a wide chest and a long, flowing cape. He wore a simple Domino mask over his eyes, while his hair was combed back in a very neat way. His sightless eyes looked down upon all of the NPCs and players in the area like a watchful protector.

“Here we are,” said Cy, spreading his arms wide. “Main Street Adventure City! Isn’t it awesome?”

“It’s busy,” I said, stepping out of the way of an NPC [BUSINESSMAN DONALD] who was talking on the phone to someone about profits and losses this quarter. “Much busier than I expected.”

“This place is always busy,” said Cy, lowering his arms. “That’s why I like it. There’s always someone new to see or talk to or hang out with. Even better, I’ve only been thrown out of Super Coffee over there once.”

Cy said that while pointing at the coffee shop across the street, like it was a great accomplishment.

“Um, do you get thrown out of coffee shops often—?” I said.

Cy nodded, his smile never leaving his face. “Yep. Every time I drink too much coffee, the caffeine gets me going like you wouldn’t believe. I’ve been banned from …” Cy quickly counted on his fingers before shrugging. “Pretty much every coffee shop in the city at least once and half of them twice. But don’t worry. The lady who runs Super Coffee likes me. Or at least I think she does. Women can be hard to understand sometimes. If she throws burning coffee at your face, does that mean she likes you or dislikes you?”

I was now starting to wonder if Capes Online had deliberately given me the one Sidekick in the game who always seemed to get in trouble. Maybe Chuck did it just to get back at me for yelling at him in the Waiting Room. He seemed like the kind of guy to behave passive-aggressively toward people he didn’t like.

“Yeah, I can imagine caffeine probably wouldn’t be good for you,” I said. I rubbed my stomach. “Let’s go get some coffee. I haven’t had a good cuppa in a while.”

“Wait,” said Cy. “We don’t have any money, though. How can we buy coffee without money?”

I glanced at my wallet and grimaced at the big fat zero. “You’re right. Well, maybe we should complete a mission first before—”

A small ping in my ears alerted me to a message from Dillo. I opened the message in my inbox and read:

Hi, Winter.  I feel bad about running off on you like that without properly thanking you for your help. Hope I didn’t come across as too ungrateful.

Even though you told me to take all the loot, I still don’t feel right taking it all for myself. So I’ve attached half the credits and half the loot to this message. You can sell the ninja gear if you want or use it yourself, but I wouldn’t do that if I were you because the Ninja Guild really doesn’t like it when people use ninja gear without their permission.

Thanks again,

Dillo

That was when I noticed the attachment to the message. Clicking the attachment, I immediately saw 50 credits appear in my wallet and five Ninja Throwing Stars and a Ninja Mask appeared in my inventory.

Surprised but pleased, I sent Dillo a message back thanking him for his generosity and closed my inbox and said to Cy, “Well, looks like we’re going to be able to get some coffee after all. Dillo just sent me half of the money he looted from the ninjas. It’s fifty credits.”

“That should be more than enough for a cup for both of us,” said Cy. “Come on. Let’s go get some.”

The two of us made our way across the street to Super Coffee. Although the coffee shop was nearly full, we managed to find a single table near the street that was completely abandoned. Once we sat down, a pretty brunette waitress—who reminded me far too much of Sally—came over to us and took our orders before vanishing into the cafe and reappearing almost immediately with two steaming hot mugs. She placed them both on the table between us and I paid her for the drinks and then she left.

“Yummy tea!” said Cy as he picked up his mug and sipped it. “Deee-licious!”

I paused before sipping from my cup. “Tea? I thought you ordered coffee.”

“I wanted to, but you know what caffeine does to me,” said Cy with another sip of his cup. “So I try to drink tea when I can, although I do miss coffee sometimes.”

I nodded and sipped my own cup. It really was delicious. It was the richest and smoothest coffee I’d ever tasted, just hot enough to be comfortable but not so hot that it burned my mouth. It was so good that I practically downed the entire thing in one gulp and put the now-empty mug on the table.

“Whoa,” said Cy, staring at me in surprise. “And I thought I was the caffeine fiend around here!”

I smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. It’s just been so long since I’ve had a good cup of coffee that it surprised me how good it was.”

Truthfully, I was surprised at how realistic it tasted. I shouldn’t have been so surprised by now, because Capes Online really was incredibly realistic, aside from a few concessions made to make certain things easier like respawning upon death.

“It’s good stuff,” said Cy, nodding.

That was when a new notification appeared in my vision:

Buff added: Caffeine. Agility and Stamina increased +10% for three hours.

Interesting. So it seemed like what you ate and drank in this game could affect you. I dismissed the notification before going into my settings and disabled random notification from popping up during battle. I still remembered how these dumb notifications had gotten me killed in my Origin Story and I had no intention of letting that happen again.

Closing my settings, I sat back in my chair and said, “Cy?”

“Hmm?” said Cy, who was in the middle of sipping his tea.

I gestured at the other people sitting around us. “I see lots of Civilians, Heroes, and Sidekicks, but I don’t see any Villains.”

Cy nearly choked on his tea before he patted his chest and said, in a slightly hoarse voice, “Oh, that. Well, uh, Villains and Heroes don’t really intermix.”

“We don’t?”

“Of course not,” said Cy as he put his teacup back on the table. “Even though both Heroes and Villains are players, most of you guys don’t want anything to do with each other. Heroes and Villains have a tendency to fight each other, plus Villains are always targeted by the police whenever they show up. If you want to find where Villains hang out, you’ve got to go to the seedier parts of the city, to the underground where Heroes and police alike don’t hang out.”

That made sense, but it also surprised me a little. I guess I just assumed that all players could go wherever they wanted, but when you thought about it, it made sense. Of course a Villain wouldn’t be allowed to walk around in broad daylight like a Hero or a Civilian. It was a good reminder of how the Alignment System affected gameplay. That was far more advanced than the original Capes Online, where I distinctly remembered Heroes and Villains alike being able to go pretty much wherever they wanted without consequence.

“So, where do you want to go after this?” asked Cy, resting his chin in his hand.

I scratched my chin and looked around. “Oh, I don’t know. I was thinking we could check out some of the shops, see if we can find some interesting Equipment or items. Don’t have much money left, but I’m sure we can find—”

Someone tapped me on my shoulder. I looked over my shoulder to see someone standing behind me who I had never seen before. He was a young man, probably no older than Cy, wearing a t-shirt with some kind punk rock band on it. He was pretty scrawny, his shirt hanging off his gaunt body, and his blue eyes creeped me out for some reason. His name, [CIVILIAN MILES], hovered above his head with an odd green glow that was not applied to the other nametags I saw 

“Hi, there,” said the guy. His voice was high-pitched, but unlike Cy’s, it was rather manic. “Are you Nyle Maxwell?”

Startled, I said, “Wha—how do you know my real name?”

Miles grinned wickedly. “Atmosfear says hi.”

With that, Miles jabbed a needle into my neck.
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Gasping in pain, I tried to hit Miles, but he pulled the needle out of my neck and danced out of the way of my fist. I grabbed my neck but could already feel my body starting to weaken. I fell off my chair, gasping for air as my lungs rapidly closed. Darkness crept around the corners of my vision and a new notification popped up:

Debuff added: Poisonous paralysis. Agility -100%. You will lose 1 HP/2 seconds.

“Winter!” said Cy. He was kneeling down beside me, fear and worry on his face. “What happened, man? What did that guy do to you?”

I tried to speak, but found my tongue too swelled to do so. All I could do was make choking noises that I hoped Cy would be able to interpret.

“You’re poisoned?” said Cy. He suddenly looked around and shouted, as loudly as he could, “Someone, please help my Hero! He’s poisoned and we don’t have any Health Drinks!”

The other customers were slowly starting to notice us. A few players and a couple of NPCs even got off their seats and hurried over to us. One of the players—a man wearing a bat-shaped mask—quickly handed Cy a Health Drink, which he placed against my lips and forced me to drink. The cherry-flavored drink splashed down my throat into my stomach and I saw my Health bar refill, but then it went down by one again a couple of seconds later.

“What the—?” said Cy, his eyes widening. “Why is your Health still depleting?”

I didn’t know. All I could figure was that Miles must have injected me with some kind of incurable poison. Nor did I see Miles among the gathering crowd. Not surprising. I bet he must have run as soon as he poisoned me. Coward.

“Healer!” Cy shouted, looking around at the slowly growing crowd. “We need a Healer who specializes in poison! Any Healers in the house?”

Unfortunately, while everyone looked around, no one stepped forward. That meant that there were no Healers around, which really sucked. Just my luck that I got poisoned right in the middle of a busy street full of all kinds of Heroes and not one of them was a Healer. Even none of their Sidekicks were Healers. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought Miles planned it that way.

Not that I had time to worry about that. My Health bar was slowly dropping bit by bit as I lay there. I couldn’t even get up and walk to the nearest hospital. All I could do was feel the poison coursing through my veins and watch as my Health bar slowly but surely depleted.

“Out of my way!” shouted a feminine voice I didn’t recognize. “Healer coming through!”

The crowd around us parted to allow a female Hero through who I didn’t recognize. She was a tall, black-haired woman wearing a skintight pink-and-white bodysuit that left little to the imagination. A large ‘R’ was stitched in the center of her chest, while the nametag [HERO RECOVER] floated above her head.

She stopped before me and said to Cy, “What seems to be the problem here, Sidekick?”

“Winter got poisoned,” Cy said quickly, tears welling in his eyes. “Some jerk just came out of nowhere like a minute ago and jabbed a needle into his neck full of some kind of poison that I don’t recognize but of course I’m not an expert on poisons so how could I possibly be expected to know what it was anyway Health Drinks can’t heal it and—”

Recover held up a hand. “Okay, I got it. Let me see him for myself.”

Recover knelt beside me and put a hand over my head. A powerful presence swept over me, kind of like a radar, and then she nodded. “I see what happened. This is paralysis poison, a very rare but powerful poison made from plant extract from the Amazon. Usually, only high-leveled Villains have access to this. Was the guy who poisoned your friend a high-leveled Villain?”

“No,” said Cy frantically. “He was just a Civilian but I think he was probably hiding his real nature with some kind of power so who knows maybe he was secretly a high-leveled Villain and—”

Recover held up a hand again. “Okay, thanks. Brawn, my equipment.”

A large, bulky man who appeared to be made out of blocks suddenly appeared out of nowhere, carrying what appeared to be a large first aid kit in his hands. He rested it on the ground and took a step back as Recover popped open the lid and began scanning the contents of the box for whatever she was looking for.

“Let’s see …” said Recover in a rather casual tone. “Antidote? No, that wouldn’t work. What if I combined it with … nah, that would just give him a rash … but maybe … no, that would just make the poison worse …”

I found it incredibly irritating how casual Recover was about this whole situation. My Health bar was now under half and rapidly dropping. Maybe it was just me, but my Health seemed to be dropping faster than before and soon it would hit zero and I would die and be forced to respawn in my Base.

“Ah ha!” said Recover. She pulled a rather large needle out of nowhere full of a red liquid that made my stomach queasy. “This ought to do it.”

“Heal him of his poison?” asked Cy hopefully.

 “Of course,” said Recover. “Then again, it might also just give him a really bad cramp. I’ve been meaning to test this out for a while and see exactly what it does.”

Recover spun the needle in her hands with unnecessary flash and then jabbed—more like stabbed—it directly into my neck. I gasped in pain as Recover injected me with whatever was in the needle. She then pulled the needle out of my neck and, after carefully wiping it down with an antiseptic pad, put it back into her medical box.

“Did it work?” asked Cy, who was now biting nervously on his nails.

“We’ll see,” said Recover without a hint of worry in her voice.

At first, I was pretty sure it didn’t work at all. My Health bar was still dropping, to the point where I now had only 5 HP left. As I watched, my Health depleted further and further … 4 HP … 3 HP … 2 HP … 1 HP …

Two seconds passed, but my Health bar stopped falling. Instead, it began to reverse, going up higher and higher almost faster than my eyes could follow. At the same time, I felt my limbs loosen and my muscles relax and a new notification appeared in my vision:

Buff: Super Antidote! All poison debuffs have been cured and natural Health regeneration has been increased 20% for the next 24 hours.

“Whoa!” said Cy, staring at me in astonishment. “It actually worked!”

 Recover just brushed back her hair. “No problem. Although this is the first time I used Super Antidote, I figured my Class would ensure it would actually work.”

Despite how confident Recover sounded, I could tell even she was relieved that Super Antidote had worked. Not that I minded. After all, it was better than dying of poison and having to respawn in my Base.

When my throat relaxed, I sat up and said, “Thanks, lady. I really owe you one.”

“No problem,” said Recover again. “Tell me, how do you feel? Do you think you will be able to walk?”

I nodded and rubbed the back of my head. “Yeah, I think I’ll be fine once my Health bar refills.”

“Good to hear,” said Recover. She stood up and looked over her shoulder at the massive man standing behind her. “Well, Brawn, I think it’s time for us to go. Another day, another life saved courtesy of my amazing medical prowess.”

Brawn—who I now saw had the nametag [SIDEKICK BRAWN]—nodded wordlessly. He picked up Recover’s medical equipment box and followed her through the crowd, which parted once again to let her through. I noticed more than a few of the male players and NPCs were paying especially careful attention to her behind as she walked, which I couldn’t blame them for. Even knowing that she had likely intentionally exaggerated her body when she first created her character, she was rather easy on the eyes, I had to admit.

Shaking my head, I rose to my feet and sat back down on the chair. Cy went back to his seat again, but now he watched me like a hawk.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Winter?” asked Cy, leaning forward anxiously. “Maybe we should go back to the Base and get some rest. Just to be safe.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, rubbing the spot on my neck where Miles had jabbed me with that needle. “Whatever that Recover girl did really worked.”

“Yeah,” said Cy, nodding. “And she was smoking hot as well.”

I rolled my eyes. “I noticed.”

“Too bad she’s already got a Sidekick, though,” said Cy, glancing in the direction Recover and her Sidekick had left. “Because if she ever needs a Sidekick—”

“Cy, you’re not going anywhere,” I said sharply. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

Cy looked back at me again and sipped his tea. “I’m just saying that sometimes it’s nice to work for a woman. A really hot woman who I wouldn’t mind—”

“I get it,” I said, interrupting Cy. “What I want to know is where did that Miles idiot go.”

“The guy who poisoned you?” said Cy. He looked around and shrugged. “No idea. He seemed to just vanish into thin air after he poisoned you. By the way, what did he say to you? I heard him say something to you before he poisoned you, but I’m not sure what.”

“He said Atmosfear says hi,” I said as I lowered my hand from my neck.

Cy raised an eyebrow. “Atmos-who?”

“No idea,” I said. “But what I find more concerning is that he somehow knew my real name.”

“He did?” said Cy in alarm. “But how? You didn’t tell him, did you?”

“No, of course not,” I snapped. “I haven’t told anyone my real name yet, nor do I intend to.”

“Oh, boy,” said Cy. He looked around anxiously again. “That’s not a good sign.”

“Do you think he’s with the Ninja Guild?” I said as I sipped my coffee. “Poisoning someone seems like something a ninja would do.”

Cy shook his head. “Probably not. The Ninja Guild has never been known to stage assassinations in the middle of a crowded restaurant like this. They always do it at night or in very private places. Maybe if he broke into your Base and poisoned you, but since he did it in the middle of broad daylight with tons of witnesses, I suspect he’s just a generic Assassin.”

I grimaced. “Atmosfear sounds like a Villain name to me, but I haven’t met any Villains yet, much less pissed off any enough to make them send Assassins after me. There’s something really weird going on here.”

“I wish I knew the answers,” said Cy with a shrug. “All I can say is that you should watch your back from now on. All you can do to keep yourself safe.”

I nodded, but unlike Cy, I knew someone who might be able to tell me how my identity got compromised: Charles Omar, the Department of Virtual Reality agent assigned to monitor my behavior in-game. And I would make him tell me as soon as possible.
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After my near-assassination at the hands of the mysterious Assassin, the rest of the day was surprisingly peaceful. Cy and I mostly spent it checking out the shops lined along Main Street, where we sold the ninja gear Dillo gave us, which earned us quite a few credits. I used those credits to stock up on Health Drinks and Antidotes, because even though I had no plans to get poisoned again, I wanted to be safe rather than sorry. I found some neat ice-themed equipment in one shop called Mask & Cowls, but I couldn’t afford it at the moment, so I made a mental note to come back and buy it once I had more credits.

By the end of the day, Cy and I decided to go back to my Base and call it a night. As it turned out, my Base came equipped with two bedrooms. One had clearly been the old office of whatever company once owned this warehouse, while the other looked like the former break room for the warehouse workers. I took the office, because it was nicer than the break room, while Cy took the break room without much complaint. Despite how much Cy insisted that he was wide awake, I heard him start snoring the second his head hit his pillow.

Even though I was dead tired from such an active day, I didn’t go to sleep immediately. When I sat down on my bed, I clicked the ‘HELP’ button on my menu.

A second later, Charles Omar appeared in front of me. He looked pretty much the same as the last time I had seen him, complete with sunglasses that covered his eyes. He was standing upright this time, however, which was how I found out he was about an inch shorter than me, which would have amused me under other circumstances, but these circumstances were too serious for me to feel amused about anything.

“Hello, Nyle,” said Chuck, his arms folded behind him. “How was your first full day of Capes Online?”

“Awful,” I replied. “Got killed by a bunch of gangsters, nearly got killed by a bunch of ninjas, and was almost poisoned to death by an Assassin. Oh, and Cy is either the greatest troll in the world or is a complete idiot.”

“It sounds like you had a wonderful first day,” said Chuck, although I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. “I don’t see why you summoned me.”

I rubbed the spot on my neck where Miles had jabbed the needle. “The Assassin who tried to kill me. He called me by my real name.”

Chuck raised an eyebrow. “He did?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I haven’t told anyone my real name in-game, per your advice. So I don’t know how he got me when I haven’t told anyone yet, aside from my—no, wait, not even Cy knows my real name.”

Chuck stroked his short black beard, a troubled expression on his face. “This is a disturbing development, I will confess. The true identities of all Project Second Life participants are beyond top secret. Even the President of the United States does not know who you all are.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Clearly, someone does, whether it’s the President or someone else. And I need you to find out who it is.”

“Yes, of course,” said Chuck. “I will bring this up with Director Johnson—”

“You mean you’re not the head of your Department?” I said in surprise.

Chuck shook his head swiftly. “No, I am not. I am merely the agent assigned to monitor the in-game actions and health of American Project Second Life participants. Director Satoshi Johnson is the actual head of the Department of Virtual Reality. He is the one I answer to, and he, in turns, answers to the President, as you might have guessed.”

I learned forward, my eyes locked on Chuck. “Yeah, I understand how the government works. Could there be a leaker in the Department who somehow revealed my real identity to someone who might want to harm me?”

Chuck tilted his head to the side. “That is possible. We’ve had trouble with leakers in the past, but we’ve always been able to find them out before they leak anything too important. But are you suggesting that there might be someone in the game who wishes you harm?”

“Yeah,” I said. “His name is Atmosfear. Or at least that’s his Secret Identity. Don’t know what his actual name is, of course.”

Chuck pursed his lips. His eyes went blank like he was staring at something I couldn’t see. “Hmm, I do not see that name in the Project Second Life database. Are you certain it’s not an NPC Villain?”

“Why would an NPC want to kill me personally?” I said, throwing my arms up into the air. “I just got here. And the Assassin definitely wasn’t a ninja, either, so I can’t blame the Ninja Guild for that.”

“I see.” Chuck’s vision refocused and he looked at me with a questioning gaze. “Do you have any enemies in real life who, if they discovered your in-game identity, might want to cause you harm, perhaps even kill you outright? You were a police officer, weren’t you? It is my understanding that police officers have a tendency to make enemies of the criminals they arrest.”

“I was a police officer for exactly one day before I died,” I pointed out. “That’s not nearly enough time to piss off even one criminal. Plus, how many small-town criminals would go to the trouble of getting a VR GamePod and creating a character solely to try to kill me?”

“You would be surprised at what motivates people to play Capes Online,” said Chuck idly. “In any case, I agree that I doubt any criminals from your past life are behind this. Do you have other enemies that you might have earned from elsewhere?”

I frowned and furrowed my brow, thinking hard. “No. I can’t think of anyone else. I had a few bullies in high school, but we’ve all grown out of that and now they’re some of my best friends. I also have some exes, but none of them are that crazy.”

“A leaker from within the Department, then,” said Chuck. He tapped one finger on the air several times, like he was typing on a keyboard I couldn’t see. “I will report this to Director Johnson and advise him to start an investigation into the identity of the leaker. Don’t worry, Nyle. We’ll have this figured out before you level up.”

Surprised, I said, “Uh, that’s awfully nice of you, Chuck, but I’m not sure it’s strictly necessary. After all, even if someone in-game is trying to kill me, it’s not like they can actually murder me. I can respawn, after all.”

Chuck looked at me with a deadly serious expression. “I think you do not understand the implications of your report, Nyle. If someone in the Department is leaking out the real identities of Project Second Life participants to outside parties, then Project Second Life’s security is at risk. If there is a leaker, as we suspect, then we must root him out and ensure he does not leak anything even more important out into the world, such as the existence of Project Second Life itself.”

“We don’t know the leaker’s gender, though,” I said. “Could it be a woman?”

“My apologies,” said Chuck with a bow. “I was simply speaking in general. But yes, at this rate the leaker could be anyone. I will ensure that the investigation starts as soon as possible. In the meantime, I would suggest keeping up your guard and growing eyes on the back of your head.”

“I don’t think I’ll need to do that,” I said. “I’ve got Cy. He can keep an eye out for me.”

“It is still prudent to take your own security into your own hands,” Chuck advised. “Not to disparage your Sidekick, but the attempted assassination did happen while your Sidekick was with you, did it not?”

“Right,” I said, nodding. “I need to practice situational awareness, then. Not a problem. I leaned that in the police academy.”

“Then take what you learned in the academy and apply it to this game,” Chuck said. “Capes Online may be a game, Nyle, but as you’ve no doubt learned by now, it is a very realistic game.”

I smiled sheepishly when he said that. “Too realistic for my comfort, honestly. I kind of like the old games where you could eat a mushroom and become big and jump on turtles. Not realistic in the slightest, but also a lot less stressful.”

“Well, I would suggest leveling up your character some more,” said Chuck. “Making yourself stronger will make it harder for people to kill you. Perhaps complete a few missions to get some experience and Stat Points.”

“Good idea,” I said. I yawned. “I’ll do that tomorrow. I’m pooped.”

“Then I will let you rest,” said Chuck. He yawned as well. “I wish I could sleep as well, but after hearing your report about the leaker, it looks like I am going to pull another all-nighter. Oh, well. That’s how I got through college.”

With that, Chuck disappeared from my sight. With another yawn, I laid down on my bed and pulled my blankets over me. But even though I closed my eyes, I didn’t go to sleep just yet.

Part of me was worried that if I went to sleep, the Assassin might kill me in my sleep. I know Cy said that no one could enter my Base without my permission, but if someone was willing to try to kill me in the middle of a crowded street in front of dozens, if not hundreds, of witnesses, then I could easily see that same person trying to break into my Base to kill me when I was most vulnerable.

Even if I survived the night, though, they might still come after me tomorrow. I got lucky this time with that Recover girl coming to my rescue, but there was no guarantee that I would be that lucky again. Lightning never struck twice, after all.

I’d have to do what Chuck suggested and start leveling up my character. I’d also need to go through and assign my Stat and Power Points as well.

For now, though, I would try to get a good night’s sleep and hope I woke up alive tomorrow morning.
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Luckily, I woke up the next morning without my throat slit or anything like that. I actually slept really well, far better than I did in real life, and when I woke up, I got a notification that read:

Buff added: Well-rested. After a good night’s sleep, you feel like you can take on the world! +10% to all EXP gained and +10% Stamina for the next 8 hours!

Nice. That would definitely make it easier to level up my character today.

First things first, though. I needed to distribute the Stat and Power Points I already had, so I pulled up my character sheet to analyze my current stat spread:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 2

EXP: 50/200 (150 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Unknown

Powers: Super Strength [Level 1],  Ice Beam [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 1], Dodge [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 1/5]

Health: 20

Stamina: 15

Strength: 20

Defense: 12

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 10

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 5

Fame: 0

Willpower: 9

Hmm. I had 4 Stat Points and 2 Power Points available. It was tough to decide what Stats to increase and which ones to leave as is. I thought about how unlucky I was to get taken by surprise like that. It sure would be nice to have some more luck, so I tried putting my Stat Points into Luck, only to get this error message:

ERROR: Luck cannot be increased except with Luck Points.

Luck Points? What the heck was that? I would have to ask Cy about it later when he got up. I dismissed the error message and looked at my other Stats, stroking my chin as I thought about what Stats would be best for me.

Back when I played the original Capes Online, I had put all of my Stat Points into Strength under the impression that more Strength was always a good thing. Problem was, of course, that it didn’t make my character’s Powers any stronger and forced me to rely on melee fighting, which my character back then wasn’t really good for.

It seemed to me that my character, even now, still wasn’t good at melee fighting. I recalled my fight with the ninjas and realized that the main reason I won the fight was due to Ice Beam. I distinctly recalled how Ice Beam’s 5 Energy requirement left me vulnerable due to how low my Energy level was.

Therefore, I tossed all four Stat Points into Energy, bringing it up to a total of 14. That still left me with only two uses of Ice Beam before I ran out, but the way I saw it, it would be easier and faster for my Energy to regenerate if I had a little bit left rather than none at all. Besides, there were other Powers I could learn how to use, Powers which might use less Energy than Ice Beam, although it would probably be a while before I learned how to use them.

With that out of the way, I decided to do the next logical thing and throw my two Power Points into Ice Beam. That meant Ice Beam was now eight Power Points away from Level 2, which made me eager to see how it would much stronger it would become once it leveled up.

I had no Hero Points to distribute to my Hero Stats, but I figured I would get some today after I completed a few missions. Maybe I needed to stop a bank robbery or something.

Here’s what my character sheet looked like after all of that:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 2

EXP: 50/200 (150 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Unknown

Powers: Super Strength [Level 1], Ice Beam [Level 1. Next Level: 8 PP]

Skills: Scan [Level 1], Dodge [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 1/5]

Health: 20

Stamina: 15

Strength: 20

Defense: 12

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 14

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 5

Fame: 0

Willpower: 9

Satisfied with my distribution, I closed the character screen and hopped out of bed. “Cy! Wake up! We’re going mission-hunting today! After breakfast, of course.”

-

“Man, that was good stuff,” said Cy as we walked out of a small local diner called Joe’s Bacon & and Eggs, rubbing his stomach. “Always love this place. Good, cheap food.”

I also felt really good. Cy had suggested the place when I wondered where we were going to get breakfast. As it turned out, even though this was a video game, characters still needed to eat, including players. If a character went too long without eating, they got the Hunger debuff, which reduced Stamina by one percent every hour. If you went even longer without eating, you could also get the Starvation debuff, which resulted in a fifty percent decrease in all Stats except for Hero Stats. It was pretty clear to me that the game designers wanted to make sure players didn’t go long without eating, which was fine by me. I would probably eat even without the threat of a major Stat debuff, because eating was a reminder of my past life and made me feel like I was still a real person.

As I swiped away the notification informing me that I now had the Full Stomach buff—which granted an extra 10% buff to Stamina for four hours—I said, “I know, but we’re still low on money. I don’t know if we’ll even be able to afford lunch at this point. That’s why we need to complete some missions.”

“Really?” said Cy. He clapped his hands excitedly. “Finally! I was wondering when we’d start looking for missions. I thought we’d never get to the fun stuff.”

“We’re not doing this for fun,” I said as we stopped at a stoplight, waiting for the dizzyingly fast traffic to pass before we crossed the street. “We’re doing this because of what happened yesterday. I don’t want to be defenseless again.”

“Oh,” said Cy, his shoulders slumping. “Right. I almost forgot about the fact that you nearly got poisoned to death in public.”

I looked at Cy in bewilderment. “How can you possibly forget something like that?”

Cy shrugged. “I dunno. I guess it didn’t happen to me and you survived, so I didn’t see any reason to worry. Why? Should I be worried?”

I shook my head as the stop light turned red and we began crossing the street. “Never mind. Where do I go if I want to find a mission?”

Cy stroked his chin. “Well, the best way to find a mission is to talk to random Civilians, but with your Trust stat so low and your Fame even lower, I think it will be harder for you to convince random Civilians to give you a mission. You’re also not terribly Charismatic, either.”

“Thanks,” I said deadpan as we stopped beside a trash can. I looked at the random Civilians all around us, but none of them paid us any attention. I guess Heroes weren’t really a big deal in a city where millions existed. “So do I just walk up to a random Civilian and ask them how I can help or—”

“Help!” a young girl’s voice cried out all of a sudden. “Someone, please help me!”

“That’s a good sign someone needs help,” said Cy, but I ignored him as I looked for the girl, my head whipping back and forth as I tried to find her.

It wasn’t hard. I saw a young girl—she couldn’t have been older than six—standing underneath a nearby tree built into the street. She wore a frilly pink dress and had short blonde hair done in pigtails. I didn’t see her parents or any adults with her, but she didn’t look lost. Instead, she was looking up at the tree, biting her fingernails as she looked at whatever was making her anxious.

“Hey, kid,” I said as Cy and I approached her. “What seems to be the problem?”

The girl looked up at me, the nametag [CIVILIAN HANNAH] floating above her head. “Are you a Hero, mister?”

I nodded. “Yes. My name is Winter.”

“Winter?” the girl said, tilting her head to the side. “That’s a lame name.”

“Did your parents teach you that it’s not polite to say things like that to complete strangers?” I asked, doing my best not to lose my temper. I liked kids well enough, but I wasn’t tolerant of kids who were behaved in such blatantly disrespectful ways.

“No,” said Hannah simply. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I need a Hero more than anything right now and you look like you could help me.”

Hannah’s behavior was irritating, but I decided not to press my luck. If she had a mission for me, then I couldn’t afford to annoy her and make her look for the help of some other Hero. “Fine. What seems to be the problem?”

Hannah immediately pointed up at the tree. “My cat, Felix, is stuck in this tree and he can’t get down.”

As soon as Hannah said that, I heard a small mewing sound above and looked up into the tree to see a fat calico cat sitting on one of the higher branches. He was an absolutely huge cat, so big that I wondered how he could have possibly gotten up there in the first place. He looked too fat to walk, much less to climb up a tree, but I guess cats could do anything when they put their minds to it. Felix looked down upon me with bored eyes, his tail swishing back and forth like a snake.

“That’s all you need me to do?” I said, looking down at Hannah again.

“Yes,” said Hannah. “Can you please get Felix down from the tree for me? Please?”

When Hannah said that, a notification popped up in front of me:

[CIVILIAN HANNAH] has offered you a mission!

MISSION: Get Felix the cat safely down from this tree

Felix the cat, who is also very fat, has gotten stuck up a tree, poor thing. Whether due to sheer laziness, a fear of heights, or a desire to troll humans, Felix can’t get down without your assistance.

Help poor Felix get down from the tree or Hannah will probably start crying. You don’t want want to make a cute little girl cry in public in front of everyone, do you?

ALIGNMENT: Hero (+1% in Hero Alignment)

DIFFICULTY: Easy

RARITY: Common

SUCCESS: Get Felix the cat safely down from the tree and back into the arms of his owner

FAILURE: Walk away and bear the stigma of making a little girl cry in public, you jerk

REWARDS: +1 Trust and +1 Fame, plus the eternal gratitude of Hannah

ACCEPT? Y/N

Huh. I had hoped that my first official mission as a Hero would be something a bit more exciting like thwarting a bank robbery or even returning a lady’s stolen purse, but I guess we all got to start somewhere. Plus, getting an increase in my Trust and Fame would make it easier to get access to rarer missions, so I hit ‘Y’ to accept the mission.

It couldn’t be that difficult, right? It would take me probably less than ten minutes to get fat Felix out of the tree and then I could move on to my next mission. Easy as pie.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

As it turned out, Felix the cat did not actually want to be saved.

First off, my Powers didn’t really lend themselves well to this kind of mission. With Super Strength, I could have uprooted the tree and shook Felix out of it, but something told me that that would probably cause me to fail the mission. Ice Beam wasn’t much useful, because the point of the mission was to save the cat, not freeze it.

So I decided to try climbing the tree. Seemed like it should be easy enough. I spent my childhood climbing the trees on my grandfather’s ranch in East Texas. And I had made sure to stay in shape going into my adult years, so climbing trees came as naturally to me as walking. Cy offered to help me, but I told him I could handle this myself.

That turned out to be a big mistake. When I got within arm’s reach of Felix—who had watched me climb the tree very carefully—Felix suddenly lashed out with a claw and slashed my hand open.

Surprised by the pain, I accidentally let go of the tree and fell backward onto the sidewalk. I landed flat on my back and gasped as a notification appeared in my vision:

[Cat Felix] slashed you! -1 Health!

Debuff: Bleeding Wound. Your hand has been cut right open by Felix’s deadly claws. Though you will not lose any Health, your Dexterity has decreased by 1%. Duration: 5 minutes.

“What the heck?” I said.

“Boss!” said Cy, gesturing frantically at Hannah. “Ex-nay on the swear-nay around the girlsnay!”

“It’s okay,” said Hannah with the sweetest smile ever. “My daddy says a lot worse things than that whenever he hurts himself. Yesterday when he was hammering a nail in he hit his thumb and said—”

“Got it,” I said as I sat up. I looked at my bleeding hand and grimaced. It wasn’t a particularly deep cut, but pain flared whenever I closed my fist or moved my fingers. I realized that my lowered Dexterity would probably make it harder to climb the tree, which made a lot of sense when you thought about it, but it also made my mission a lot harder than it should be.

“Sorry about Felix,” said Hannah, folding her hands behind her back. “He doesn’t like strangers. He doesn’t know you’re just trying to help. Right, Felix?”

Felix, of course, did not respond, but I could tell based on his expression that he knew exactly who I was and what I was trying to do. Even though Felix was just an AI-generated NPC, he acted so much like a real cat that I almost believed he really was a cat put inside this game like us.

Scowling, I got to my feet and sipped a Health Drink, which brought my Health back to full and healed my wound, thus lifting the debuff. I briefly looked around at all of the other Heroes and Sidekicks walking around us and wondered why none of them were even trying to help us. It seemed odd to me that I was the only Hero who had bothered to help Hannah, but I pushed such thoughts out of my head for now in order to focus on saving this dang cat.

“Cy,” I said, looking at Cy. “I’m going to need your help.”

“I was waiting for you to ask!” said Cy, stepping forward with a big smile on his face. “What do you need me to do, boss?”

I pointed up at Felix. “Fly up there and get Felix. You can fly with those wings on your back, right?”

“Right,” said Cy, flapping his wings once or twice. “They boost my Flight Powers by ten percent. Should be more than enough time to get up there and save him.”

I nodded, but then said, “Wait, if I let you do this, will it count as me winning the mission or you?”

“You,” said Cy, pointing at me. “Even when a Sidekick completes a mission for you, it counts as your win and so you get all the rewards.”

“Ah,” I said in relief. I’d been a little worried that Cy might get the rewards instead of me, but it was good to know he didn’t. “Okay, then. Get that cat.”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy with a thumbs up.

He flapped his wings once and then flew up into the air. He soon stopped a few feet away from Felix, who watched Cy with even more wariness than he had watched me.

“Here, kitty kitty, here, kitty kitty,” said Cy, slowing extending his arms out toward Felix. “Don’t worry, kitty, I won’t hurt you. I just want to get you down nice and safe to your owner who has been worried sick about you. So just take it easy for a second and—”

Felix suddenly sprang toward Cy with a loud yell and landed on his face. Cy screamed like a girl as Felix clawed at his face. With his concentration broken, Cy suddenly fell toward the sidewalk, but Felix leaped off his face back onto his branch and went back to watching us.

Cy landed at my feet with a dull thud. His face was scratched up, his mask torn in several places, but as far as I could tell, he still had both eyeballs and he didn’t seem to be dead, so I guess it evened out.

Hannah giggled. “Silly Felix. You’re supposed to let the nice man take you down from the tree, not claw at his face.”

Felix just purred in response. I was starting to think that Hannah and Felix were in cahoots and that this whole thing was a setup just to troll unsuspecting Heroes like me.

Shaking my head, I said to Cy, “You gonna be okay, Cy?”

“Yeah,” said Cy with a slightly muffled voice, “after my face stops hurting, that is.”

I rolled my eyes and looked back up at Felix. “Okay, cat. One way or another, you are going to come down today and I am going to complete this mission.”

Felix looked at me with an expression that clearly said, Go ahead and try, human.

My next few attempts to save Felix went about as well as my first one. Every time I got close enough to touch him, Felix would either retreat from my grasp or slash at my hands again. I had gotten fast enough to pull my hands away from Felix whenever he did that, but I still fell out of the tree more often than not and found myself in pain anyway.

Although only half an hour had passed since I accepted the mission, it felt like I’d been doing this all day. After I fell out of the tree for the fifth time, I was just about ready to call it quits and find another mission. Even though the mission was supposed to be ‘Easy,’ I had a feeling that that must have been a glitch or even an outright lie meant to trick low-level players like me.

Cy must have been feeling the same way, because when I got up from the sidewalk again and walked over to the tree, he said, “I dunno about this mission, boss. I don’t think ol’ Felix up there is in the mood to come down anytime soon.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Hannah. She was sitting on the steps of a store nearby, a bag of popcorn in her hands. “Of course Felix wants down. He’s afraid of heights.”

“He’s afraid of—?” I looked at Hannah. “Where did you get that popcorn?”

Hannah gestured with her head at the store behind her. “From this store. It’s really good. Want some?”

I was going to say something about how Hannah was treating this like entertainment, but then I just grunted and looked away. Hannah was clearly getting some amusement out of this, but that didn’t matter. As I told Felix, one way or another I was going to get him down. Despite what I was thinking earlier, I was not a quitter. Once I accepted a task, I always saw it to the end long after everyone else would give up. It was both a blessing and a curse, because it was what had helped me graduate the academy in the first place, although it was also the main reason I was struggling with this dumb cat.

There had to be some way to convince Felix to come down. It was pretty clear I wouldn’t be able to touch him with my hands. That meant that climbing this tree was just going to result in more pain. I needed to find a way to convince Felix to climb down the tree of his own accord, but how do I do that?

Could I possibly freeze the tree? If I froze it over, Felix might jump off just to avoid getting caught in the frost. The Ice Man Costume did not seem to have an automatic freezing option, but maybe it was possible to do anyway, like some kind of hidden Power or something.

I walked up to the tree, but instead of climbing, I pressed the palm of my right hand against the thick wooden bark and focused. I wanted to channel Ice Beam, but instead of shooting it as a beam, I wanted it to freeze the moisture in the air around the tree and slowly coat it over with a thick sheet of ice.

At first, nothing happened. I just stood there sort of awkwardly, my hand pressed firmly against the tree, feeling like an idiot. I heard Hannah giggle behind me and heard Cy shift his weight from foot to foot, but I ignored them and focused entirely on freezing the tree.

Then, without warning, I felt coldness channel through my body and out my hand onto the tree bark. At first, it came out bit by bit, slowly freezing over the surface of the tree that my hand covered. But then it started to pick up more and more, Energy flowing out of my hand and rapidly freezing over the tree, starting from the middle where my hand was and going up to the roots below and to the tree branches above.

Felix’s eyes widened as the freezing effect picked up speed, getting closer and closer to him. I thought for a moment that Felix was going to just stay there and get frozen with the tree—that surely would have caused me to fail this mission—but at the last second Felix leaped off the tree, avoiding the freezing effect that covered the branch he had been sitting down upon.

But Felix never even got to touch the ground, because Hannah appeared under him in a flash and caught the fat cat with both arms like a football.

“Felix!” said Hannah, hugging the cat as hard as she could. “Oh, Felix, I am so glad you’re okay! I thought you’d be stuck up in that tree forever, but now you’re down and I’ll never let you go again ever!”

Based on Felix’s expression, I could tell he was already starting to regret jumping off the tree. I just smirked at the cat who had given me and Cy so much trouble, but my smirk was interrupted when a new notification appeared in my vision:

New Power unlocked: Freezing Touch [Level 1]. Touch any physical object and instantly coat it in a thick sheet of frost. Cost: 1 Energy. Cooldown: None.

Whoa. I didn’t realize I could unlock new Powers. I would have to ask Cy about that later.

 For now, I dismissed the notification and walked up to Hannah, who was still hugging Felix with the force of a steel grip. “I’m glad to see that Felix is back in your arms safe and sound. Getting him down was a bit more difficult than I thought, but in the end, I managed to do it.”

“Thanks, mister!” said Hannah, looking up at me with a brilliant smile on her face. “I don’t think your name is so lame at all anymore, but it’s still not cool, either.”

“Was that a pu—” I was interrupted by yet another status notification popping up in front of me:

MISSION:  Get Felix the cat safely down from this tree

STATUS: Successfully completed!

You saved Felix the cat! Although your methods were a bit unorthodox, you can’t argue with the results.

REWARDS: +1% to Hero Alignment, +1 Trust and +1 Fame, as well as the eternal gratitude of Hannah

Smiling at the rewards, I dismissed the notification and looked at Hannah. “Is there anything else you’d like me to do, Hannah?”

Hannah shook her head. “Nah. Watching you save Felix cured me of my boredom, but it’s time for me and Felix to go home now. Daddy is probably going to get worried if I’m out for much longer and I don’t want to worry Daddy. Thanks again, mister!”

With that, Hannah ran off, still clutching Felix in her arms, who was looking over her shoulder at me with a pleading expression.

I just waved mockingly at the cat as Hannah and Felix disappeared around a corner, but as soon as the two of them disappeared, another notification appeared in my vision:

Congratulations! You have completed your first mission as a Hero. Now that your Fame is at least 1, your reputation automatically upgrades from ‘Unknown’  to ‘Budding Hero.’ Reach 100 Fame to take your reputation to the next level!

Trust +1! Now Civilians are more likely to trust you with important missions they need help with. Keep raising your Trust to gain access to new and better missions!

Reputation with Children has increased! Your reputation with Children has increased from ‘Neutral’  to ‘Friendly.’ Children Civilians are now more likely to ask you for help than Adult Civilians.

Huh. I hadn’t expected my reputation with Children to increase. Heck, I didn’t even know that was possible. I wondered what sort of implications that would have on the game going forward. Perhaps Hannah was more important than I thought.

“Congrats, boss!” said Cy, interrupting my thoughts all of a sudden. “You completed your very first mission! How do you feel?”

“Satisfied,” I said, glancing at Cy as I dismissed these new notifications. “But also ambitious. I want to do more missions, this time missions that actually reward experience. Hero Points are good and all, but I really do need to level up, and fast.”

“No problem, boss,” said Cy. “With your Fame and Trust higher, it should be easier than ever to find better missions!”

“Then what are we waiting for?” I said. “Let’s go complete us some more missions.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Cy and I spent the rest of the day alternating between level grinding and completing missions for various Civilians I ran into around Adventure City. The missions were mostly on the level of difficulty as Hannah’s, but somehow far less frustrating. For example, I returned a lady’s stolen purse to her once and another time I stopped some thugs from holding up a cashier at a store.

But frankly, even with my increased Fame and Trust, I didn’t get nearly as many missions as I would have liked. Of the missions that I did get, they were mostly ones that rewarded items, money, or occasionally equipment, but none that offered experience points or Hero Points.

That was where level grinding came in, which I found to be an interesting part of the game.

In some ways, it wasn’t too much different from most MMORPGs. You went and found random enemies to attack. When you defeated them, you got a certain number of experience points and occasionally an item drop or some money.

What this basically translated to was me going around beating up random low level [THUGS] and [CROOKS] I found wandering the streets of Adventure City. It felt a little odd at first, because I had no proof any of them had actually committed any crimes, but it became easier and easier to justify beating them up, because they tended to start the encounters more often than not. I guess the criminal AI was designed to automatically attack all Heroes on sight. At least, that’s the only way I could explain why a bunch of low-level [THUGS] and [CROOKS] constantly picked a fight with me and Cy, fights they never won.

Cy turned out to be much more helpful than I first thought. Although he was weaker than me, he nonetheless provided a good distraction against the random [THUGS] and [CROOKS] we ran into around the City. His high Agility and wind Powers meant he could distract the bad guys while I used my ice Powers to take them out. We made a pretty good team, I will admit, and there were more than a few times where I was sure I was going to die, only for Cy to jump in at the last minute and save me. It definitely convinced me of the benefits of the Sidekick system.

Another thing I discovered about the enemy battle system in this game was that you weren’t actually supposed to ‘kill’ your enemies. Instead, if you were a Hero, you were supposed to hand them over to the local police. Even if there were no police officers in the immediate area, you could still just tie up criminals and then send the police a message with the location of the criminal in question. Cy informed me that the police always came to pick up the criminals. I also learned that this helped raise my reputation with the police from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly,’ although at the moment I didn’t see any in-game benefits from being on the good side of the police. My Freezing Touch Power was particularly handy for subduing Criminals non-lethally.

By the end of the day, I had grown 9 levels, bringing my total level up to 11, and leveled up Scan to Level 2 due to using it so much, which gave me the ability to see the Weak Points of Scanned enemies in combat. Cy had grown 5 levels, bringing him up to level 6. I did not, of course, distribute my Stat and Power Points, being that I wanted to wait until we had a moment to relax before I did anything like that. Although I was starting to define my play style more and more, I didn’t want to leave myself a sitting duck for any Assassin who might want to try their luck with me. I didn’t get any Powers when I reached Level 10, but perhaps Freezing Touch was what I would have gotten if I hadn’t unlocked it early.

Luckily for us, no Assassins tried to sneak up on me and take me out when we weren’t looking. I could only assume that it was because Cy and I kept moving, going from mission to mission and enemy to enemy without too much of a pause in between. We did, however, make sure not to stray too far from the City’s center, because I still didn’t feel entirely comfortable leaving the main zone yet. Nonetheless, I kept a careful eye on the Civilians around us, because I had no idea which ones were normal Civilians who would support me and which ones were secretly Assassins in disguise waiting for the right opportunity to strike.

“Whew,” said Cy as we walked down the narrow alleyway connecting my Base to Main Street. He rolled his shoulders. “What a long day. This is the hardest I’ve had to work in a while.”

For once, I couldn’t blame him. We had worked extremely hard today because I was determined to get my character to a respectable level. I learned from Cy that the level cap for players was 1,000, but that very few players had managed to reach that level despite how long the game had been out. The actual average was somewhere closer to 100, if not lower, which meant I still had a ways go to before I would be anywhere close to average.

“True that,” I said, rubbing my aching back. “But it was good work. And we’re going to go at it even harder tomorrow. We’re not going to stop until we reach Level 100, if even then.”

Cy sighed. “Can’t say I am surprised to hear you say that, but I was kind of hoping we’d get a day off tomorrow. I’m pooped.”

“No time for days off,” I insisted. “I don’t know how strong this Atmosfear guy is or why he wants me dead, but I’m not going to simply sit back and stagnate. I am going to get as powerful as I possibly can so he can’t kill me easily.”

Cy shrugged. “Whatever you say, boss. Personally, I’m just glad we got a good haul of money. How many credits do we have now?”

I checked my Wallet and said, “Just over ten thousand. Remind me to do some shopping tomorrow. Mostly, I want to focus on getting both of us some new equipment. As well, we’ll probably need to buy some furniture for the Base, because it’s pretty bare at the moment.”

“I love furniture shopping!” said Cy eagerly. “I know this great place on Main Street that sells the most heavenly beds. We should go there and totally check out their selection.”

“Sure,” I said, nodding. “I like my current bed, but I admit it could be better. But we’ll have to buy other things first, I reckon, like a coffee pot so I don’t have to pay ten credits each time I want to get a cup of joe from our local coffee place.”

“But I like going there,” said Cy, his shoulders slumping. “Okay, mostly I like staring at the pretty waitresses, but you know what I mean.”

I was about to say that I agreed, but then I thought about Sally, my fiancee. She still had no idea I was alive. As far as she knew, I was dead. Cy was right about the waitresses at that place being pretty to look at—not to mention the female players who were all, without exception, drop dead gorgeous—but a part of me felt guilty for looking at other women. I suppose Sally and I were technically no longer going to get married, but maybe if she knew I was still alive …

“Cy?” I said as we walked. “Do you know if it’s possible to talk to people outside of the game?”

“The what?” said Cy.

Forgetting that Cy was technically an NPC—and therefore unaware of the real world—I said, “Are you aware of how Heroes and Villains will sometimes talk about the, er, ‘real world’?”

Cy nodded. “Yeah. I just assumed it was some weird code you guys used to talk among yourselves. Are you telling me there’s something more to it?”

I bit my lower lip. It was obvious at this point that Cy would not be able to tell me if I could somehow message Sally out in the real world, so I said, “Never mind. Let’s just get into the Base and call it a day. I’m tired.”

But when Cy and I entered the Base, I didn’t go to sleep. I told Cy I wanted to stay up a bit longer to figure out my Stat and Power distribution, but in reality, I needed to contact someone who I knew would be able to answer my question. Not Chuck, because he told me I wasn’t allowed to talk to people out of the game and let them know I survived.

Instead, I decided to contact the only person on my Friends List: Dillo.

Sitting down on my bed, I pulled up my inbox and sent Dillo a message:

Hi, Dillo,

Sorry for sending you this message so late, but I was wondering if you could tell me if there was a way to contact people outside of the game. I’m still pretty new in Capes Online, so I don’t know if there is some chat or messenger feature which allows us to talk to people in the real world. Please answer as soon as you can.

Winter

I sent the message and was surprised when I got a reply about a minute later:

Hi, Winter,

No problem. I’m usually up this late. I’m kind of a night owl, if you hadn’t guessed.

As for your question, of course you can call people out of the game. If you have their phone number, you should be able to place a call that will let you talk to them even if they don’t have a Capes Online account. There should be a phone in your Base that you can call people out of the game from. Just make sure to put 0 before the number. That’s how the game knows you’re calling a real-world number.

Hope I helped.

Dillo

I looked around wildly for a moment until I spotted an old corded phone sitting on the stand next to my bed. I picked up the phone and heard static on the other end, which was great because it meant that I had phone service in my Base. I wondered if I was going to have to pay for utilities or not.

Regardless, I sent Dillo a big thank you message and then closed my inbox. I then looked down at the phone in my hand, which felt light, nearly weightless.

A part of me was extremely worried about calling Sally. I had her phone number memorized by heart, but I was still worried about what would happen if I called her. Would she think it’s me calling her? Or would she think I’m some kind of idiot pulling a stupid prank and hang up on me?

There was only one way to find out. I dialed her number, hit enter, and, holding the phone up to my ear, waited with bated breath for Sally to answer.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

An eternity and a half seemed to pass as I sat there on my bed, listening intently to the phone ringing on the other end. A part of me wanted to hang up and go to sleep because I couldn’t predict how Sally would react to hearing my voice. But another part of me, the more courageous part, forced me to hold the phone up to my ear. I wanted to hear Sally’s voice more than anything. Even if she didn’t recognize me, just hearing her voice one last time would be worth more than all of the credits and experience in the game.

Finally, I heard a click on the other end and a feminine voice said, “Hello? This is Sally speaking.”

My heart practically jumped into my throat. For a moment, I was too choked with emotion to speak. Her voice was as clear and beautiful as ever, maybe more so. In my mind’s eye, I could see her beautiful olive-colored face frowning in confusion as she answered the phone. I wanted to grab her and hold her close, but I couldn’t even see her, much less touch her.

“Hello?” said Sally in a slightly more annoyed voice now. “Is anyone there? Hello?”

Shaking my head, I said, in a voice half-choked with emotion, “Sally, it’s me.”

“Who?” said Sally in confusion. “I don’t recognize your voice or this number. Is this a prank?”

“It’s not a prank,” I said, my voice still strained. I leaned forward, wishing I could see Sally’s face. “It’s me. Nyle.”

It was Sally’s turn to go silent on the other end. I almost believed she had hung up until she said, in a shaken voice, “This isn’t funny, you know. I don’t know who you are, but—”

“No, Sally, it’s really me, Nyle,” I said as quickly as I could. “This isn’t a crank call. I’m really calling you. My voice might sound a little different, but it’s still me, the man you fell in love with and the man you were going to marry.”

I could practically feel Sally’s hesitation on the other end as she considered my words. “No. Nyle died a week ago in a car accident. I was just at the funeral yesterday. I saw his body. You can’t be him.”

“I know it seems weird, but you’ve got to believe me,” I said. “I really and truly am Nyle Maxwell. If you want proof, I know that your middle name, Fanny, comes from your great-grandmother who died of cancer after your grandmother died. I also know that you are a huge fan of the old Marvel movies and that you wanted to become a nurse because you wanted to help people and change the world.”

Sally went quiet again. No doubt she was shocked by how much I knew about her, but it was the only way to prove that I was who I said I was. Now I just needed to wait and see if she would believe me.

Finally, after several seconds of silence, Sally said, “How is this even possible? You are dead. I was told you died. I saw the picture of the car wreck. I saw your body. I touched your cold, dead face before your casket was closed. I saw them lower your coffin into the ground. I even stayed and watched them bury it. You can’t be alive.”

Despite how confused and even scared Sally sounded, I could not help but smile. “It’s hard to explain. I’m both dead and alive.”

“How does that even work?” said Sally. “How can you be both alive and dead? You looked pretty dead to me during the funeral.”

“It’s complicated,” I said. “My body is dead, but my mind is—”

I heard an abrupt click on the other end and then a deep, monotone male voice said, “Phone call terminated. All phone services for Hero Winter disabled.”

“What?” I said. “Sally, Sally, can you hear me? Hello?”

“Sally cannot hear you anymore, Nyle,” said a familiar voice before me. “Nor can anyone else.”

I looked up and saw Chuck standing before me. I hadn’t heard him appear, yet here he was, standing with his arms folded behind his back and his usual cold expression on his face, his eyes hidden behind his shades. The only difference was that he seemed angrier, like he was about to start yelling at me for breaking the rules.

“Did you do this?” I said, holding out my phone toward him.

Chuck nodded curtly. “I did, but you shouldn’t have even tried it in the first place. Remember what I told you about Project Second Life. You are not allowed to contact your friends and family in any way, shape, or form unless we grant you permission to. I do not recall granting you permission to call your grieving fiancee and almost destroy everything we’ve spent three years building.”

I stood up, still holding the phone. “If you didn’t want me calling Sally, then why did you leave me with the ability to call people at all? Why not disable it beforehand?”

“An oversight,” said Chuck. “Someone was supposed to disable phone services for you in-game, but apparently this was forgotten during the mind-to-game transfer process. An oversight, nonetheless, I corrected. I also disable text messaging, email, and nearly every other form of communication with the outside world. You can now only speak to players and NPCs in-game. And your only communication with the outside world now is me, as it should be.”

My hands shook. “Sally deserves to know. All of my friends and family deserve to know.”

“The United States federal government differs,” said Chuck indifferently. “I do not see why you are so angry. I explained this to you back in the Waiting Room. Your college records indicate you were never the brightest student, but I assumed you were at least smart enough not to so blatantly disregard the rules we set to ensure the secrecy of the program and the safety of its participants.”

“Safety?” I repeated. “What safety? I’m not safe at all. There’s someone in-game who is gunning for me. Yeah, maybe I can’t die permanently, but that doesn’t change the fact that someone has already figured out who I am and is coming after me. And yet I can’t even contact Sally?”

“We are working on identifying and dealing with the player known as Atmosfear,” said Chuck without a hint of emotion in his voice. “Director Johnson has put me in charge of the investigation in regards to the true identity of Atmosfear, as well as uncover the identity of the leaker in the Department of VR. Trust me, we will find him, one way or another. I can promise you that.”

I wanted to tell Chuck I didn’t believe him, but at the same time, I didn’t see any point in continuing to scream at him and call him names. As angry as I was, Chuck still had power over me. I imagined he had the power to do all sorts of awful things to me if I kept pushing his buttons. Best to calm down and try to find another way to talk to Sally, although at the moment I couldn’t see any way to do that if Chuck really disabled all out of game communication methods for me.

“Fine,” I said, sitting down on my bed again. I tossed the phone to the side, not even bothering to put it up. “I’ll trust that you guys know what you’re doing. But just so you know, I’m still not happy about this.”

“You don’t have to be,” said Chuck, again without showing any real emotion. “Now it is time for me to leave and resume the investigation I am in charge of. As for you, I still recommend getting a good night’s sleep and level grinding your character. If Atmosfear strikes again, you should be in top shape to deal with him.”

With that, Chuck blinked out of existence again, leaving me sitting alone in my room, still stewing in my anger and wishing I could punch Chuck in the face.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Although I was now lying on my bed, I didn’t close my eyes or feel even close to falling asleep. After hearing Sally’s voice for the first time in what felt like forever—only to have my call with her terminated before I could really tell her anything—I didn’t feel like sleeping. A part of me hoped that maybe if I slept, I would wake up back in the real world in my real body, that this would all turn out to be just a strangely realistic dream and that I didn’t really die in that car crash on the highway and that I would go back to my normal life again.

But I knew that that was just wishful thinking. I really had died in that car crash chasing after the infamous criminal Bryce Cunningham. No matter how many nights I slept and mornings I woke up to, I would still be in this game, still be a superhero, playing at being a hero. I wasn’t a real hero. Police officers in the real world who went out and risked their lives every day … now they were real heroes. I was just playing at being one. I could have been a real hero. But I really wasn’t.

And now, I had no way whatsoever to talk to my friends and family. Hearing Sally’s voice had been a wonderful thing at first, but the more I thought about it, the more it served as a reminder that I would never get to see her or anyone else in my life ever again. Chuck said Project Second Life would go public someday, but how soon was ‘someday’? And what would happen if the UN and SI Games decided that Project Second Life just wasn’t working and they scrapped it? Would I and the other participants be ‘deleted’ to avoid us revealing the truth about our real nature to the other players? Was it even possible to ‘delete’ a human mind downloaded to the servers of Capes Online? Was I even less safe than I thought?

I hated lying around worrying about this stuff. I had no control over any of this. I needed to keep moving forward like Dad always used to tell me. That was how Dad graduated from law school, became one of the most famous and respected lawyers in the country, and got appointed to the Supreme Court. That was how I graduated from the police academy with the highest honors and how I was going to get out of this game one way or another. Or at least find a way to talk to Sally and my family again.

With that in mind, I pulled up my character sheet to distribute my Stat Points and Power Points:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 11

EXP: 250/1,000 (750 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 36

Available Power Points: 18

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Budding Hero

Powers: Super Strength [Level 1], Ice Beam [Level 1. Next Level: 8 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 2], Dodge [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 1/5]

Health: 20

Stamina: 15

Strength: 20

Defense: 12

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 10

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 14

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 1

Willpower: 9

Seeing as I was relying on my ice Powers more and more, I dumped 16 Stat Points into Energy, bringing it up to a solid 30, and then tossed 5 into Health, bring my HP up to 25, leaving me with 15 Stat Points to distribute.

Scratching my chin, I added 5 Stat Points into Accuracy, which would probably help me hit enemies with Ice Beam more accurately, and then divided the remaining 10 Stat Points into Strength and Defense respectively. I hoped to be as well-rounded as I possibly could be, with a slight focus on elemental Powers like my ice attacks.

Now I needed to decide how to distribute my Power Points. I had 18 of those, so I dumped 8 of them into Ice Beam and got a new notification:

Congratulations! Ice Beam has reached Level 2! Chance of randomly freezing a target increases by 5% and damage dealt by Ice Beam increases by 10% overall! PP to next level: 10.

Now that was nice. I considered leveling Ice Beam up to Level 3 to see how powerful it would get, but decided against it. I wanted to have as well-rounded a character as I possibly could, so instead, I decided to level up Super Strength, which had been a big help during all of the level grinding I did today.

When I added my last ten Power Points to Super Strength, I got another notification:

Congratulations! Super Strength has reached Level 2! +15% to Strength! Cost: None [Passive].

Nodded at this, I dismissed the notification and looked over my character screen yet again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 11

EXP: 250/1,000 (750 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Budding Hero

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 2], Dodge [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 2/5]

Health: 25

Stamina: 15

Strength: 25

Defense: 17

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 30

Luck: 1

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 1

Willpower: 9

Satisfied with the distribution of my stats, I closed my character screen and closed my eyes. Tomorrow, Cy and I would hit the streets looking for more missions and do even more level grinding.

More importantly, however, I would also try to find another way to talk to Sally. Despite what Chuck said, I was not yet ready to say goodbye to her or anyone else I knew in the real world forever. Sally deserved to know what happened to me.

And who knows, maybe I would even find a way to come back to the real world. If that was even possible, that is.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The next morning found Cy and me at Super Coffee, where we were eating breakfast and having coffee again. I had a big plate of bacon and eggs, while Cy ate an even larger plate of waffles. I found it very odd how Cy could eat so many waffles and yet keep such a lean figure. I wondered if NPCs did not gain weight as quickly as players or if it was just yet another oddity of Cy, who seemed to be full of them.

In any case, Cy and I sat inside Super Coffee today, in one of the booths closer to the back than to the front. This was to ensure that I saw every person who entered and exited the cafe. The reason I had gotten nearly assassinated a couple of days ago now was because I had my back turned to a street full of random strangers and pedestrians walking to and from everywhere. This did leave Cy with his back to the rest of the restaurant, but he assured me that he didn’t mind it and that he didn’t think anyone would want to kill him anyway.

“So what’s the plan for today, boss?” said Cy as he stuffed his mouth with a huge forkful of syrup-covered waffles.

I sipped my coffee. “Same as for yesterday. We’re going to look for missions to complete and bad guys to beat up so we can level up.”

“Oh, right,” said Cy, lowering his fork onto his plate. “I forgot. Weren’t we going to go shopping today, too?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “We can do that after breakfast. Don’t get too excited, though. We’re not going to spend that much time shopping.”

Cy’s shoulders slumped and he pouted slightly. “Okay. Clearly, you have yet to discover the true joys of shopping.”

I rolled my eyes, but at that moment I heard the bells from the door opening. The sudden noise made me look over at the door in time to see the strangest Hero I had seen yet enter the shop.

He was a tall, lean black guy wearing an absolute mishmash of armor and equipment. He had a mail chest plate, a football player’s helmet, thick rubber boots, and big leather work gloves, despite the fact that it was currently summer in-game. Even stranger, he had a tiny dragon sitting on his shoulder like a kitten, its tiny claws digging into his big shoulder pads for stability. Above his head, the nametag [HERO FUNKYFRESH94] hovered, which just added to his bizarre appearance.

“Whatcha looking at, boss?” said Cy, glancing over his shoulder.

I shook my head and pointed subtly at FunkyFresh94. “That guy. Who is he?”

Cy looked around for a moment before seeing FunkyFresh94 and shrugged. “No idea. I like his sense of fashion, though. Looks cool.”

I wasn’t the only person staring at FunkyFresh94’s outfit. It seemed like nearly every person in the cafe was looking at him, either subtly or just outright staring. FunkyFresh94, to his credit, didn’t seem to care. He just sat down at an unoccupied table, pulled up a menu, and began reading. His tiny dragon glared at anyone who got too close, baring its tiny, needle-like teeth at the rest of the restaurant-goers.

“Must be a noob,” I overheard a player in the booth opposite us say. “Probably just grabbed whatever gear he could. Doubt any of that has any useful Powers, though.”

“Hey, Steven, be nice,” a female player sitting across from him whispered. “Everyone has to start out somewhere. And his little dragon is pretty cute.”

I wasn’t sure if FunkyFresh94 was even aware of the constant chatter about him. He was whistling a tune I didn’t recognize under his breath, paging through the menu like it was an engrossing novel he just couldn’t put down. I had to admit I found it hard not to stare at him myself. I figured he probably was a noob as well, but something about him just seemed … off. And it had nothing to do with his choice of clothing, either.

My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a soft ping in my ear and I saw that I just received a message. Opening my inbox, I opened the message from Dillo, which read thus:

Hi, Winter! I was wondering if you and your Sidekick would like to join me on this cool Team Mission I was just offered. I would do it myself, but since it’s a Team Mission, I need at least one other person with me to complete it. The rewards are incredibly good. Because this is a Secret Mission, I can’t tell you what the rewards are even in private messages, but if you come to the Shopping Plaza where I am, I can tell you about it in person.

I bit my lower lip and looked at Cy. “Cy, what’s a Team Mission?”

“Like a normal mission, but only available to Teams,” said Cy with a gulp. He took a swig from his coffee and burped. “Usually, they have better rewards than normal solo missions, although experience and credits are usually divided evenly among Teammates, so you might not level up as quickly this way.”

“Why do I need Teammates to do these kinds of missions?” I said. “Don’t you count as my Teammate?”

Cy shook his head. “Nope. Sidekicks don’t count as individual Heroes or Villains. A Team is formed whenever two or more Heroes or Villains decide to work together, although us Sidekicks are also made part of the Team by default. You can name your Team whatever you want. You even get a cool chatroom just for your Teammates to communicate with each other privately, which is useful for organizing missions and such. It’s pretty neat.”

Ah. Teams sounded like Capes Online’s equivalent of parties from other games, then. “I see.”

“Why are you asking me about this anyway?” said Cy as he stuffed more waffles into his mouth. “Thinking of forming a Team with someone?”

“Dillo just sent me a message asking me if I wanted to form a Team with him to complete a Team Mission he was offered,” I said, reading the message again. “He also said that it’s a Secret Mission, but I have no idea what that—”

Cy suddenly spat his half-eaten waffles all over the table and looked at me urgently. “Did you say Secret Mission?”

I nodded, trying not to look at the chunks of waffle covering what was left of my food now. “Yeah, I did. Did you have to spew your food like that?”

“Yes,” said Cy without missing a beat. He suddenly leaned forward across the table, staring at me with more intensity in his eyes than I had ever seen. “You have to accept his offer! Do it now.”

Leaning back, I said, “Why? What’s so important about Secret Missions?”

“Everything is important about them!” said Cy, not even bothering to lower his voice. “Secret Missions are the rarest kinds of missions available! You can only find them if you have a REALLY high Luck Stat or you just stumble upon them randomly! How did Dillo find his?”

“I don’t know?” I said, trying to lean back even more than I already was to escape Cy’s manic look. “He didn’t say.”

Cy sat back in his seat, thankfully leaving my personal space. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. Secret Missions always have the best rewards. They’re also usually really difficult, but if you can complete them, the rewards you’ll get are beyond what you’d normally get in other kinds of missions. You should definitely accept his offer. After all, there are some Heroes who have been around for a very long time who haven’t gotten even one Secret Mission.”

Although Cy’s mania still creeped me out, I realized he had a point here. If Secret Missions were as hard to find as he said they were, then I had to accept it. Especially if the rewards were as good as he claimed they were. I knew Cy was prone to exaggeration and melodrama, but I could tell he was being serious here and that it would be a huge mistake if I declined Dillo’s offer.

So I sent Dillo a message back accepting his offer and informing him that Cy and I would be there shortly to join him. Dillo responded back with directions to the Shopping Plaza, which I found very helpful, because I hadn’t been to the Shopping Plaza before and didn’t know where it was.

“Okay,” I said, looking at Cy. “Dillo says he’s ready when we’re ready. Let’s pay our bill and get out of here. We have no time to—”

A shadow suddenly fell over us and both Cy and I looked up to see who it was.

FunkyFresh94 stood at our booth, looking down at us with a weird smile on his face. His tiny dragon was glaring at us, which made me wonder if the dragon was even capable of anything other than a perpetual scowl at people it didn’t like. I hadn’t even heard FunkyFresh94 get up from his table, much less notice him approach our booth. I wondered if he was just really stealthy and if there was a Stealth Power in this game.

“Hi,” said FunkyFresh94, waving at us somewhat awkwardly. “Are you Winter and Cyclone?”

“Yes?” I said. Although FunkyFresh94 seemed nice enough, I kept my guard up just to be safe.

“I’m FunkyFresh94,” said FunkyFresh94. He held out a hand toward me. “But you can just call me Funky if you want. Less of a mouthful.”

I shook Funky’s hand, which was surprisingly strong, and said, “Nice to meet you, Funky. Are you new to the game?”

“Yep,” said Funky, nodding. “I just started playing yesterday, but I couldn’t help but overhear your Sidekick here mention a Secret Mission.”

I glanced at Cy, remembering how he practically screamed at me to accept Dillo’s Secret Mission, and said, “Yes, he did. So what?”

Funky smiled. “I was wondering if I could tag along. It sounded like a Team Mission. I promise I won’t be a burden. Although I’m new to the game, Lennox and I can take care of ourselves quite well.”

“Lennox?”

“That’s the name of my dragon here,” said Funky, gesturing at the tiny dragon on his shoulder. “Lennox T. Dragon. He’s my trusty dragon.”

Lennox puffed smoke out of its nostrils when he said that. It seemed like Lennox was trying to make himself look big and tough, but instead, he just made himself look cute. The woman who had chided her boyfriend for calling Funky a noob in the booth next to us giggled when Lennox did that.

“Well, Funky, I’m not sure,” I said, leaning back in my seat. “We have no idea what this Secret Mission entails. I definitely wouldn’t want to throw you into something you might not be prepared for. Wouldn’t want to get you killed so soon after you started playing, after all.”

“No problem,” said Funky with a confident smile. “Like I said, I may be a noob, but I can take care of myself. Trust me. It will be like I’m not even there half the time. The other half, I’ll be protecting you guys.”

Funky spoke with such incredible confidence that I felt like I couldn’t disbelieve him. I wondered in the back of my mind if his Charisma was unusually high or something, but I didn’t really care. I found Funky an interesting guy and he seemed serious about being helpful on the Team rather than a burden. Plus, I suspected Team Missions were easier the more people you had.

So I said, “All right. We’re heading out now, but if you need to grab some breakfast first—”

“Nah, I’ll be fine,” said Funky. “I ate before I got here. I’m ready to get the day rolling.”

I nodded and stood up. “All right, then. Let’s head out. My friend is waiting for us and I don’t want to leave him waiting.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

The Shopping Plaza wasn’t very hard to find. It was about ten minutes north of Main Street. If I thought Main Street had a lot of shops, the Shopping Plaza proved me dead wrong.

Everywhere I looked, I saw all kinds of shops selling all kinds of things. Some were huge grocery stores selling produce, meat, and poultry, among other things, while others were equipment shops that advertised selling ‘Synth Group’ products at fantastically low prices that even Level 1 Heroes could afford. Player and NPC shoppers alike ran from store to store, often overburdened with huge bags full of stuff they bought. Even police officers, who I hoped were just off-duty, were buying things.

But people weren’t just buying things. People were also selling things. Mostly, it was players selling to NPC shop owners the surplus from missions they completed or items they found while playing the game that they did not need. I even saw some players selling or trading with each other, which was a feature I didn’t know existed in-game. I made a mental note to ask Cy how to do that later, because I had a feeling that selling and trading could potentially be a very useful skill to have.

The sights of colorful advertisements, music blaring from shops or loud voices haggling over prices, and the constant low-level thumps of shoes and boots hitting the pavement was almost overwhelming, and that was saying something, because Capes Online was already a pretty colorful and exciting game so far. Back in the real world, I’d never been much of a shopper, but I could just imagine Sally would be all over this part of the game if she was here. I smiled when I thought about her, but then my smile vanished when I remembered I would never get to talk to her again.

“Hey, boss man,” said Cy as we walked past a couple of NPCs lugging a huge couch between them toward a truck parked at the curb. “How much longer until we reach Dillo?”

Startled, I nonetheless brought up my map and looked at it. “Not much longer. Another block or two and we should see him soon.”

“Finally,” said Funky. He was walking next to me with a calm, cool gait and seemed completely unaffected by the Shopping Plaza’s myriad sights and sounds. “All this walking is tiring me out. Gonna take a long nap after this.”

“Don’t have very high Stamina?” I inquired as we walked.

Funky shook his head. “Nah, man. I put all my SPs into Charisma and Intelligence. Minmaxing for the win.”

I knew it. “I see. Any reason why?”

“’Cause I’m a Beastmaster, a Class that relies on Charisma and Intelligence to control beasts,” said Funky. He gestured at Lennox on his shoulder. “That’s why I can control Lennox here, but as I level up, I’ll be able to control more and bigger monsters and beasts of all kinds.”

“Sounds like a cool class,” I said. “I’m a Fighter. Not that I really know what that means, though.”

“It means you’re good at physical fighting,” said Cy. He was eating a large, puffy piece of blue cotton candy. “Each class comes with its own unique strengths and weaknesses and even Powers.”

“Can I change my class at some point?” I said, glancing at Cy.

Cy took another bit out of his cotton candy and shook his head. “Not whenever you want. Your Class is automatically assigned to you as soon as you start the game. I’ve heard of missions that reward you with a Class change, but I’m not sure how you do that.”

I frowned. “Why are our classes restricted like that? Doesn’t make sense to me.”

“I dunno,” said Cy with a shrug. “Why does evil exist? If God is all-knowing and perfectly good, then how could he have created an imperfect world? And why do we exist in this world, anyway? It’s just one of those big questions about life you don’t have the answer to.”

“Like where you got that cotton candy?” I asked.

“A vendor sold it to me while we were walking,” said Cy. He held it out to me. “Want some?”

I was about to say I hate cotton candy when Funky said, “The reason class changes are so restricted is because of balance issues. Although the designers tried to make Capes Online as fun as possible, it was thought that being able to change your class on a whim would break immersion and potentially lead to some serious balance issues that could affect gameplay. But yeah, there are missions that reward you with a class change, but they’re even rarer than Secret Missions, so I wouldn’t worry about it too much if I were you.”

I looked at Funky in astonishment. “How come you know so much about the game?”

Funky shrugged. “I’m a gamer and a Capes Online fan. I’ve read a ton of interviews with CO’s developers and designers, so I probably know more about the game than even they do.”

Funky tried to act all casual about it, but I could tell he wasn’t being entirely truthful about where he got his knowledge from. I found Funky more intriguing the more I got to know him. He clearly wasn’t just some casual gamer. I wondered if he was actually a professional streamer or e-sports celebrity. Those guys were usually pretty knowledgeable about the games they played, much more so than your average noob. Then again, Funky hadn’t mentioned anything about streaming or e-sports competitions yet, so maybe he wasn’t. He was a hard man to read, that was for sure.

“You Heroes and your talk about ‘games’ and ‘developers,’” said Cy, shaking his head. “Half the time I can’t even follow your conversations, but that’s okay because as long as I have my cotton candy, I—”

Cy accidentally tripped over a discarded soda can. He nearly fell over, but I caught him at the last second. Unfortunately, his cotton candy went flying out of his hands and fell with a splat on the sidewalk in front of us.

“No!” Cy practically screamed, drawing the confused attention of several passersby. “My cotton candy! Cruel fate strikes yet again!”

I rolled my eyes and dragged Cy behind me. “Come on, Cy. I doubted you paid more than five credits for that. You can always get another.”

“Actually, I paid fifteen credits.”

I stopped and looked over my shoulder at Cy in disbelief. “You’re not good at spending money, you know that?”

“But it looked so good,” said Cy with a sigh.

I was starting to wonder how Cy even breathed without being told how when I heard someone shout, “Hey, Winter! Over here!”

I looked over and saw that Dillo standing at the steps of what appeared to be a massive mall. It towered over all of the other buildings in the area, a huge concrete monument to relentless consumerism and capitalism. It was so massive that it seemed to encompass at least three blocks, maybe more. Huge front steps lead up to even bigger open doors, allowing a constant stream of players and NPCs alike as they entered and exited the mall, usually with arms full of shopping bags. One guy even came out lugging a huge flat screen TV on his back, a satisfied look on his face that told me he had just gotten a great deal for that item.

“Oh. My. God,” said Cy, staring at the huge mall with wide eyes. “It’s the Adventure Mall.”

“The what?” I said, glancing at Cy.

“The Adventure Mall,” Cy repeated. He looked at me with big eyes. “Haven’t you heard of it?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve only been here a few days, remember?”

“I’ll explain,” said Funky. “The Adventure Mall is Adventure City’s biggest mall. It takes up four blocks and is roughly the size of a small town. It has thousands of shops selling nearly every kind of item imaginable, from basic starting equipment all the way up to crafters who will make unique items just for you. You can also buy furniture, appliances, and more for your Base or Hideout.”

“It’s heaven on earth,” said Cy. “A temple to—”

“I get it,” I cut off Cy. “Let’s go see what Dillo wants. He’s been waiting long enough.”

I led Cy and Funky over to Dillo, who was sitting on a park bench with a girl I hadn’t seen before. She looked to be about the same age as Cy, with a short pixie cut and a basic blue bodysuit and boots. She was busy scrolling through her phone when we approached and didn’t look up even when Dillo got up to greet us, although I saw the nametag [SIDEKICK HOP SCOTCH] floating above her head.

“Winter!” said Dillo with a smile as he approached us. He stopped, however, when he saw Funky and seemed to practically retreat into his shell. “Uh, who is this?”

“Name’s Funky,” said Funky, holding out a hand toward Dillo. “FunkyFresh94, but you can call me Funky for short.”

“He’s a friend of mine,” I explained to a shy-looking Dillo. “He’s also a Beastmaster, so I figure he might be helpful in a mob battle.”

“A Beastmaster, you say?” said Dillo, looking at Funky again. He shook his hand. “I’m Dillo. Your class might be helpful for this mission.”

Despite Dillo’s politeness, I could tell he wasn’t entirely happy about Funky coming along. I realized I should have told Dillo ahead of time I was bringing someone else. Hopefully Dillo wouldn’t stay too angry about that.

“And who’s the girl?” asked Cy, glancing at Hop Scotch sitting on the bench.

“Oh, this is my Sidekick, Hop Scotch,” said Dillo. He glanced at her. “Hop, say hi to everyone.”

“Hi,” said Hop without looking up at us.

“Hop,” said Dillo, putting his hands on his waist. “What did I tell you about being polite to strangers?”

Hop looked up at us, this time with an irritated expression on her face, and said, “Hello, then,” before returning her attention to her phone.

Dillo sighed and muttered to me, “Sorry about that. Hop is basically a teenage girl, if you couldn’t tell. A really moody one, at that. Sometimes I wish I had gotten your Sidekick instead. Cy seems really friendly.”

I glanced at Cy—who had picked up a piece of discarded bubblegum off the ground and apparently trying to decide if he should eat it or not—and muttered back, “Don’t worry. You’re not missing much.”

“Anyway,” said Dillo in a louder voice, addressing all three of us, “since you guys are here, let me invite you guys into my Team so you can see the requirements for the Secret Mission.”

I suddenly received an invite in my inbox from Dillo that read:

Hero Dillo has sent you a request to join Team Dillo! Accept? Y/N

I hit ‘Y’ without hesitation and got another notification:

You are now part of Team Dillo! You can now use the Team Dillo chatroom feature to talk to your Teammates in private! Useful for keeping in contact over long distances or in the middle of a heated battle, but be warned, if you go too far out of range (1 mile from the Team Leader), you might disconnect.

Congratulations! You have joined your very first Team. Please be aware that any missions complete while in a Team will result in equal distribution of rewards to all Teammates.

Dismissing both notifications, I said, “All right, Dillo, what’s this Secret Mission all about?”

“It will be easier to show you than explain,” said Dillo. “Since you guys are part of my Team now and this is a Team Mission as well as a Secret Mission, you should be able to see the mission’s explanation.”

Curious, I looked at the Team heading on my menu and saw ‘AVAILABLE TEAM MISSIONS.’ I clicked that button and a mission notification appeared in my vision:

TEAM MISSION [SECRET MISSION]: Defeat the supervillain Omega Burst

Infamous supervillain Omega Burst has been spotted in the area around the Adventure Mall. The mall police believe that Omega Burst is planning to destroy the Mall and kill tons of Civilians. Track down and defeat Omega Burst before he succeeds in his dastardly schemes!

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Intense

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Defeat Omega Burst before he can harm any Civilians

FAILURE: Fail to stop Omega Burst

REWARDS: +1,000 EXP for all Teammates, increased reputation with the mall police, and +10 Stat Points for all Teammates. Other rewards are dependent on how well you do.

I whistled when I read the rewards. “Nice. How did you get this mission in the first place?”

Dillo shrugged. “Just lucked into it, I guess. I helped a couple of mall cops catch a jewelry thief and they offered me this mission as a reward.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” I said as I dismissed the notification. “Let’s do this thing.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

But where do we begin?” asked Cy as our Team of five—including me, Dillo, Funky, and our two Sidekicks—walked up the front steps of the Adventure Mall. “Do we even know where Omega Burst is?”

“No,” said Dillo, shaking his head as we walked. “But the mall police think that Omega Burst will probably try to attack the main plaza of the mall because that’s where the most people are at any one time. They think he’s going to try to kill as many people as possible.”

“Why?” I said as we made our way through the seemingly never-ending throngs of consumers who made their way in and out of the mall. “What does he have to gain from doing that?”

“Omega Burst is insane,” said Dillo. “And evil. Doesn’t need much more motivation than that.”

“So he’s an NPC Villain?” I said. “Not a player?”

“Yes,” said Funky, causing me to look at him all of a sudden. “While the vast majority of Heroes and Villains in the game are players, there are some who are NPCs. They’re rarer than players, but they give much better experience and item drops than normal enemy NPCs, so it’s usually a good idea to fight them.”

“Hey, I’m the one who’s supposed to explain this stuff to boss,” said Cy, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Stop intruding on my turf, yo.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry about that, Cy. You are truly irreplaceable.”

A big smile spread across Cy’s face when I said that. “Thanks, boss! I wouldn’t replace you, either. Unless, maybe, with a hot girl, but being a man of good taste yourself, I am sure you would understand why—”

I tuned out Cy’s rambling as he went on about why he wouldn’t mind being dominated by a woman and looked around at the mall as we entered.

If I thought the Shopping Plaza was huge, the Adventure Mall was somehow even larger, even though it was enclosed in a much smaller space. Nearly everywhere I looked, I saw store upon store selling an even wider and crazier variety of items, equipment, and weapons for players and NPCs alike to purchase. The crowds here were packed like sardines, making it almost impossible to move in any timely fashion. Despite that, I didn’t feel claustrophobic. It helped that the ceiling was ridiculously high and made mostly of glass, allowing the bright sunshine to shine down on all of us. The ceiling was so high that I thought I saw clouds forming near the top, though that might have just been my imagination.

Luckily, the center of the Mall was far more open than the entrance. A gigantic water fountain spewed tons and tons of crystal clear water in the air, the water shining beautifully under the rays of the sun above. All around the fountain players and NPCs alike stood or sat. Some players were clearly looking at their character screen, based on their out-of-focus expressions and the way their hands would swipe across empty air every now and then. Others were resting or talking with friends or Sidekicks, while still others were flicking coins into the fountain for some reason. I was just glad that I couldn’t see everyone’s nametag because that would have made the Mall even more overwhelming than it currently was.

Cy gasped. “Oh. My. God. It’s the Fountain of Luck!”

“The Fountain of Luck?” I said as Cy rushed over to it without further ado. “What does it do?”

Cy, who was now rummaging through his pockets for something, looked over his shoulder at me. “If you toss a coin into it, you can get your Luck increased!”

“Really?” I said in surprise. “Is that how you get Luck Points?”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” said Funky, his arms folded in front of his chest. “It’s a random event. The Fountain is programmed so that if a player or Sidekick tosses a coin in it, there is a very rare chance it will award the player in question one Luck Point that they can use to increase their Luck Stat. But like I said, there’s a very rare chance.”

“How rare are we talking about here?” I said.

“One in a million,” Funky replied. “And that’s if you’re already lucky.”

“See, boss?” said Cy, smiling at Funky. “I’m not the only one around here who makes puns!”

I sighed, but pulled a coin out of my pocket and said, “Eh, you never know. If it will get me even just one Luck Point, it will be worth it.”

I flipped the coin into the Fountain. The coin hit the water with a soft splash and swiftly sank to the bottom of the Fountain, where it lay with the millions of other coins that had been thrown into there by players and Sidekicks over the years. I was surprised the Fountain wasn’t overflowing with coins. It seemed like a new player or NPC would come up every second to throw in another coin or two. I wondered if the people who ran the Adventure Mall collected the money at the end of the day or if it was just a weird quirk of the game engine.

“Aw, man,” said Cy, his shoulder slumping. “I didn’t get any Luck Points.”

“Same here,” said Dillo, who had also tossed a coin into the Fountain.

“Me, too,” said Funky. He shrugged. “Oh, well. I’m lucky enough as it is. Probably don’t need anymore.”

“It’s a scam,” said Hop. She still hadn’t ripped her eyes away from her phone. “Just another way to get stupid people to waste their money. I bet the Mall takes all the money at night and makes some nice change.”

“Hey, I did not waste my money,” said Cy, pouting. “Next you’re going to tell me that buying a lotto ticket is a waste of money, too.”

I was about to tell Cy just that when I suddenly got a notification:

It’s your lucky day! Today, chance has bestowed exactly 1 Luck Point just for you! It is automatically added to your Luck Stat, bringing your total Luck up to 2! Luck affects everything in this game, from increasing your chances of finding rare item drops to being offered Secret Missions by NPCs and even surviving attacks that would kill a normal person. The full extent of Luck’s effect remains to be seen, but it will surely be in your favor one way or another.

“Whoa,” I said, my eyes widening. “I got a Luck Point!”

Cy gaped. “Whoa! I guess you really are lucky after all, huh?”

“I … guess so,” I said.

“Well, hopefully, that will help us complete this Secret Mission,” said Dillo. He glanced around the plaza. “Okay, so I think we should split up and patrol the area. Omega Burst is known to have minions who are good at hiding their identities. If we can root them out before they can cause any harm, then that will make it easier to complete this mission.”

I nodded and said, “Cy and I will take the north side.”

“Hop and I will patrol the south side,” said Dillo. He looked at Funky. “As for you—”

Funky held up a hand. “East and west. I’ll patrol the east, Lennox here will patrol the west. Easy peasy.”

“All right,” said Dillo. “Remember to use the Team chat, guys, if you see anything suspicious or need help. Until then, keep your guard up. With so many players and NPCs everywhere, it will be easy for Omega Burst’s minions to sneak up on us and take us by surprise.”

Remembering the Assassin who had tried to kill me in broad daylight, I nodded and said, “Sure thing. Let’s split up.”

With that, we all went our separate ways. Cy and I made our way around to the northern side of the Fountain, while Dillo and Hop stayed where they were. Lennox leaped off of Funky’s shoulder and went east, while Funk went around to the western half of the Fountain. I thought it was interesting how Funky and Lennox could separate like that, although it did make me wonder where Funky’s Sidekick was. I recalled Cy explaining to me that some Heroes and Villains didn’t have Sidekicks. Perhaps Funky just fired his at some point.

In any case, that really wasn’t any of my business. What was my business, however, was searching for Omega Burst’s minions. It was hard to tell people apart in the throngs that surrounded us everywhere we looked, but I kept my eyes open anyway just to be safe.

“Cy, how do we know if a Civilian is actually a Villain in disguise?” I asked, stepping out of the way of a couple of teenage girls who were chatting excitedly to each other about boys they were crushing on.

“I dunno,” said Cy with a shrug. “I guess if they run up to you and try to stab you, they’re probably not a good guy.”

“You mean there isn’t a game mechanic that allows you to determine who is good and who is evil?” I said.

Cy stroked his chin in thought. “Well, that’s what the Justice Stat is supposed to do. It heightens your awareness of a person’s Alignment. At low levels, it can be fooled by characters with high Stealth, but at high enough levels, even the best-hidden Hero or Villain will be unable to hide their true Alignment for long.”

I checked my Justice Stat. “It’s eleven. Is that high or low?”

“It’s kind of low, but should work on low-level Villains,” said Cy. “Try Scanning the crowd and see if you can sense anything out of the ordinary.”

I nodded and Scanned the crowds all around us. At first, all I saw was a huge mishmash of various character names, descriptions, and stats. Many of them were quite sparse, probably due to the low level of Scan, but it was still high enough that I could tell that none of them were Villains in disguise. Of course, I didn’t really know how I would know someone was a Villain in disguise anyway, given how this was the first time I was using this particular ability available to me.

But then I saw someone with a strong, shadowy aura around them. It was a tiny old man, hunched over like a humpback. He was walking with a cane, appearing to be nothing more than a simple elderly man going shopping. He even had an unmarked brown paper bag in one hand, which looked kind of like the kind beer bottles were put in.

But the dark aura around him was so strong that there was no way I could ignore. When I saw it, a new notification popped up:

New Power unlocked: Hero Sense [Level 1]! When a Villain is in the area, you will be able to sense his or her presence almost immediately, although only in a general way and you will need to use Scan to see where they are exactly. Level up this Power further to be able to detect hidden or disguised Villains with even more accuracy.

“That guy,” I said, pointing at the old man. “That’s one of Omega Burst’s minions. I see a dark aura around him.”

“Are you sure?” said Cy, squinting his eyes. “’Cause he looks like a normal ordinary man to me.”

“He’s definitely a Villain,” I said. “Come on. Let’s go ask him a few questions.”

I immediately began walking toward the old man, Cy at my side. Although Cy wore a doubtful look on his face, I had no doubt in my heart at all that this man, despite his appearances, was most definitely a Villain or at least working for Omega Burst.

“Hey, old man!” I called out as we approached him through the crowds of shoppers. “Stop!”

To my relief, the old man stopped when I told him to. He turned around to face us, a look of perfect innocence on his face as he clutched the brown bag at his side. The nametag [CIVILIAN ARNOLD] hovered over his head, which seemed like an oddly normal name for someone with such a shadowy aura.

“Yes?” said Arnold in an innocent-sounding voice. “Do you need help with something, Mr. Hero?”

“Yeah,” I said as I stopped in front of him. I pointed at the brown bag. “What’s in the bag?”

Arnold didn’t stop smiling. “It’s just a bottle of fresh wine for my dear wife. It’s a very rare, expensive brand that you can’t find anywhere else but here. The missus asked me to pick it up for her, so I did my manly duty and braved the crowds of the Mall to purchase it for her.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said abruptly. “Show it to me.”

I knew I came across as harsh, maybe even unreasonable, but I didn’t care. I was hoping that I could scare Arnold into revealing his true nature. If I did, then I could actually attack him and not suffer a blow to my Hero Alignment or reputation with Civilians in general.

Still smiling, Arnold shrugged and said, “If you wish.”

Arnold slowly opened the bag, ignoring the curious looks from passersby who watched the scene playing out between us. I glared at everyone who passed, however, as a warning not to get involved in something that was none of their business.

At the same time, however, I watched Arnold expectantly. I figured there was probably a bomb or weapon in the bag, so I prepared an Ice Beam in case I needed to defend myself. I could sense Cy behind me tensing as well, no doubt ready for a brawl.

When Arnold finished opening the bag, however, what he showed me wasn’t a weapon at all. It was a simple black bottle of wine and Scan showed me that it was indeed just a fancy bottle of wine.

“What …” I looked up at Arnold. “Is this supposed to be some kind of joke?”

“Joke?” said Arnold, raising an eyebrow questioningly. “Why would I ever play a joke on a Hero like yourself? I have nothing but the strongest respect for the work that your kind does in keeping our streets safe from Villains and criminal scum of all kinds.”

“But …” I didn’t understand. Arnold’s aura was still pitch black. He had to be a Villain. Or was my Hero Sense glitching up for some reason? Funky would probably know. He seemed to know everything about this—

My thoughts were interrupted when the Fountain of Luck suddenly exploded.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

A massive explosion erupted from the middle of the plaza. Chunks of stone and metal went flying everywhere as massive flames shot up toward the ceiling. Players and NPCs alike screamed and ran away from the explosion, but many of them got hit in the head or struck by the debris and went down, though whether they were dead or unconscious was impossible to tell.

“What the—” I said as a ping alerted me to the Team Dillo chat room, which had a message from Dillo himself that read thus:

Dillo: Massive explosion over at the Fountain of Luck! Hop says she saw a couple of teenage girls leave a brown package there that was probably a bomb in disguise. Loads of Civilians and even a lot of Heroes were harmed. Everyone drop what you’re doing and get over here NOW.

I read Dillo’s message uncomprehendingly. It was those girls I saw that set off the explosion, not the old man? But if that was the case—

“Oh, dear,” said Arnold. He was staring at the burning remains of the Fountain with a complete and total lack of fear or shock. “That certainly looks like a dangerous situation. Being a Civilian, it really isn’t my place to rush into danger like that. We were quite lucky to have a brave Hero like you around to help those people, weren’t we?”

Arnold winked at me and walked away. I considered going after him, but decided that saving the lives of innocent Civilians was more important at the moment than stopping whatever Arnold was up to.

Cursing myself for being such a fool, I rushed toward the scene of the destroyed Fountain, Cy racing by my side and keeping up with my long strides.

The scene was even worse up close. Despite the water practically gushing out of the spot where the Fountain had stood not even five minutes ago, fire was everywhere. The ankle-deep water also slowed down our movement considerably, forcing Cy and me to slow down a bit in order not to trip and fall over pieces of debris that were hidden just beneath the surface of the now-dirty water.

Everywhere I looked, I saw Civilians and Heroes alike lying in various stages of life. Some were clearly dead, such as the old woman lying face down in the water with a chunk of rock sticking out of the back of her head, while others were probably just unconscious. Luckily, I saw that not everyone had run away when the explosions started. Heroes I didn’t recognize were rushing around trying to help as many people as they could. Even though those Heroes weren’t on my Team, I appreciated the help nonetheless.

I quickly found Dillo and Hop performing first aid on a kid who couldn’t be more than thirteen. The kid had a jagged piece of rock stuck in his chest and he seemed to be having trouble breathing. Hop was using a rag to clean his wounds while Dillo held the poor kid down, speaking calm words to the kid to keep him from freaking out. A nametag—[CIVILIAN KEVIN]—hovered over the kid’s head as I focused on him.

“Hey, guys,” I said as I approached. “How’s the kid?”

“Kid’s dying,” said Dillo, looking up at me with pained eyes. “We’re trying to staunch the blood flow, but it’s the shard that’s killing him. But even though Hop is a Healer, she’s not high-leveled enough to remove the shard from his chest without killing him.”

I was surprised to see the normally indifferent Hop working rapidly to heal the boy. But I could tell she was becoming increasingly frustrated due to Dillo’s words, probably knowing that the boy was going to die because she wasn’t strong enough to heal him yet. Tears of frustration were building up in the corners of her eyes, which made me feel bad for her, but I was even less of a Healer than she was, so there wasn’t much I could do other than watch.

Suddenly, someone shoved me out of the way and said, “Out of my way! I am here to save the day!”

Staggering from the blow, I looked and saw it was Recover, of all people, who had just shoved me out of the way. She was now kneeling beside Hop in front of the boy, whose breathing was becoming more erratic and ragged with each passing second. I couldn’t see poor Kevin’s Health, but I imagined it must have been dropping rapidly. Recover’s Sidekick, Brawn, was also here, but he stood a little off to the side with Recover’s medical toolbox in his massive arms.

“What seems to be the situation here?” asked Recover in the same professional voice she had used when she healed me.

“He’s dying,” said Hop, looking at Recover desperately. “I tried to heal him, but with that shard in his chest, there’s only so much I can do.”

Recover nodded. “I see. What is impossible for you is a simple fix for me. Behold!”

Recover grabbed the shard and wrenched it out of the boy’s chest. Kevin screamed in pain for a moment before Recover slammed a hand over his chest and, one flash of light later, healed it completely. Now there was no hint that Kevin had been impaled at all, save for the jagged hole in his shirt.

“Holy crud,” said Hop, staring at Kevin’s healed wound in awe. “You did that in less than a second.”

“Of course I did,” said Recover as she stood up and brushed rock off her shoulders. “I am Recover, the greatest doctor in Adventure City! I can heal any injury, no matter how bad it may be.”

“She’s also the best-looking doctor in Adventure City,” Cy muttered under his breath to me.

Before I could thank Recover for her help, the glass ceiling of the Mall suddenly shattered, raining sharp pieces of glass down upon all of us. I raised my hands to protect my face and head, but luckily I didn’t get cut up too badly. Neither did the others, who were now all looking up at the ceiling. I followed their gaze and wished I didn’t:

A man was now hovering down from the hole in the ceiling toward us. He was an impressively-built man wearing a crimson bodysuit that covered his body from head to toe. A long, silver cape hung off his back, while large cannons were attached to his even more impressive arms. A wicked grin spread across his mouth as he looked down upon all of the death and destruction below him.

I Scanned the man and got this:

Omega Burst

LEVEL: 30

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Big Bad

Although a fairly new Villain on the streets of Adventure City, Omega Burst has quickly made a name for himself as a powerful and dangerous foe to be reckoned with. Relying mostly on his Omega Soldiers to do his bidding, Omega Burst has been known to step in and finish a job himself when necessary. And with the Power to blow things up with his mind, actually defeating him is quite the feat.

Level 30? I didn’t know what levels Dillo and Funky were, but I was still Level 11. No way I could beat Omega Burst on my own, but I guess that’s why this was a Team Mission.

“Is that Omega Burst?” asked Cy, his voice suddenly timid and weak. “Never seen him in person before. He’s huge.”

“I’ve never seen him in person before, either,” said Dillo, who sounded quite scared himself, “but I can confirm that that is definitely Omega Burst, no question about it.”

“A Villain?” said Recover. She gulped. “Dang it. I’m useless in a fight against a Villain.” She looked at us apologetically. “Sorry, guys, but I’m going to have to sit this one out. I’ll just go and heal as many Civilians and Heroes as I can. Good luck!”

Right before Recover could leave, Omega Burst landed on the ground in front of us, splashing water up into the air upon landing. As soon as Omega Burst landed, Kevin screamed and ran off quite quickly for a kid who had just had a piece of rock stabbed through his chest.

But it was better for him to leave, because I wasn’t sure if any of us were going to survive a fight with Omega Burst, much less a Civilian like Kevin.

Omega Burst rose to his full height, a wicked grin still plastered on his face. “Are you the Team that has been assigned the impossible task of defeating me?”

“Hey, I don’t know these guys,” said Recover, waving her hands frantically at us. “Brawn and I have never seen these guys in our lives. Right, Brawn?”

“Yes, Miss Recover,” said Brawn in a low, polite voice. “I do not recognize any of them. Total strangers to me.”

Omega Burst sneered. “A Hero is a Hero to me. And all Heroes deserve to die.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Omega Burst raised his hands, which began crackling with black electricity. A notification suddenly popped up in the corner of my vision:

[Villain Omega Burst] is charging Black Lightning Storm!

My eyes widened. Omega Burst was about to unleash an area of effect attack. And given how we were all standing ankle-deep in water … well, it was no mystery what would happen to us once Omega Burst unleashed his lightning. This might have been just a game, but it was realistic enough that I figured most real-world physics probably still applied like in real life.

I raised my hand to fire an Ice Beam, but I was too slow. Omega Burst roared and slammed his fists down onto the water. Black lightning spread out around him in an instant, shooting out in waves that moved too fast for even me to Dodge.

The waves of black electricity hit all of us at once. Getting hit by all of that electricity in one blow caused my Health bar to drop from full to zero in an instant and the world around me went black even quicker.

I got a single notification that read thus:

Total Party Kill! You have failed Team Mission: Defeat Omega Burst.

Respawning in three … two … one …

-

With a gasp of pain, I sat up in my bed, my heart beating and my skin sweating profusely. I was no longer in pain, but the memory of getting shocked to death was still vivid in my mind. Even though I kept telling myself that this was just a game, a deep part of my mind was finding that harder and harder to believe. What the heck was wrong with the designers of this game that they would make pain and death so … so vivid? How come more people weren’t suing SI Games for psychological damage from dying? I mean, I didn’t have any lasting trauma from what I could tell, but I was sure other people did.

“Hey, boss!” said Cy, appearing by my side seemingly out of thin air. “You’re awake! Yay!”

Startled, I looked at Cy. He was sitting on a wooden chair near my bed, a book in hand, but as soon as he saw me, he tossed the book aside and hopped from his chair and did a happy dance that made him look really silly, or sillier than normal anyway. He also looked perfectly normal, despite having been fried by Omega Burst’s attack like I was. When I looked down at my own Costume, I noticed that it looked normal as well.

“Cy?” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “You respawned, too?”

“Yeah,” said Cy as he stopped dancing. “Sidekicks respawn after getting killed, too, you know. But we still suffer the same penalties as Heroes and Villains, so I lost all my experience and I can’t go anywhere for an hour.”

My eyes widened and I checked my character screen briefly. “My experience is gone, too. All of it. And I was so close to Level Twelve, too.”

“Eh, I wouldn’t worry about it too much if I were you,” said Cy. He started dancing again, hopping up and down on his feet seemingly out of boredom. “You can just go back out and get that experience again after our hour is up. Just be glad you didn’t lose your equipment. I’ve heard Villains can loot your body after your death, but Omega Burst didn’t strike me as the kind of Villain who would loot a Hero’s corpse.”

Cy was right. All of my equipment—or lack thereof—was still on me. I hadn’t even lost any—”Wait, where did half of my credits go?”

“Oh, you lose half of your money, too,” said Cy. “Or the money you have on you, anyway. If you don’t want to lose it when you die, then you need to deposit it in a bank. Otherwise, you lose about half of the credits you’re carrying in your Wallet.”

I bit my lower lip. Although I didn’t grow up poor, my father always stressed the importance of keeping track of your finances and being responsible with your money. I could just imagine my old man—if he knew I was still alive—throwing a fit if he found out that I lost half of my money in less than one minute. Heck, I wasn’t sure whether to yell at myself for losing to Omega Burst like that or if I should yell at Cy for not telling me.

“What about the others?” I said. I looked at my Team tab but did not see Team Dillo listed. “What the—? Where’s Team Dillo?”

“That’s another unfortunate side effect of Teams,” said Cy with a twirl. “When all Teammates in a Team are wiped out at the same time, the Team is instantly disbanded and you can’t use the Team chat anymore. Sorry.”

My hands shook, but I forced myself to remain calm. “So Omega Burst’s big attack took out all of us?”

“Sure looked like it,” said Cy. “Really disappointing, but not at all surprising if you think about it. Omega Burst is a Boss, after all, and the Boss of a Secret Mission no less. It’s amazing we got access to that mission at all, honestly.”

“And that extra Luck Point I got didn’t help me survive,” I grumbled. Then I started. “Wait, about the Mall? If we failed the Team Mission, then doesn’t that mean Omega Burst is still loose? How do I find out about that?”

Cy stopped dancing again and stroked his chin. “You can look up the latest news on the Adventure City Journal. I think it’s a news site you can access in your character menu, if I’m not mistaken.”

Opening my menu, I saw a news feed scrolling underneath my character sheet, very similar to the old news feeds you used to see at the bottom of those old 24/7 cable news networks that people used to watch. One of the headlines read ‘VILLAIN OMEGA BURST’S ASSAULT ON ADVENTURE MALL REPELLED BY JUSTICE UNITED, DOZENS DEAD’ and clicked the headline to read the full article, which was published less than ten minutes ago:

ADVENTURE CITY, NY—The Adventure Mall in the Shopping Plaza was recently assaulted by the infamous Villain Omega Burst, whose assault on the Mall centered on the Fountain of Luck.

The attack happened suddenly before lunch without any warning. The initial attack left approximately 20 Civilians and 10 Heroes dead, including a Team hired by the mall guards to deal with the attack.

The attack was eventually repelled by Justice United member Quick Foot, who managed to chase off Omega Burst before he could kill any more people. But Omega Burst’s attack still caused thousands in property damage to the Mall, including the complete destruction of the Fountain of Luck, which will likely take weeks to rebuild, according to Joseph Johnson, the owner and operator of the Adventure Mall.

This is a developing story. Click the subscribe button below this article to follow this story.

I didn’t click subscribe, however. I just clicked out of the screen and looked down at my lap, stunned by the news I just read.

Twenty Civilians and ten Heroes … dead in an instant. I bet most of them died in Omega Burst’s area of effect attack. Even so, I couldn’t help but feel … guilty? Yeah, I guess that was the word. I felt responsible for what happened. It had been up to me and my Team to stop Omega Burst and we failed. Utterly.

Aside from the deaths that occurred because of our failure, I bet it also hurt our reputation with the mall guards. Frankly, though, that seemed like small potatoes in comparison to the deaths of twenty innocent people, twenty innocent people who had probably gone to the Mall today expecting to do some shopping today, not to die a horrible death at the hands of a psychotic maniac.

I tried to tell myself that this was just a game, that those ‘Civilians’ were just bits of data programmed to act like humans, but I was finding that harder and harder to believe. I couldn’t stop thinking about how guilty Hop had looked when she failed to save Kevin through her own actions. That was exactly how Sally, my fiancee, had looked when she and I were on a date at a restaurant and a man had a seizure. This had been early in her medical career, so she wasn’t a fully-licensed nurse yet. As a result, she hadn’t been able to save the man, despite being the only medical person in that restaurant. That had hit her hard, almost as hard as it hit Hop.

Maybe the people in this game were far more real than I first thought. Maybe I was being too dismissive by calling them just bits of data. I don’t know. I still hadn’t fully accepted that this was my new reality. If I ever accepted that these NPCs were people … that would be another way of saying I couldn’t go back. And a part of me still believed I could go back to the real world, even if I didn’t know how yet.

Shaking my head, I looked at Cy and said, “What should we do until we can leave the Base?”

Cy shrugged. “Anything you want. Distribute your Stat and Power Points, practice your Powers, take a nap … whatever. As for me, I need to practice my dance moves because I have a song in my heart and I just can’t stop dancing.”

I wondered how Cy was able to maintain a perpetual state of happiness even after being violently killed by a psycho. Then again, to Cy, dying and respawning was just a natural part of his world. It was probably no more different to him than waking up and going to sleep was for me.

Stretching my arms, I said, “Well, Cy, since we have some time, can you tell me how I developed that Freezing Touch Power all of sudden? I thought you only gained new Powers every ten levels.”

“Well, that’s the easiest way to do it, but there’s a bit more to it than that,” said Cy. “I don’t entirely understand it, but from what I’ve seen, you can actually learn Powers at earlier levels if you know what they are and force yourself to use them. Freezing Touch must be one of your Costume’s Powers, which you managed to unlock early by forcing yourself to use it.”

I looked at my hands. “Meaning I can get more ice-based Powers early as long as I focus really hard?”

“As long as you know what they are and your Costume has them,” said Cy, “then you should be able to learn all five Powers your Costume even if you don’t level up all the way. I think the ten-level rule just exists to make it easier for people to get Powers, rather than being a hard and fast rule.”

That was good information to know. It certainly explained how I got Freezing Touch, even though the initial description for the Ice Man Costume didn’t even mention that as a possible Power to get from it. I wondered what other ice-based Powers I could get from my Costume through practice. It was worth testing out.

Swinging my legs over the side of my bed, I said, “Cy, let’s go and try to get me some new Powers. Better than lying around all day like a cripple, anyway.”

“Aw, man,” said Cy, his shoulders slumping. “When will I ever get a chance to practice my dance moves?”

I opened my mouth to tell him he could practice later, but before I could say anything, a sudden blaring sound—like a hundred fire alarms going off at once—exploded in my ears. Cy and I slammed our hands over our ears to protect our hearing, but even with my hands covering my ears, I could barely even hear my own thoughts.

“Cy!” I screamed, raising my voice as high as possible in order to be heard over the alarm. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know!” Cy yelled back. “Never heard anything like it before!”

Uh oh. If Cy didn’t know what was going on, then something serious had to be going on.

Suddenly, the tiny flat-screen TV that I had dismissed earlier as being a useless piece of junk flickered on. At first, the screen showed nothing but static snow, but then the static was replaced by an odd image.

It showed a dark Villain sitting on a throne in a room somewhere. The room in which the figure sat looked kind of like an office, although it was too dark to make out any real detail other than that.

The Villain in question looked completely different from every Hero or Villain I’d seen so far. He wore spiky red and black armor, with a long, flowing black cape that seemed to meld with the shadows around him. Cruel red eyes peered out from the eye holes of a strangely round helmet. Although his armor covered his body from head to toe, I could somehow tell that he was not human.

The alarm had died down by now, but it still rang in my ears. I ignored that, however, in order to focus on the Villain, whose shadowy presence was commanding even when he didn’t say anything.

“Cy …” I said, looking at Cy. “Who is that?”

“I don’t know,” said Cy. Fear constricted his throat and he took a step back, as if he couldn’t decide if he wanted to run away or stay. “Never seen him before in my life, but I don’t like him.”

That was when the Villain spoke. His voice was deep, rich, and commanding, but there was a slight buzz to it as well as if he was some kind of insect.

“Hello, players of Capes Online,” said the Villain, each word clear and unmistakable, like the speech of a trained orator. “No doubt all of you heard those alarms going off mere seconds ago and wondered what it was. Or perhaps you felt the presence sweep over the whole world, the dark presence which invaded every corner of your being and made you feel true fear like you haven’t felt in a long time.”

The Villain leaned forward, a twisted grin spreading across his inhuman lips. “This is not an announcement from the game developers. This is not a world event or a mission designed for players to complete. This is a proclamation of the new world order I, Dark Kosmos, intend to enforce on each and every player in this world which you call a ‘game.’”

Then Dark Kosmos sat upright, his eyes gleaming with cruelty. “And my first action as the new ruler of this world is to punish all players for their crimes against my people.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Punishment?” I said. I glanced at Cy again. “What does he mean by that?”

“I-I have no idea,” said Cy, who was now trembling in his boots. “I’ve never even heard of a Villain named Dark Kosmos. Or what he means by ‘his people.’”

Noting the absolute terror on Cy’s face, I could tell that this definitely wasn’t a scripted event. This was something that even Cy had not expected to happen, which meant that there was no predetermined ending for this … whatever this was. All I could do was turn my attention back to the TV and hope that Dark Kosmos would explain what he meant.

Dark Kosmos reclined in his throne, a look of absolute confidence and triumph in his eyes. “Perhaps you are all thinking you can escape your punishment via logging off from the game and returning to the ‘real world,’ as you call it. No doubt many of you are furious about this turn of events and have decided to contact SI Games’ customer service to inform them of your complaints.”

His eyes narrowed and his grin grew tighter and more bestial. “Unfortunately, I must inform you that you cannot log off. The safety features that normally allow players to log off of Capes Online whenever they want have been hacked and deactivated. For all intents and purposes, Capes Online is now your ‘real world.’”

My eyes widened in shock. How was that even possible? Dark Kosmos had to be lying, right? I mean, I knew I couldn’t log off for obvious reasons, but I always thought that other players could because they still had their bodies in the real world. Yet if Dark Kosmos was telling the truth, then he had somehow managed to lock every single player online into the game. That was millions of people all across the planet, unable to leave their GamePods and return to their friends, family, and jobs. My hands clenched with anger as I thought about that.

Dark Kosmos stroked his chin. “You might be wondering how I did that. I won’t bore you with the details, but rest assured that I did it. If you doubt me, try to log off. Or better yet, try to contact the outside world at all. Send an email, post on your favorite social media outlets, or even try a good old-fashioned phone call, and see how none of that works.”

I quickly pulled up my menu and saw that the ‘Help’ button that normally allowed me to contact Chuck Omar was grayed out. I tried to click it several times, but nothing happened. I knew that my other communication lines had been disable already, but now I was truly cut off from the world. And so was every other player in the game.

“I can already feel the collective terror rising within each and every player who sees this message, which is to say, all of you,” Dark Kosmos continued. “Feel your fear. Embrace it. Savor the taste like a fine wine, for the horrors have merely just begun. If you believe you are afraid now, then prepare yourselves for the true fear that is yet to come.”

I had to admit, I did feel a little bit of fear, but mostly, I was angry and getting angrier and angrier the more I listened to him. Cy, on the other hand, was now hiding behind my bed, peeking over it with his eyes as if he was afraid that Dark Kosmos was going to come out of the TV and kill him personally.

“Do you hope that the Capes Online developers will be able to regain control of the game and free you all?” said Dark Kosmos. He laughed. “They might be able to regain control after a while, but not before millions of you die. Oh, I don’t mean in-game. I am aware that you players will always respawn upon death. I tried to change that feature but was unable to disable it. No, I mean referring to your real bodies, the physical ones that go inert whenever you enter the game.”

Dark Kosmos leaned forward again, manic glee on his features. “The GamePods that allow players to enter Capes Online do not provide the nutrition that your bodies need to survive. Give it a few weeks, if not days, in the real world without food, water, sunlight, and exercise and soon your bodies will die out on their own. That doesn’t even take into account the players suffering from medical issues in the real world, which will die even faster than the healthy ones. In any case, real death is but a few days away for most of you. And once you die in real life, you will also die in-game, because your minds are not hosted on Capes Online’s servers.”

Dark Kosmos suddenly stood up. He walked up closer to the screen so his face was easier to see. “But not all hope is lost. I will give all players in the game—Hero and Villain alike—one chance to take me out. I am sending out to all players a Universal Mission, only three of which have ever been issued in the history of the game, to defeat me. If you can do so, then you will not only destroy me, but free yourself and your fellow players from the endless suffering I will inflict on all of you.”

Suddenly, a huge notification appeared in my view. It was a large box bordered with gold lines and a loud trumpet sound heralded its appearance:

UNIVERSAL MISSION: Defeat Dark Kosmos

The Villain Dark Kosmos has taken over the world of Capes Online and locked the minds of every player into the game. Heroes and Villains alike must step up to the challenge of defeating Dark Kosmos and saving their world from his reign of terror. If not, then every player—from the bravest Hero to the vilest Villain—will die.

This is a Universal Mission, which means anyone of any Alignment can accept and complete it.

ALIGNMENT: Universal

DIFFICULTY: Impossible

RARITY: Unique+

SUCCESS: Defeat Dark Kosmos

FAILURE: Fail to defeat Dark Kosmos

REWARD: All Capes Online players will be allowed to log off from the game

ACCEPT? Y/N

“Of course, I understand if none of you wish to accept this mission,” said Dark Kosmos. “It is, after all, Impossible to complete. But I am feeling generous, so I’ve decided to give you all a shot at taking me down.”

Then Dark Kosmos stepped back. “But before any of you attempt to take me down, I would like to make an offer you may be interested in.”

I was just about to accept the mission, but then paused when Dark Kosmos said that. Although I wanted to stop Dark Kosmos, I had to admit he caught my interest when he mentioned an ‘offer’ for us.

“You see, I am not so cruel as to give you just one Impossible Universal Mission to complete,” said Dark Kosmos. “I am a merciful ruler and I will display that my mercy by offering all of you another, much easier to complete Universal Mission. Allow me to demonstrate.”

Another Universal Mission notification popped up, this one different from the last, and it read thus:

UNIVERSAL MISSION: Kill Hero Winter

A Bounty has been placed on the Hero player known as Winter by the Villain Dark Kosmos. Although Bounties are normally only available to the Assassin and Mercenary classes, this Bounty has been made available to all players regardless of Alignment or class.

This is a Universal Mission, which means anyone of any Alignment can accept and complete it.

ALIGNMENT: Universal

DIFFICULTY: Easy

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Hand over Hero Winter to Villain Dark Kosmos/kill Hero Winter and present proof to Villain Dark Kosmos

FAILURE: Fail to kill/capture Hero Winter

REWARD: All Capes Online players will be allowed to log off from the game

ACCEPT? Y/N

“What the heck?” I said out loud. “Why is he targeting me specifically? What did I ever do to him?”

Dark Kosmos, of course, didn’t hear me over the TV, but he did answer my question when he said next, “As you can tell, this second Universal Mission is far easier than the first. Winter is a new, very low-leveled player who doesn’t have very many Powers at his command. You can try to kill me, I suppose, but I can guarantee you that killing Winter would be far easier than going after me. You might be wondering why I singled out Winter out of all of the millions of players in the game, but that is for me to know. All you need to know is that he needs to die, and that if you do so, you will save the lives of millions of people. The choice, of course, is yours.”

Then Dark Kosmos sat back down on his throne and interlaced his fingers together, a wicked grin on his face. “Now it is up to you. Will you attempt the impossible and try to kill me—a mission you are guaranteed to fail—or will you do the prudent thing and root out one among yourselves? Choose wisely.”

With that, the TV turned off, leaving Cy and I standing alone in my room, staring at the blank screen and unsure of what to do next.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Oh. My. God,” said Cy. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, oh my—”

“Cy,” I snapped. “Shut up.”

Cy looked up at me from behind my desk, fear in his eyes. “But we’re going to die. Every player in the game is going to be after you. And since everyone is coming after you, that means they’re also coming after me. Why wouldn’t I panic?”

“Because panicking is unproductive and won’t help us stop Dark Kosmos,” I said.

Cy’s eyes widened so much that they looked like they were going to fall straight out of his eye sockets. “Hold on. You’re not telling me that we’re actually going to try to stop that guy, are you?”

“I am,” I said. “And you are going to help me do it.”

Before Cy could say anything, I hit ‘Y’ on UNIVERSAL MISSION: Defeat Dark Kosmos and received this notification:

Wow. You really want to die, huh? Well, I guess you can’t accept the other mission, since that would basically be suicide. On the other hand, this mission is also basically suicide once you think about it. Either way, I hope you have fun. Bye!

P.S. The 1-hour time limit preventing players from leaving their Bases after they have respawned has been lifted. You can now leave your Base after respawning without having to wait.

Whoa. Even the system was shocked at my choice. I wondered why the system was apparently not doing anything to stop Dark Kosmos. Perhaps he had somehow hacked into it and rendered it useless. I noticed a tiny red dot appeared on my map titled ‘Dark Kosmos,’ which was apparently a location marker for Dark Kosmos’ current whereabouts. It was also nice that I could leave my Base now, rather than wait an hour.

Shaking my head, I closed the notification and noticed that the notification for the second Universal Mission had also closed down. No doubt Dark Kosmos set it up so that you could only accept one Universal Mission or the other. He probably didn’t want anyone trying to do both at once.

“Now we’re definitely going to die,” said Cy. He looked at me with a sad smile. “It was nice knowing you, boss. Hopefully we won’t die painfully.”

“We’re not going to die,” I said. “We’re going to find Dark Kosmos and kill him ourselves. Even if every other player in the game is after us, we’ll still do it..”

“If you say so, boss,” said Cy, “but I’m not sure why you want to do this. Wouldn’t it be safer to, uh, just hide out here in your Base? No one can get us while we’re in here. Even other players can’t enter without your permission.”

My hands clenched tighter than ever. I thought about explaining to Cy that I couldn’t take Dark Kosmos’ taunting. How Dark Kosmos’ actions had trapped many people in the same situation as me. From a personal perspective, I had no reason to stop Dark Kosmos, considering how I couldn’t log in or out from this game at all. It wasn’t like I was personally being threatened by his actions, the second UM notwithstanding.

But I hated the idea of other people being trapped in here. People with lives outside this game. People with friends, family, jobs, communities, hopes and dreams … all stuck in a game while their bodies slowly but surely decayed in the real world. Some of those people might receive medical attention that would allow their bodies to stave off the decay for a while, but the vast majority of them would not. And eventually, even they would die.

It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. It was evil. And I became a cop—and now a Hero—precisely because I couldn’t stand evil. If I couldn’t return to my normal life, then I at least wanted to make sure that others could.

Putting all of that into words that Cy could understand, however, was beyond me at the moment, so instead, I simply said, “It’s the right thing to do. It’s the Heroic thing to do. And we’re Heroes, aren’t we? Heroes don’t run away from danger. We rush headlong into it, heedless of the damage it might cause to our own safety, even if means laying down our own lives.”

Cy bit his lower lip. “Yeah, you’re right. I shouldn’t be so afraid.”

“No, you’re right to be afraid,” I said, “but fear doesn’t matter. We need to overcome our fear and save not just ourselves, but everyone in this game. Even if everyone comes after us because they think Dark Kosmos will actually free them, we still have to do it.”

Cy gulped, but said, “Whatever you say, boss.”

I smiled. Even though Cy could be a bit of a coward sometimes, it was good to know he was going to stay by my side.

But even with Cy by my side, there was no guarantee that we would succeed. It was us against not just Dark Kosmos and whatever minions he might have, but also against potentially every player in Capes Online. Every single player—Hero and Villain alike—was probably gunning for me right now. Stepping outside of my Base might get me killed before I can even think about it.

“We need allies,” I said, looking at Cy. “People we can trust to help us.”

“I can’t think of anyone who might be willing to help us,” said Cy as he slowly rose from behind my desk. “Think about it. Anyone who sides with us will also be the target of every other player in the world. I can’t see why anyone would willingly side with us.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest and thought this through. “Well, there might be one person who could help us. Let me send him a message.”

Pulling up my inbox, I clicked Dillo’s name and sent him a brief message:

Hey, Dillo, this is Winter. I hope you are okay after our fight with Omega Burst. Saw the notification that said we failed the Team Mission. I’m sorry about that. I feel like it’s my fault we failed. I should have done better.

Anyway, I know you and everyone else in the game saw Dark Kosmos’ message and the two Universal Missions he offered us. I’m planning to take down Dark Kosmos, but am going to need allies if I am going to get anywhere near his Hideout. Would you and Hop be willing to help me? I know it’s risky, because right now I have a huge target on my back, but I hope you can help me anyway.

If you don’t want to, though, I will understand. It is probably safer not to associate with me, anyway.

I sent the message and said to Cy, “Cy, I just sent a message to Dillo and Hop asking them to help.”

“Are we going to wait for their responses before we go anywhere?” asked Cy hopefully.

I shook my head. “Nope. Regardless of what they say, we need to head out to take down Dark Kosmos.”

“But we’re safe in here,” said Cy as I walked over to the door. “Safer in here than out there, anyway.”

I looked over my shoulder at Cy when I rested my hand on the doorknob. “Are we, Cy? Think about it. The longer we stay in here, the more time we give players to find my Base. Because they don’t have anything better to do, these players are probably just going to camp outside my Base until I come out and show myself. Or maybe they will find a way to break in. I mean, if Dark Kosmos can trap all of our minds in here, then I don’t see why he couldn’t also force open my Base to every other player in the game. If we leave now, however, then we might be able to lose the players who are coming after us.”

“Oh,” said Cy, scratching his chin. “I never thought of that. When you put it that way, it makes a lot of sense.”

“Exactly,” I said as I opened the door to the rest of the warehouse, “which is why we need to leave now. We need to get as much of a head start as we can in order to evade the people coming after us. I even have Dark Kosmos’ location on my map, so all we need to do is head directly to his location and take him out. Come on.”

I left my room and Cy followed, but I could sense Cy’s reluctance even if he didn’t say it aloud. Not that I could really blame him. After all, even if we got a head start like I wanted, there was a good chance we might be attacked by some random players along the way anyway. With millions of players all around the globe, there was a good chance that more than a few players were already within close range of my Base. Hopefully, they would be easy, low-leveled players like me, but there was no guarantee of that.

In any case, when I reached the exit, I poked my head out the door first and looked at the area around us. It was night-time now for some reason, which I assumed was probably due to Dark Kosmos’ actions. Even so, I could still see fairly well thanks to the street lamps, although I knew better than to let my guard down even when the situation looked calm.

“Looks clear,” I whispered as I stepped outside of my Base, my eyes darting back and forth as I searched for potential dangers, “but keep your guard up anyway. Never know what might be out here.”

Cy followed me out timidly. He was even tenser than me, even though I was the target everyone was after and not him. I guess Cy just knew that they would kill him just as willingly as they would kill me, given how he was my Sidekick and all. I projected calmness myself, despite my nerves, because I didn’t want to make Cy panic.

“Where is Dark Kosmos, by the way?” Cy whispered as we made our way into the alleyway that connected my Base to Main Street.

I pulled up my map briefly and zoomed in on the dark dot labeled ‘Dark Kosmos.’ It showed a fairly impressive-looking skyscraper set in the middle of the city, not very far away from us, in fact. “Looks like some kind of skyscraper called the ‘Central Tower.’ Know what that is?”

“Central Tower?” Cy repeated. “That’s Justice United’s Adventure City headquarters. If Dark Kosmos is based there, then that means he’s somehow kicked Justice United out of it.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“That’s a horrible thing,” said Cy with a shudder. “Justice United is the biggest Hero League in the world. If even they couldn’t stop him, then we definitely don’t stand a chance and we might as well be walking to our deaths.”

“Stop being such a downer,” I said as we crossed the alley. “With that kind of attitude, we’ll never defeat Dark Kosmos.”

“Honestly, I don’t think we’ll defeat Dark Kosmos no matter what attitude we have,” said Cy. “But okay. I will keep my mouth shut and follow your lead. Can’t guarantee I won’t pee my pants once we actually meet Dark Kosmos, though. Or if we actually make it that far and aren’t murdered on our way there by—”

“Shut up,” I hissed as we reached the end of the alley. “I’m going to check out Main Street and see if anyone’s there. Be quiet for a moment.”

I peered out from the alleyway at Main Street. I expected to see Main Street as busy and bustling with people as ever. Even this late at night, I expected Main Street to be full because when you had a game as big as Capes Online, it meant there was always a lot of players online no matter what time it was.

But to my surprise, Main Street was entirely empty. I saw no Heroes, no Villains, no Sidekicks, not even any NPCs. The entirety of Main Street was deserted. Even all of the stores and restaurants were closed, their owners and employees nowhere to be seen.

“It’s empty,” I said. “Totally deserted.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s safe to cross, though,” said Cy.

“We’re gonna have to cross anyway,” I said. I rolled my shoulders. “Keep your eyes and ears open and be ready to fight.”

I gradually exited the alleyway onto the street, my eyes darting from side to side as I kept an eye out for any traps or ambushes. Unfortunately, my Perception wasn’t very high, which meant it would be harder for me to spot any potential traps that someone might have set for us. I heard Cy walking quietly behind me, muttering rapidly under his breath about how this was a bad idea and how we were both going to get killed. I ignored his muttering, however, in order to focus on Super Coffee. If we could just make it inside, then—

My foot pressed against what felt like a taut wire. In the next instant, a net appeared from underneath us and yanked both me and Cy off the street. Cy and I both yelled as the netting lifted us up into the air until we came to an abrupt halt. We found ourselves hanging upside down from one of the street’s lampposts several feet above the street.

“What the heck?” I said, pushing Cy’s boot out of my face as I grabbed the netting. “Where did this come from?”

A notification popped up in my vision when I said that:

You sprung a Trap: Hidden Netting! Movement reduced by 100%. Netting durability: 100/100.

“Yes!” someone below us shouted. “It worked!”

Looking down, I saw a short woman step out from behind a nearby lamppost, a wicked grin on her face. She wore stained overalls and had thick goggles over her eyes that reflected the light of the street lamp. A tool belt hung around her waist, which clinked and clanked with the various tools attached to it as she approached us. The nametag [HERO GEARS] floated over her head, which told me she was another player.

“Guys, I caught them!” Gears shouted over her shoulder into the dark street. “Caught ‘em like a couple of rats!”

From out of the shadows came about four other player characters and their Sidekicks. Although I was unable to Scan them, I could guess that based on their equipment and Costumes they were all fairly high-leveled players. Interestingly enough, half of them were Heroes and the other half were Villains. All of their nametags were faintly glowing red for some reason as well.

“Hey, let us go!” I said, pulling hard against the netting in a vain attempt to break it. “You don’t understand what you’re doing!”

Gears’ wicked grin grew even bigger. “On the contrary, we know exactly what we’re doing: Saving ourselves and our world.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Whoa!” said Cy, looking more closely at Gears. “Are you a Gadgeteer?”

“Of course,” said Gears as she brushed back some of her long blonde hair. “As a Gadgeteer, I was the one who built the brilliant trap you two walked straight into. And I am also the leader of Team Gears, which all of my friends here belong to.”

“But you guys are a mixture of Heroes and Villains,” I said, glancing at her Teammates as they slowly surrounded us. “How can you all be on the same Team?”

“Normally, you’re right that Heroes and Villains can’t be on the same Team,” Gears agreed, “but Universal Missions are different. In Universal Missions—which are usually world-threatening events—the normal rules for Teams are lifted and anyone can join any Team they choose. Since we’re all in this together, it only makes sense that Heroes and Villains come together to save the day, no?”

“Besides, it’s just a game, moron,” snapped one of the Villains, a tall, multi-armed player with the nametag [VILLAIN AIRACHNID] over his head. He gestured at the other members of Team Gears. “Just ‘cause some of us are Heroes and some of us are Villains doesn’t mean we aren’t friends in real life.”

“Exactly,” said Gears, nodding in agreement. She looked up at Cy and me, her eyes gleaming with triumph. “And now we need to decide exactly how to kill you. Or maybe we’ll just drag you kicking and screaming to Dark Kosmos.”

“How did you know we were going this way?” I asked. I gripped the netting tightly, but it still wouldn’t tear.

“Oh, we didn’t,” said Gears casually. “I figured you had two options: Either stay in your Base where no one could get you or try to be a ‘Hero’ and defeat Dark Kosmos. I figured the latter was more likely, because in my experience, guys don’t like staying cooped up in one place for too long, so I set up this neat and nifty little trap to capture you and your Sidekick.”

“She’s smart,” Cy said. “I see why she’s a Gadgeteer.”

“Shut up, Cy,” I snapped. I looked down at Team Gears. “You guys don’t understand. Dark Kosmos has no intention of letting any of us escape the game. He’s only set a target on me to distract the rest of you from taking him down. You’re falling for his tricks.”

“We’ve already scouted out Dark Kosmos’ Hideout,” said a short, scrawny little guy who looked like a generic demon with the nametag [SIDEKICK LUCIFER] over his head, who stood next to Airachnid. “Impossible to get in, even for high-leveled players.”

“Lucifer is correct,” said Gears. “The way I saw it, we could spend an unnecessary amount of time trying to crack Dark Kosmos’ defenses—time we don’t have, given the rate of decay of our physical bodies in the real world—or simply do the easy thing and hand you over to Dark Kosmos. I mean, I have no idea why Dark Kosmos picked you out of every other player in the game as his scapegoat, but hey, I’m not going to question his decision if it means we will finally be able to log off.”

“Yeah,” Airachnid piped up. “Instead of thinking about yourself, dude, why don’t you just hand yourself over to Dark Kosmos, like a real Hero would, and free us all? Or is your comfort more important than our freedom and our lives?”

I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t believe how pigheaded so many of my fellow players were. I mean, I understood that they were desperate and desperate people rarely thought rationally, but I didn’t think they’d be that quick to throw me under the bus. I could understand the Villains, but the Heroes, too? Dang.

Gears put her hands on her hips and looked at her Teammates. “All right, let’s vote on it. Kill them and bring their bodies to Dark Kosmos or drag them there alive?”

“Hey, boss, let me talk to them,” Cy whispered to me as Gears and her Teammates debated their options. “I think I can convince them to let us go.”

I looked at Cy skeptically. “Are you sure about that?”

“Positive,” said Cy. “Just trust me, all right?”

I bit my lower lip but nodded and moved out of the way as best as I could so Cy could talk to them easier. It was hard, of course, because we were stuck together in the netting, but I did my best anyway and waited to see what Cy would do.

“Hey, Gear girl!” Cy called out. “Let us go. Now. Or else.”

Cy spoke with a deadly serious tone when he said that. He sounded so serious and so confident that even I was surprised. It was like listening to a completely different person other than the Cy I knew talk. I was actually genuinely interested in what his plan to get us out of here was. Maybe it was better than I thought.

“Oh, yeah?” said Gears, looking up at Cy with a daring stare. “Whatcha gonna do if we don’t?”

Cy sniffled. “Cry. A lot.”

Team Gears stared up at us for a full five seconds before returning to talking among themselves about whether to kill us or bring us to Dark Kosmos alive.

“Useless,” I grumbled as Cy began sobbing beside me. “I have the most useless—”

“All right!” said Gears all of a sudden, clapping her hands and looking up at me. “It’s your lucky day, my friends! We have made a decision.”

“What is it?” I said, ignoring Cy as he sobbed into his hands.

“After much rigorous debate, in which both sides presented their best arguments for their position, we decided to compromise,” said Gears, putting her hands back on her hips again. “We will neither kill you nor bring you back to Dark Kosmos uninjured. Instead, we will break your legs and drag you there against your will. That way, you won’t respawn or get a chance to run away from us.”

“That doesn’t sound like a very good compromise to me,” I said.

“Hey, man, just be glad we didn’t agree to break your spines,” said Airachnid. He pouted. “Which was an option, I might add.”

Gears rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Lower the netting. Can’t break their legs if they’re all the way up—”

Something suddenly swooped by overhead and shattered the street lamp above us. In fact, it wasn’t just the street lamp above us that got destroyed. Every street lamp on the street got shattered one by one, plunging all of Main Street into even deeper darkness than before. Only the light from the moon and stars above provided any illumination, and even then, it wasn’t nearly enough by which to see adequately.

“What the heck was that?” said Gears as she and her Teammates below looked around. “Can’t see a thing in this darkness. Lucifer, what do you see?”

“I think I saw a bat,” said Lucifer, who was squinting in the darkness as he searched for whoever had broken the lights, “but it looked too big to be a—”

Lucifer was interrupted by the sound of something emerging from a nearby manhole. It was too dark to see what it was, but I could tell by its outline that it was huge and long. It moved swiftly across the street and snapped its massive jaws around Lucifer, neatly bisecting the Sidekick in one hit.

[Sidekick Lucifer] has died!

“What the heck?” Airachnid shouted. “Who killed my—”

The large creature—whatever it was—suddenly rushed toward Airachnid. But the Villain was faster than Lucifer and launched a thick webbing at the creature. The webbing landed on the creature and forced it to come to a screeching halt across the pavement, making deep grunting noises as it fought against the webbing that constricted its movement.

A light suddenly flashed on, courtesy of the flashlight on Gears’ helmet. It was bright enough to illuminate the creature, which allowed us to see what had attacked Lucifer for the first time.

It was a huge crocodile, easily twenty-five feet in length and about half that in width. Lucifer’s blood gleamed on its teeth as it struggled against the thick webbing that ensnared it. It had jagged teeth like serrated blades, huge, crazed yellow eyes, and a leather hide so thick it resembled armor. Its legs looked as powerful as a mule’s and its long tail flailed wildly about, striking aside trash cans and even denting a parked car.

Startled, I quickly Scanned the beast and got this information:

Sewer Croc

LEVEL: 60

HEALTH: 500/500

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Tamed Beast

WEAK POINT: Mouth

Rumor has it that the sewers of Adventure City are home to a species of giant crocodiles that are said to be able to bisect full-grown men with one bite of their mighty jaws. Although no one has ever witnessed such deadly creatures and their existence is staunchly denied by the Adventure City Council, it is a fact that the Adventure City Sewage and Waste Department loses more workers than any other city department annually. If you ever do have the misfortune of running into such a creature, there may not be enough of you left to fit in a coffin.

Based on the fearful expressions that now appeared on the faces of every Team Gears member, it was obvious that they all either recognized it or had Scanned it like me and read its flavor text. It didn’t help that I could smell its sewage stink from all the way up here, making me almost gag from how awful it was.

“Holy crud,” said one of the Villains, a clown-like woman with the nametag [JOKERGIRL197] floating above her head. “That thing has more Health than all of us put together!”

“Don’t be scared,” said Gears, who spoke confidently despite how scared everyone looked. Perhaps she had a lot of Charisma or Courage. “It’s just a dumb animal. Look, it can’t even escape Airachnid’s webbing. If we keep calm and work together, we can—”

A loud snap could be heard as the Sewer Croc destroyed the webbing constricting it. With a roar of triumph, the Sewer Croc charged at Airachnid, who screamed like a little girl and immediately scaled the side of a nearby building like a spider. But the Sewer Croc leaped into the air and snatched Airachnid before he could get too far and crushed him between its teeth like a really bloody marshmallow.

[Villain Airachnid] has died!

That notification seemed to break the will of the whole Team because everyone scattered as soon as they saw it. Even Gears retreated back into the shadows, yelling at her Teammates to stand strong, but it was hard to hear her over the growls of the Sewer Croc as it began chasing the nearest players and Sidekicks trying to get away from it.

“Whoa,” said Cy, staring at the gigantic crocodile with big eyes. “I’ve always heard rumors about Sewer Crocs, but I didn’t know they actually existed.”

“Yeah, it really worked out for us,” I said. I grabbed the netting and began tugging at it again. “Quick, start working on the net. While everyone is distracted, now is the best time to escape.”

Cy looked at me with horror. “And get close enough for the Sewer Croc to eat us? Are you nuts or just crazy? It’s like a horror movie down there.”

“I see an opportunity I’m not going to let slip between my fingers,” I replied. “Anyway, I got an idea. Hold on.”

I activated Freezing Touch and was pleased to see ice start to appear on the netting. As the netting froze, it began to crack under our collective weight, until with a shattering of ice the netting gave out underneath us and we plummeted to the street below.

We landed on top of a small blue sedan. I immediately rolled off the roof of the car and landed on my feet on the street. Cy rolled as well, but landed on his side instead, although he quickly got up to his feet and looked around for the Sewer Croc.

Not that he needed to, however. Although it was hard to see, I could tell that the Sewer Croc was still more interested in hunting down and eating Team Gears than in killing us. I heard a woman scream somewhere down the street, only for her scream to be abruptly cut off by a loud squelching sound, followed by a roar of triumph from the Sewer Croc.

“Where do we go now, boss?” asked Cy. “As far away from the Sewer Croc as possible?”

Before I could answer, a familiar voice suddenly called out, “Winter, Cyclone, over here!” and I looked over at the nearest manhole cover to see a familiar face poking out from underneath it.

“Funky!” I said as a big smile broke out across my face. “So glad to see you! I thought—”

“We can talk later,” said Funky. “Sir Stewart won’t keep them occupied forever. Come on.”

Although I was happy to see a friendly face, the urgency in Funky’s tone forced me back into focus. Without another word, Cy and I ran over to the manhole cover, which Funky pushed aside to let us in. He climbed out and waited for us to go down before following after us, closing the manhole cover securely behind us and plunging us into darkness once again. As we climbed down the ladder into the sewers, I could still hear the faint screams of terror and pain coming from Team Gears as the Sewer Croc hunted and killed them all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

It wasn’t long before the three of us—me, Cy, and Funky—reached the Sewers themselves. This was the first time I had ever gone down into Adventure City’s Sewers, so when I reached the floor, I looked around at my surroundings to get an idea of what it was like.

 The Sewers were huge, much bigger than real life sewers. The sewer extended for hundreds of feet in either direction, twisting out of sight in each direction. Solid concrete walkways stood on either side of the river of sludge and garbage that made its way between the walkways at a sluggish pace. Dim lights stood along the walls, providing enough illumination by which to see the Sewers themselves. The stink was horrible down here, to the point where I could barely breathe until Cy muttered something and a calm and pleasing smell blew through just then that smelled kind of like strawberries.

[Sidekick Cyclone] used Sweet Scent! Resistance to negative effects from bad smells increased by 50%! Duration: 5 minutes.

“Huh,” I said as I read the notification. I glanced at Cy. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“It’s a new Power I got when we were grinding a few days ago,” Cy replied. “Honestly, I just used it because everything stinks down here. I thought I was going to gag to death from the stench alone.”

For once, I agreed with Cy. “Well, it is a sewer, after all. Of course it’s going to stink.” I looked around suddenly. “Wait, where is Funky?”

“Right here,” said Funky above us. I looked up and saw Funky making his way down the ladder, Lennox the dragon sitting securely on his shoulders. “Just making sure the manhole cover is sealed. While I think Sir Stewart should keep those players busy, I don’t want to risk any of them following us down here.”

“Sir Stewart?” I repeated. “Are you talking about the Sewer Croc that’s currently eating everyone alive?”

“Yes,” said Funky as he stepped off the last rung and turned to face us with a quizzical look on his face. “Don’t you know that’s his name?”

“I didn’t even know he had a name,” I said.

“Ah, I see,” said Funky, nodding. “Your Scan must not be at a high enough level to see the names of individual creatures yet. No matter. What matters is that Sir Stewart was kind enough to agree to help me save you guys like the gentleman he is.”

“You mean you sent that monster after those guys?” asked Cy. He glanced at the waters flowing beside us with terror in his eyes. “You didn’t pull us down here just to feed us to Stewart’s friends, did you?”

Funky shook his head. “Don’t worry. I didn’t accept the Universal Mission to kill you guys. I accepted the other one, though.”

“How did you send such a powerful monster after them?” I said. “That Croc—Sir Stewart—was Level Sixty!”

Funky shrugged. “Like I told you, I’m a Beastmaster. One of the Powers exclusive to this class is Tame. It allows me to tame any monster or animal as long as my Charisma is sufficiently high enough. The higher level a monster, the more Charisma I need to control it. While a useful Power, it can be risky, especially if I take control over something as powerful as Sir Stewart up there. And, of course, my control only lasts until I run out of Energy or the animal in question goes outside of my range, which is about three miles. I also get experience points for each person a Tamed Beast kills.”

“What happens once the animal leaves your control?” I asked with a gulp.

“It goes back to being an ordinary animal,” said Funky with another shrug. “So, once Sir Stewart leaves my range, he’ll turn back into an ordinary NPC enemy, meaning he won’t obey my commands if I see him again.”

“So you’re just going to allow a twenty-five-foot-long crocodile roam the streets of Adventure City without any supervision?” asked Cy in horror. “What if it eats someone?”

Once again, Funky shrugged. “One of the other players will probably kill it at some point. Sewer Crocs are tough, but I can think of a dozen players off the top of my head who would have no trouble killing such a beast if it decided to pick a fight with them. But we should keep going. Don’t want to give those Team Gears guys a chance to catch up with us.”

Funky immediately began walking down the right side of the sewer, which I guessed went deeper into the city. Cy and I quickly followed, with me walking fast to keep up with Funky’s long strides, while Cy stayed close behind us, glancing at the waters every now and then as if he was afraid of seeing another Sewer Croc.

“Thanks for the save back there, Funky,” I said as I walked beside him. “I thought for sure that Cy and I were going to be goners.”

“No problem, Winter,” said Funky without looking at me. “Like I said, I didn’t accept the Universal Mission about killing you because I saw right through Dark Kosmos’ motives.”

“Wow, really?” I said. “Not that I think you are lying, but how do I make sure you really are on my side?”

“Do you notice the blue glow around my nametag?” asked Funky, gesturing at his nametag floating over his head, which was indeed glowing blue. “That’s what players who accepted the UM to defeat Dark Kosmos got. Players who accepted the other UM, on the other hand, have red around their nametags.”

I nodded, remembering the red glows around the nametags of each member of Team Gears I saw earlier. “I see. Is that a feature of the game?”

Funky nodded. “Exactly. It was originally designed to allow players to identify other players who were undertaking the same UM as them in order to make it easier to form Teams, seeing as most UMs require Teams in order to complete. This feature has rarely been used, though—in fact, I think this might be the first time it’s ever been used—because there is usually only one UM at a time, so most of the time all players who accept a UM have the same color around their nametag anyway. It’s a simple but effective feature, which, in my humble opinion, are usually the best features.”

There it was again. “You sound like maybe you had a hand in developing the game or something.”

Funky shrugged again as we walked and did not look at me. “What can I say? I’m just a really big fan of Capes Online. I always wanted to be a game designer, but in truth, I’m just a fan who’s done my homework. Nothing more, nothing less.”

My eyes squinted. If there was one thing I was good at, it was knowing when people told lies. Sure, Capes Online wasn’t one hundred percent realistic, but one thing I had noticed was that the avatars for player characters and NPCs tended to mimic human expressions exactly. And I could tell, based on Funky’s shifty expression, that he was hiding some rather important information from me about his true identity. At the same time, however, Funky clearly was not going to give me a straight answer about his identity, so I decided to focus on other, more important things instead.”

“All right,” I said. “So I take it that most players have accepted the UM to kill me?”

“Pretty much,” said Funky. “When I left my Base, I didn’t see any other players with a blue nametag other than myself. Of course, I’ve avoided other players for the most part, because I have a feeling they would try to kill me if they knew I wanted to kill Dark Kosmos rather than you, but—”

“Idiots,” I said as we turned a corner and went deeper down into the sewers. “Every last one of them. Even the other Heroes have sided with Dark Kosmos. Anyone who thinks Dark Kosmos is going to hold up his end of the deal should he ever lay his greasy hands on me is delusional.”

“Dark Kosmos understands players,” said Funky. He glanced at me as we walked. “He knows that humans in general tend to go for the low-hanging fruit. When given a choice between killing a powerful boss villain like him—holed up in a nearly impenetrable fortress—and going after a fairly low-level player like yourself, he correctly understood what most people would choose to do, regardless of Alignment. Which, of course, is why we must kill him.”

“You sound like you understand Dark Kosmos pretty well yourself,” I pointed out.

Another shrug from Funky. “He’s an NPC. They’re not hard to figure out, especially if they’re Villains.”

I nearly started when Funky said that. “Wait, you mean Dark Kosmos is actually an NPC? He’s not just some suped up player character who somehow hacked the game?”

“As far as I can tell, yes, Dark Kosmos is indeed an NPC,” said Funky.

“An NPC who is aware that he is an NPC,” I said. “Not like Cy, in other words.”

“What is not like me?” asked Cy behind us, who had apparently not been following our conversation.

“Nothing,” I said over my shoulder to Cy. “Just keep your eyes on the water. Don’t want to end up getting eaten by one of Sir Stewart’s relatives.”

Cy made a tiny squeaking sound and looked at the water again. I felt a little bad about forcing him to do that, but I didn’t think he would have much to add to our conversation at the moment and I didn’t want to scare or confuse him.

“Dark Kosmos is definitely a self-aware NPC,” said Funky. He shook his head. “Self-aware … and angry. Angry enough to trap every single player in the game and force us to turn on one of our own in a sadistic game of cat-and-mouse that no one will win. I can guarantee you that this wasn’t programmed into the game. Especially the part where he cut off all connection with the outside world so we can’t call for help.”

I glanced at my character screen and saw that the ‘Help’ button which normally allowed me to speak with Chuck was still disabled. “I don’t understand it. How did he gain sapience if he’s just an NPC?”

“That’s a question we’re all wondering,” said Funky. “I suspect outside influence must have played a role. Someone outside of Capes Online must have somehow activated Dark Kosmos and unleashed him onto the world before SI Games had finished developing him.”

“You mean Dark Kosmos was always meant to be in the game?” I said. “Then how come no one recognized him when he first appeared?”

“Simple,” said Funky. He tapped the side of his head. “Knowledge of Dark Kosmos hasn’t been programmed into the heads of the NPCs yet. I am certain that once the developers felt ready to release Dark Kosmos that his download would have also updated the NPCs’ memories with knowledge of him. Either way, it looks like he was let out early and somehow gained self-awareness at the same time.”

Okay, I was convinced now that Funky played some kind of role in Capes Online, even if he wasn’t a designer or developer. He understood the process behind Capes Online too well to be anything other than a normal player, but I still didn’t accuse him of anything just yet. “Well, how likely is it that SI Games is aware of this and is going to do something about it?”

“I would say they are one hundred percent aware of this,” said Funky as we climbed a set of stairs up to a higher level of the sewers. “As is every government in the world, who are now in danger of losing a fair chunk of their citizens to the game unless we can stop Dark Kosmos. I imagine SI Games has its developers working overtime to correct this, though whether they’ll be able to save us in time … I can’t say.”

I grimaced at Funky’s last sentence. “If no one is coming to save us, then I guess we have to save ourselves. We need to find Dark Kosmos and kill him. It’s the only way.”

“That’s where we’re going,” said Funky. He gestured ahead. “The sewer system of Adventure City connects to every single building in the city, including Dark Kosmos’ headquarters. In fact, that’s why I came down here in the first place. Dark Kosmos’ current Hideout is too heavily protected on the surface. It might be easier for us to break in from underneath.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said, looking ahead as we walked, “because if we can’t enter through this way, then—”

A sudden scratching noise caught my ears. It was just barely audible above the din of the roaring waters below, but it was definitely distinct and noticeable. If I had to guess, it was probably coming from the ceiling, but when I looked up, I didn’t see anything except the ceiling of the sewers.

“Did you hear that?” I asked Funky, coming to a stop and looking around.

Funky stopped a few feet ahead of me and frowned. “Hear what?”

“A scratching sound,” I said, still looking around. “Like someone is scraping against the concrete.”

Cy had also come to a stop and was biting on his fingernails. “Another Sewer Croc?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Too soft to be a Sewer Croc. It has to be something—”

The scratching sound suddenly grew louder and louder. It now came from either end of the sewers and this time, even Cy and Funky heard it. The three of us closed in together, waiting for the source of the scratching sound to show itself.

Perhaps that was a mistake because at that moment, a mass of spiders exploded out from behind us.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

The dark mass of huge spiders rushed toward us like an oncoming wave. Without hesitation, I Scanned the horde of spiders and got this:

Kosmos Spider Horde

LEVELS: 5-15

HEALTH: 10-20

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Untamed Beast

WEAK POINT: Body

Kosmos Spiders are monsters created from Dark Kosmos’ own evil essence. Lacking individual wills and minds, they often travel in massive hordes that devour anyone not fast enough to evade them. Although fragile and easy to kill individually, together they form a mighty horde that even a Sewer Croc would tremble before. It is recommended you do not fight a horde alone.

Congratulations! You performed your first ever Group Scan! This is a sub-Power of Scan that allows you to Scan Groups, not just the individuals who make them up! Level up Scan to get even more information for Group Scan!

“Those are Dark Kosmos’ minions,” I said. I glanced at Funky. “Funky, we’ve got to run. No way we can take on so many of those at once.”

Funky, however, shook his head. “We can’t outrun them, but we don’t need to. Lennox, go! Fire Breath!”

With a mighty but tiny cry, Lennox launched off of Funky’s shoulder and shot toward the incoming Kosmos Spider Horde like a bullet. Lennox looked positively tiny in comparison to the massive horde of Kosmos Spiders and I wanted to look away, knowing that the tiny dragon was going to die as soon as he collided with the horde.

But that didn’t happen. Instead, Lennox took in a deep breath and unleashed a huge burst of fire that was way too big for a dragon his size. The fire consumed the Kosmos Spider Horde in an instant, which had been going too fast to dodge. Not that there was any room in the sewer to dodge such a huge blast, though.

Heat rolled off in waves as Lennox burned every last Kosmos Spider to ash. I could even hear the Kosmos Spiders screeching in pain. Combined with the heat—which bothered me a lot due to my Ice Man Costume—and the general stench of the sewer, it made me feel sick to my stomach. Still, I stayed where I was, watching as Lennox’s flames continued to pour out of his mouth seemingly forever, until Funky shouted, “That’s enough, Lennox!”

Lennox suddenly closed his jaw shut, cutting off his huge flame blast. Then Lennox flew back over to Funky and landed on his shoulder, a smug look on his tiny dragon features.

And I couldn’t blame him. Every last Kosmos Spider was ash. Where there had once been a living, squirming horde of monster spiders ready to eat us, there was now a massive pile of blackened ash, much of which had fallen into the wastewaters below to be swept downstream to wherever Adventure City’s waste was deposited. With Cy’s Sweet Scent having worn off at some point, the sewers smelled like a mixture of human waste and burned ash, although Cy quickly used Sweet Scent again to make the stench bearable.

“Whoa,” I said, staring at the pile of ash that had once been the Kosmos Spider Horde. “Did Lennox really do that all by himself?”

Funky nodded as he patted Lennox on the head. “Sure. Lennox is Level 20, so he’s a fair bit stronger than the Horde. Plus, Kosmos Spiders, despite being literal incarnations of evil, are still weak to Fire like most normal spiders are. And seeing as I’ve been min-maxing Lennox’s Fire Breath Power, I knew he could mow them all down quite easily.”

“How did you know they were weak to Fire?” I said, glancing at Funky. “My own Scan didn’t show anything like that. It just said their Weak Point is ‘Body’.”

“Level up Scan more,” Funky suggested. “I would suggest getting it to Level Three. That’s when you can see an enemy’s Weakness as well as Weak Point. Once you understand both, taking down even powerful enemies becomes pretty easy.”

I bit my lower lip. I wished I had known that before, but I guess I was still a noob and still had a lot to learn. In any case, I made a mental note to use Scan more often in order to level it up faster, especially after getting the notification for Group Scan.

“That … was … AWESOME!” Cy said. He did a quick dance on the spot. “I’m so excited that I need to do a victory dance!”

Cy began doing a rather strange dance that consisted of him jerking his arms around in a weird, awkward manner. His dance was so strange that even Lennox was looking at Cy like he was crazy. I probably would have stared, too, but I was pretty used to Cy’s eccentricities by now, so I just rolled my eyes.

“I imagine that is why most players aren’t using the sewers to get to Dark Kosmos,” said Funky, tapping his chin in thought.

I looked at Cy. “What, do you mean Cy’s dance moves? They’re awkward, but they’re not that bad.”

“No, I am referring to the Horde,” said Funky, gesturing at the giant pile of ash sitting not too far away from us. “I could see how that Horde could overtake less aware players, especially players who aren’t even aware of the Kosmos Spiders’ weakness or who lack Fire Powers. If I didn’t have Lennox or had neglected to level up his Fire Breath Power, we probably wouldn’t have survived, either.”

I shuddered, imagining the horde of evil spiders ripping our flesh off our bones. It wasn’t a pretty mental image. “Would Ice Powers have worked as well?”

“Nope,” said Funky, “at least not as effectively as Fire. Kosmos Spiders, being made of pure evil, would only be inconvenienced by Ice in a very minor way unless you had some kind of area of effect attack that could strike multiple enemies at once hard and fast. Otherwise, Fire is the way to go.”

I nodded. It occurred to me that, aside from Ice Beam and Freezing Touch, I did not have any actual Ice-based area of effect attacks. I wondered if I would learn some more as time went on, because right now my only two Ice Powers seemed rather inadequate for dealing with multiple foes at once. “Then I guess we should keep going before more of Dark Kosmos’ minions come after us.”

“Agreed,” said Funky. “But don’t you think we should form a Team before we head any further? That way, we can split the experience and loot from mob battles, as well as have a way to communicate with each other over long distances.”

“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll form one.”

I quickly opened my Team menu and sent Funky a request to join Team Winter. As soon as Funky accepted, a few notifications appeared in my vision:

Congratulations! You have formed your first Team. Although it’s just the two of you right now, you can add up to 98 more players to your Team before you will have to upgrade to a League! Check out the status of your Team under the [TEAM] tab in your menu.

Hero FunkyFresh94 accepts your Team request! Total members: 2/100.

Interesting. I checked my Team tab and saw this on the screen:

NAME: Team Winter [Edit]

MEMBERS: Winter [Team Leader], FunkyFresh94

TOTAL MEMBERS: 2/100

ALIGNMENT: Hero

TEAM MISSIONS: N/A

TEAM POWERS: N/A

TEAM POINTS: 2

TEAM REPUTATION: Unknown

Puzzled, I looked at Funky and said, “What’s a Team Power?”

“Powers that are usable only with a Team,” Funky explained. “Certain Powers are only available to Teams, such as Lightning Storm, which is a Power that requires a lightning-based Hero and a wind-based Hero to use. Group Heal Powers typically also work better in Teams than with Solo players.”

“It says we have only two members,” I said. I glanced at Cy. “But isn’t Cy part of the Team, too?”

“Sidekicks don’t count in the Team system,” said Funky, shaking his head. “Only Heroes and Villains can form Teams, although their Sidekicks will get the same benefits from being part of the Team, so it’s not an issue if you’re worried about leveling up Cy.”

I nodded again. “Okay, that makes sense. And what’s a League?”

“I’ll explain that later,” said Funky. “For now, we need to keep moving. Dark Kosmos probably knows we killed his spiders. Besides, we have a rendezvous that I don’t want to be late to.”

“Rendezvous?” I said, looking at Funky curiously. “Exactly who are we meeting with?”

“You’ll see,” Funky replied. “It isn’t far from here, so let’s keep going. The longer we stay here, the easier it becomes for Dark Kosmos to find us.”

With that, Funky turned around and walked further down into the Sewers. Cy and I followed, but my thoughts were now on my new Team. I was very interested in learning more about Team mechanics and Powers and how it all worked together. I suspected, although did not know for sure, that Team Powers might be just what we needed in order to defeat Dark Kosmos.

At the very least, there was probably safety in numbers, and if Funky happened to know some people who could join our Team, then I certainly couldn’t complain about that. Assuming, of course, Dark Kosmos could be defeated at all … which even I wasn’t sure was possible.


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

The rest of our journey through the Sewers was fairly simple. We did not run into any more of Dark Kosmos’ minions, but we did run into a few Sewer Rats. They weren’t as small as normal rats, however. They were as big as beagles and had teeth and claws as sharp as knives. Luckily, they weren’t very smart or tough, so it was easy to kill the Sewer Rats, which gave us some experience, but not nearly enough to level up. We also got some item drops, mostly bits of money and jewelry that wasn’t useful for anything other than reselling at some point, though I took it anyway so I could get some more money later on.

Aside from that, however, the journey was uneventful, so I had a lot of time to think about my current predicament once again. My eyes kept drifting to the grayed out ‘HELP’ button at the bottom of my character screen. It was my only connection to the outside world, and now, it was disabled. That meant I couldn’t talk to anyone outside of the game, a fact I knew already, but which seemed to become more and more real with each passing second.

Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t a big fan of Chuck. But the fact was that Chuck was my only real-world contact. He might have been an annoyingly pedantic government bureaucrat who maybe liked his governmental authority a little too much, but as long as my ‘HELP’ button worked, it allowed me to speak with him. I was now facing the very real possibility that I might never get to speak to Chuck or anyone else outside of the game ever again. And that was a terrifying thought in itself.

I had no doubt in my mind that Dark Kosmos had no intention of letting any of the players go. Even if every single player in the game, regardless of Alignment, Teamed up to get me and drop me on his front porch with a neat bow on top, Dark Kosmos would probably still keep everyone trapped. Generally speaking, people who talked about ‘punishing’ others for their ‘crimes’ rarely stopped when they said they would. I knew one cop back in the real world who got off on beating up criminals he thought ‘deserved’ it until he went a step too far and ended up losing both his badge and his freedom after beating the wrong person. Dark Kosmos struck me as being the same, despite being an NPC.

And that was what was weird. How and why did an NPC apparently gain enough self-awareness to tell the difference between players and NPCs? And even worse, how did he realize that locking players into their GamePods was the best way to go about torturing us? True, it didn’t affect me and the other Project Second Life participants (whose identities I still didn’t know), but for the millions and millions of other players in the game, it was a death sentence.

How was this even possible, anyway? What company would intentionally design a game that someone could get trapped in and potentially die? Granted, this was the first time that anything like this had ever happened as far as I knew, but the mere fact that SI Games programmed their GamePods with this potential was troubling in itself. I wondered if SI Games was less innocent than it first appeared.

In any case, I knew that the only way we’d find out the truth was by reaching Dark Kosmos and taking him out. Whether he really was as invincible as some people claimed or he could be killed like any other boss, that was our only choice at this point.

My thoughts were interrupted when Funky came to a stop in front of a nondescript section of the sewer and said, “Wait.”

Cy and I—who had accidentally walked past Funky when he stopped—stopped and looked over our shoulders at Funky. Funky, however, was not looking at us. He was running his hands along the slimy, dirty sewer walls as if searching for something.

“What is it?” I asked as Cy and I turned around to face Funky.

“Looking for the—ah, here it is,” said Funky.

Funky pressed one of the stones into the wall. An instant later, a portion of the wall swung inward like a door, showing yet another hallway—this one smaller and narrower than the one we were in—leading down into a dark corridor.

“Come in,” said Funky, stepping aside and gesturing at the open doorway. “We’ll be safe in here.”

Cy looked at it doubtfully. “What, exactly, is ‘in here’?”

“This is my Base,” said Funky with a slight hint of irritation in his voice. “Don’t worry about entering. I added your names to the list of allowed visitors, so you should be able to go in without any difficulty. And we should enter quickly. It’s not safe to stand out here in the Sewers for long.”

I was about to ask why, but then I heard a splash in the water behind me and looked over my shoulder into the wastewater below. I did not see anything in the waters, but I decided that I didn’t want to see whatever had splashed down there, so Cy and I entered the hallway with Funky following behind us. Funky closed the door shut behind us surprisingly quietly, briefly plunging all three of us into absolute darkness before Lennox’s eyes suddenly began glowing like a flashlight and Funky, as usual, took the lead.

We didn’t have to walk far before we found yet another door, which Funky opened and stepped beyond. I went next and found my eyes blinking furiously, because the lights in here were far brighter than the darkness behind us. It took my eyes a second to adjust to the sudden and abrupt change in lighting, but once they did, I was able to see the room into which we had emerged.

It was a massive concrete room. Not quite as big as my Base, but a lot more spacious than you’d assume a room in a sewer would be. It was shaped somewhat like a college lecture hall, with a pit in the middle where what looked like an entertainment system, complete with massive hover screen and the latest video game system, stood. Doorways to individual rooms were spaced along the walls at about ten feet intervals, meaning this place was even bigger than I initially thought.

Even weirder, however, was the disco ball hanging from the ceiling, while purple throw rugs were everywhere, and the entire place smelled faintly of what I was sure was marijuana. Soft jazz music was playing somewhere in the background, while the lights on the ceiling were twinkling slightly. It felt like I’d walked back into an old era, like the 1970s or something, which was practically ancient history at this point.

“Whoa,” said Cy, looking around at the place. “This place is so cool! Is that a disco ball? Do you like disco?”

Funky shrugged. “Yeah. They say disco is dead, but personally I think it never died. It was an under-appreciated art form that I still hope will one day make a comeback.”

“Awesome,” said Cy. He looked at me. “Hey, boss, can we get a disco ball for the Base?”

“No,” I said flatly. I looked around. “Where is everyone? I thought you said we were going to meet some people.”

Just as I said that, one of the doors on the other side of the room opened and four very familiar people stepped out of it. I thought I caught a glimpse of a bunch of dinner plates and dishes behind them before the door closed, but I didn’t care because I knew exactly who those four people were and I was really happy to see them.

“Dillo?” I said. “Recover? What are you guys doing here?”

Dillo smiled and waved when he saw us. Hop, as usual, just glanced up from her phone before looking down at it again, which I suppose was all the hello we were going to get from her. As for Recover, she also waved, although in a way that reminded me of a politician on the campaign trail, while Brawn just smiled because he held Recover’s medical toolbox in his arms and didn’t have any hands free to wave. In any case, I was pleased to see the blue aura around their nametags, indicating that they wanted to defeat Dark Kosmos as well.

The seven of us met in the middle of the room, right where the massive entertainment system was. While our Sidekicks all took seats on the sofas and couches set in the middle, I walked up to Dillo and gave him a high five, saying, “It’s great to see you again! Where have you been? I sent you a message after Dark Kosmos appeared, but you didn’t respond.”

“Sorry about that,” said Dillo with a sheepish smile. “Funky contacted me first and asked me to come down here and wait while he went to get you. Said I didn’t need to respond to your messages.”

I nodded and looked at Recover. “And why are you here?”

Recover put her hands on her hips. “Because every Team needs a Healer. Plus, I owe Funky one. We know each other.”

I glanced at Funky, but he did not elaborate on what she meant. He was busy pushing aside his video game systems and controllers, many of which looked pretty old. It occurred to me that it was possible to play normal video games in Capes Online, which meant you were essentially playing video games in a video game. That was both mind-blowing and mundane at the same time. I couldn’t decide if that was repetitive or really cool.

Shaking my head, I looked art Dillo and Recover and I said, “Well, you guys might as well join my Team if we’re all going to be taking down Dark Kosmos together. Let me send you guys a couple of invites.”

I sent Dillo and Recover Team invites, which the two of them accepted immediately. As soon as they did, a notification appeared in my sight:

[Hero Dillo] and [Hero Recover] have joined your Team! You now have 4 Team Points. Total members: 4/100.

“Huh?” I said, reading the notification again. “Why did I get Team Points just for you guys joining up?”

“Because that’s how Teams level up,” said Funky without looking at me. “For every member who joins your Team, you get one Team Point you can use to level up Team Powers. Teams lack levels like individual players do, so this is the only way to make your Team stronger. Each Teammate is essentially a ‘level,’ so you can think of Team Winter as being Level Four at the moment.”

“I see,” I said. “And what happens if I reach Level One Hundred? It said something about upgrading my Team to a ‘League’ when I first formed the Team.”

“I’ll explain later,” said Funky again. He turned around to face me, apparently done doing whatever he was doing. “In any case, it looks like everyone is here. That means it’s time to discuss what we’re going to do next.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I said. I gestured at our glowing blue nametags. “Find Dark Kosmos. Kill him. That’s my simple, two-step plan for success.”

“Simple is good,” said Cy, who was reclining on a particularly comfy-looking pink sofa. “I like simple. Any plan more complicated than three steps and you’ve lost me.”

“It’s not going to be that simple,” said Recover, shaking her head. “And not just because Dark Kosmos is really powerful, either. We’re going to have to deal with other players.”

“I knew that,” I said. “They want me, but as long as we stay in the sewers—”

“I’m not referring to that,” said Recover. “I’m referring to the fact that some players are actually working for Dark Kosmos now. I saw them on my way here.”

“Working with Dark Kosmos?” I said. “To do what?”

Recover looked at me with a serious expression. “They’re kidnapping players … and torturing them.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Torturing players?” I repeated in shock. “You mean other players are torturing their fellow players?”

“On Dark Kosmos’ orders,” said Recover. She folded her arms, a troubled frown on her face. “When Brawn and I were making our way here, we saw a fairly big Team of players attack and kidnap a relative newbie, a young girl who I didn’t recognize. We overheard them talking about how Dark Kosmos was going to pay ‘well’ for kidnapping her, as well as how they looked forward to hearing her screams once Dark Kosmos started torturing her.”

A chill went down my spine. “But it’s just a game, right? Surely torture can’t be that bad.”

“Depends on her pain level,” said Funky, scratching his chin. “If she’s set it high enough, it could be even worse than being tortured in real life.”

“Pain level?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”

Recover looked at me as if I was a bit slow. “When you started the game, didn’t it ask you to adjust your pain levels to your preference?”

Quickly realizing my mistake, I scratched the back of my head and said, “Oh, yeah, uh, I just forgot. I just sort of glanced over that option when I started, though, so maybe one of you guys can explain it to me in detail.”

“No problem,” said Funky, who did not seem as impatient with me as Recover was. “When you first begin playing Capes Online, you can adjust the Fully Immersive Pain Levels. This ranges from Easy—where you don’t feel pain except in the most extreme circumstances—to Real, where you feel every bit of pain you would feel in real life. For example, Easy means you won’t feel it if you stub your toe on furniture, whereas Real means you not only will feel it, but might even break your toe outright depending on how hard you stubbed it.”

“Why would you want to feel Real pain?” I said. “Wouldn’t that make Capes Online, well, not fun?”

“Different Pain Levels allow for different experience gains,” Funky explained. “Easy may mean you won’t feel much pain, but your experience growth will be quite slow. Real, by contrast, gives you maximum experience growth. As you can imagine, most of CO’s top players use the Real Pain option to maximize character growth.”

I stroked my chin. “It still seems a little weird to me. Why would players be allowed to feel Real pain? Wouldn’t that have adverse psychological effects on a person’s mind after a while?”

“You can only access the Real pain option if you are over 18 and get approval from a doctor and psychologist first,” Funky said quickly. “Some countries even require government approval before you can choose that option. The vast majority of CO players usually set their pain settings to one of the many levels in between Easy and Real. Also, you can’t change your pain settings once you start playing, although you can see your settings on your character screen anytime you want.”

I quickly opened my character sheet and saw a tab that read ‘PAIN LEVEL.’ Opening it, I saw that my Pain Level was set to ‘REAL,’ which explained why pain felt so, well, real in this game. I wondered if Chuck had set my Pain Level or if it was automatic, because I certainly couldn’t remember setting it myself when I began playing.

“In any case, Recover, can you tell us more about what you saw?” said Dillo. “Did you recognize any of the players who are working for Dark Kosmos?”

Recover shook her head. “No, I didn’t. But the Team seemed to be mostly comprised of Villains and their leader was a guy calling himself Atmosfear.”

“Atmosfear?” I repeated sharply. “Did you say Atmosfear?”

Recover nodded and looked at me curiously. “Yes, why? Do you know him?”

“I know his name, but I’ve never seen him myself before,” I said. “Remember when I got poisoned outside of Super Coffee and you healed me? That was due to an Assassin he hired named Miles, who told me that ‘Atmosfear says hi.’”

“Weird coincidence,” said Dillo, scratching his armpit. “Are you sure you don’t know him?”

“I’m sure,” I said. “Without revealing too much, I haven’t let anyone I know in real life know who my in-game avatar is. And I haven’t been playing Capes Online long enough to have made enemies with any of the other players. I think I’ve pissed off more NPCs at this point than players, so I have no idea why Atmosfear hates me.”

“Well, like I said, he seemed to be the Team Leader,” said Recover. “Actually, Brawn took some footage of the incident. Brawn?”

Brawn, who had sunk into one of the many comfy sofas strewn around Funky’s Base, sat up and pulled what looked like a mini-projector out of his pocket. His massive fingers somehow managed to navigate the tiny, fragile controls of the projector and a hologram streamed out of the projector into the middle of the area.

It showed what looked like a Team of at least a dozen Villains and their Sidekicks laughing and jeering among each other in a dark alleyway. The camera’s perspective was from the first person, most likely Brawn’s, because I could hear his heavy breathing as he observed the Team, although he was far enough away from the Villains that they probably couldn’t hear him.

As I watched, the Villains appeared to be celebrating something, although I wasn’t sure what until a break in the group appeared and showed a young girl—who couldn’t have been more than eighteen—kneeling on the ground in the middle of them. She was small and petite, with a costume that made her look like a walking sunflower. The nametag [HERO SUNSHINE] hovered above her head, which I was displeased to see was red, but that didn’t matter. After all, the nametags of the Villains were also red, which meant they had all accepted the UM to kill me.

“Please,” Sunshine was saying, tears streaming down the side of her face and wetting her sunflower-head-like mask. “Please, let me go. I just want to get out of this game. I don’t want to hurt—”

A rock came out of the crowd of Villains and struck her in the forehead. Although the blow did not knock her out or even kill her, it did leave a huge gash above her right eye that was bleeding profusely. I knew from experience that bleeding counted as a debuff in this game, but even if she wasn’t bleeding Health, she still had to be in pain.

“Please, please,” came a mocking Southern-accented voice from out of the Team. “Oh, please don’t hurt me, Mr. Villain. I’m just a scared little girl who just wants to go home.”

A Villain separated from the rest of the crowd and walked up to Sunshine. He was a tall, powerfully built man wearing a suit of silver and red armor, though it was mostly silver with splashes of red here and there. He looked like a bodybuilder, his huge muscles straining against his armor, yet it did not seem to slow him down in the slightest. His helmet reminded me of a Roman centurion’s helmet, except with a visor to hide his eyes, although it did not hide his cruel smile.

More importantly, however, was the nametag above his head: [VILLAIN ATMOSFEAR], which seemed to glow red even more than the others.

“Please,” Sunshine said again, her voice pleading. “I don’t know what I did to make you attack me like this, but I promise I won’t—”

Atmosfear suddenly slapped Sunshine across the face, knocking her down onto the street. The Villains broke into another round of cheers and applause, with one guy even wolf whistling.

“Shut up, darling,” said Atmosfear, lowering his hand. “Pretty young things like you should learn to keep your mouth shut. Your Sidekick was a mouthy one, too, and look what we did to him.”

Atmosfear gestured to something that Brawn’s camera did not show, but I could tell based on Sunshine’s terrified expression that it couldn’t be any good. Even though I knew Sidekicks were just NPCs, I couldn’t help but feel disgusted at the implications of Atmosfear’s words anyway.

“Do you want money?” asked Sunshine. She didn’t even get up. She was just staring up at Atmosfear with pleading eyes. “I don’t have much money in-game, but my dad is rich and he can pay any price you ask. Any price at all.”

Atmosfear knelt over Sunshine, a cool, wicked grin on his face. “Dearie, I don’t want or need money. Hell, I don’t even want sex, even though you’re a cutie. I just want to be able to do what I want, when I want, to whoever I want, for any reason I want. Like this.”

Atmosfear snapped his fingers suddenly. I didn’t know what happened until Sunshine began choking and gasping for breath. She reached for her throat, but as far as I could tell, she was not being physically choked by Atmosfear. Yet she was clearly choking nonetheless and, based on the way her skin turned blue, I could tell she was dying.

Then, without warning, Atmosfear snapped his fingers again and Sunshine suddenly gasped for breath. She breathed hard as Atmosfear stood up and dusted off his hands like he had just finished a hard day’s work.

“Many, I love this game,” said Atmosfear with a lick of his lips. “In real life, I’d need to tie a rope ‘round her neck and pull to make her choke. Here, though, I can just take away her air and watch her choke like a puppy on a chicken bone. This really is heaven.”

“You mean … you aren’t going to kill me?” asked Sunshine in an incredibly weak voice.

Atmosfear shook his head. “Nah, darling. If we did that, you’d just respawn in your Base with your Sidekick. Naw, we’re gonna drag you straight to Dark Kosmos himself. He’s in the business of accepting players, or so I hear, and will pay a fine bounty for every player brought to him. I’m not looking to become a rich man by any means, but I don’t mind earning a buck or two off work I’d normally do for free.”

Atmosfear looked over his shoulder at the rest of his Teammates. “What the heck are you guys standing around for? Tie up this girlie and let’s get her to Dark Kosmos’ Hideout. Then we’re hitting the streets again. We’ve got a long night ahead of us and I don’t want to waste even a single minute of it.”

The Villains converged on Sunshine and Atmosfear again, but then that was where the recording ended. Brawn turned off the hologram and sat back, a deeply disturbed look on his normally stoic features.

Everyone looked disturbed by this revelation, including me. But frankly, I wasn’t disturbed. I was angry. Atmosfear reminded me of all of the crooks and thugs I had vowed to get off the streets of my hometown. It never occurred to me that there might be some in Capes Online, but it looked like some players took their Villain role perhaps a little too seriously.

“That was …” Dillo shook his head. “I don’t even know how to describe that.”

“Evil,” said Funky softly. “Pure evil.”

Recover nodded. “Can’t say I disagree. Some people like to use Capes Online as a way to live our their heroic fantasies, but then you get guys like Atmosfear who … well, use it as a way to live out all their most depraved fantasies that they aren’t allowed to in real life.”

“Why would the game designers allow this?” I said, my hands curled into fists. “Someone like Atmosfear shouldn’t be allowed to play this game. That was pure torture. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“Normally, there are rules against such wanton cruelty against other players,” said Funky, “but with all connection to the outside world cut off, there’s nothing the developers can do about it. I imagine Atmosfear must realize this. He thinks he can get away with doing whatever the heck he wants in here because it’s just a game and there’s no one to stop him.”

My hands clenched even tightly, making my knuckles turned white. “The developers might not be able to stop him, but we can.”

I turned around to leave and go hunt down Atmosfear, but then Funky said, “Don’t go.”

I looked at Funky in irritation. “Why not? Someone needs to stop him now.”

“Because Atmosfear isn’t the main threat here,” said Funky. He pointed up at his nametag. “Dark Kosmos is. If we can defeat Dark Kosmos and reestablish a connection to the outside world, then the developers can deal with Atmosfear and his cronies. If we go hunting for Atmosfear now, we’re just going to waste time that could be better spent taking down Kosmos.”

I scowled but realized Funky had a point. Atmosfear, as evil and horrible as he was, was just a player taking advantage of the current situation to do what he wanted. If I found Atmosfear and killed him, he would just respawn in his Hideout and probably resume his evil deeds.

But if we stopped Dark Kosmos, then we would not only free everyone, but also allow the developers to deal with Atmosfear properly. Maybe I could even convince Chuck to get the Department of VR to investigate him.

So I turned to face Funky again and said, “Then what are we waiting for? Now that we’re all here, let’s go take down Dark Kosmos once and for all.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Before we left Funky’s Base, Funky gave all of us Health and Energy Drinks, about twenty each. That surprised me, but Funky informed me that he had a whole bunch of different items in storage for exactly this sort of occasion. Although we as a Team would be able to help and support each other, it was still important that we were able to stand on our own as well, should we get separated from the Team. It was a nice gesture on his part, but once again made me wonder what Funky’s real identity was.

In any case, after restocking our items, Team Winter left Funky’s Base and continued our trek through the sewers. Our destination, of course, hadn’t changed: Dark Kosmos’ Hideout, the former Hall of Justice, which was not too far away now according to Funky, who had somehow obtained a map of Adventure City’s sewer system. I said ‘somehow’ because when I checked my map, it showed nothing but a tiny dot representing me and Cy walking through a blank environment. Apparently, you needed to buy or obtain maps of specific locations as rewards for completing missions, which was something I didn’t know until Funky explained it to me.

The seven of us formed a basic formation. Dillo took the lead, due to his Powered Armor status and excellent Defense meaning he could handle frontal attacks better than the rest of us. Although Brawn was a Fighter and not a Powered Armor, he nonetheless took up the back due to his own massive Defense making him ideal for protecting the Team from sneak attacks. The rest of us were in the middle, although Lennox took to the air above us, flying and staying near the ceiling to keep an eye out for any ceiling traps. Although our formation was conducive for safety, I still kept my guard up in case of attack, although I noticed all of us were on edge.

Except for Cy. He was rambling on and on to Hop, who was still absorbed in her phone, about how he loved being part of a Team and how he was busily thinking of a dance routine for the Team. Funky also happened to be listening, because he walked near the two Sidekicks, although I could tell he was wishing he had decided to scout ahead rather than stay with the rest of us. Frankly, I was just glad Cy had found someone else willing to put up with his tangential ramblings other than me, although I could tell Hop was not paying attention to anything he was saying to her.

 That left me and Recover walking side by side. I walked on her left, putting me near the water. That was fine, because Recover, as a Healer, was no good at offense and wouldn’t be able to defend herself against any attacks from the water. That probably explained why she looked so jumpy, her eyes darting back and forth rapidly as she kept an eye out for anything that might try to attack us.

“I get keeping your guard up, but maybe you should relax a little,” I said to Recover as we walked. “You’re perfectly safe with us.”

Recover looked at me suddenly as if she had forgotten I was here. “Oh, sorry. I’m just so used to being Solo that I’ve picked up the habit of situational awareness. As a Healer, my offensive stats are pretty poor, so I usually have to rely on Brawn here to defend me in the event of an attack.”

I nodded. “How do Healers level up if you guys have such poor offensive stats?”

“Through healing,” Recover explained. “Healing people grants Healers such as myself experience. Depending on how much Health we restore or how bad the debuff or status condition is, we can get a lot of experience. That’s why Healers typically stick to Teams, because when you’re on a Team, you always have lots of opportunities to heal people, especially if it’s a big and active Team that goes on a lot of dangerous missions where people get hurt.”

“Makes sense,” I said, “but you always seem to be on your own whenever I see you. Any reason for that?”

Recover looked away from me suddenly, keeping her eyes on the floor. She ducked under an overhanging pipe as she said, “I’m … not much of a Team player, honestly. I prefer to work alone, which is why I’ve had trouble leveling up. Kind of ironic I got the Healer class when I don’t play well with others.”

I also ducked under the pipe, but heard a dull thud behind me and Cy say, “Ow!” which I ignored in order to focus on Recover. “I get it. Frankly, I’m not much of a Team player, either, and I was a police officer in the real world.”

“Was?” said Recover, looking at me curiously. “You mean you aren’t anymore?”

Uh oh. I forgot that Recover had no idea what I really was, so I quickly said, “I mean, I am. I just spoke in the past tense because this game is so real that it feels like a second life sometimes, you know?”

“I know exactly what you mean,” said Recover. She ran a hand down her body. “Every sensation feels almost exactly like real life. I know this technology isn’t really new anymore, but it still blows my mind how realistic it feels. Sometimes I even think that it is real and that real life is the game.”

Despite myself, I could not help but follow Recover’s hand as it went down her body. This may have just been an avatar designed to represent the real Recover, but that didn’t stop me from appreciating her rather curvy form. But then I remembered Sally and shook my head. “No. However realistic this game might be, there’s no way I could ever think this is anything other than that.”

“I guess so,” said Recover with a shrug. “But if we can’t stop Dark Kosmos, then it might become our real life after all. Not saying I want it to, you understand, but if we can’t stop him—”

“Don’t say that,” I said. “Don’t even think it. We have to stop Dark Kosmos.”

“I know,” said Recover, “but I also know that nothing in life is guaranteed. In the real world, I’ve seen lots of people—young people with a bright future ahead of them—die due to some tragic accident no one saw coming. I worry sometimes that we’re going down the same path here.”

I bit my lower lip and looked at my feet. “We’ll figure something out. We have to.”

Although I didn’t say it out loud, I said that because we had the lives of millions of people on our shoulders. Real human beings, with real lives, histories, and real friends and families. Even if some of them were monsters like Atmosfear, that didn’t mean we had any right to ignore their plight. Give it a few more days and soon people would start dying from a lack of nutrition to their bodies in the real world. That meant we had no time to lose.

We became quiet after that, except for Cy, of course, but even he rambled in a much softer tone than normal. All of us were either on high alert for possible ambushes—not unlikely given what we’d already been through—or lost in our own thoughts. For me, I alternated between thinking about how I really should have level grinded more before coming down here, because I was still Level 11, which I doubted would be enough to make me useful in the fight against Dark Kosmos, and keeping my eyes and ears open for any sounds that might herald trouble.

Luckily for us, however, Funky not only had a map of the sewers but he also apparently had high enough Perception that he was able to steer us away from possible ambush sites. We took several shortcuts, going through secret doorways and passageways I would never have guessed even existed if Funky hadn’t pointed them out to us. Every now and then we’d come across a [Sewer Rat] or two, but they were never a problem for our Team and always went down extremely quickly. It was amazing how well Funky knew the layout of the Sewers and made me grateful he was on our Team.

Despite the knowledge that we had made it this far because of Funky’s Skills, I still found the lack of enemies very concerning. The closer we got to Dark Kosmos’ Hideout, the more enemies we should have run into … right? We didn’t even run into any players, although I took that to mean most players were still too afraid of the sewers and the creatures which dwelt within to risk coming down here in search of me. I bet most players didn’t even know I was down here, either, which made it even less likely that they would come after us.

After another half hour or so of walking through twisting, winding passageways, I looked over my shoulder at Funky and said, “Funky, just how much much longer until we find the entrance to Dark Kosmos’ Hideout? Getting a little tired here.”

“Me, too,” said Cy, nodding. He gestured at Hop. “Doesn’t help that Hop is a bad conversationalist. I’ve been talking to her this entire time and she’s just said like, one or two words, when I’ve said at least thirty thousand and one-half words.”

Funky’s eyes briefly lost focus as he no doubt looked at the map that had materialized in his vision. “Actually, we should be almost directly underneath it now. Should be right around this upcoming corner and down the hallway a few feet.”

Everyone on the Team sighed in relief. I guess all of us had been getting impatient with just walking around in the dark, dreary, stinky sewers for what seemed like hours. Even Cy’s Sweet Scent Power make the journey that much more pleasurable.

We turned the corner up ahead, but came to an abrupt stop as a group as soon as we saw what stood before us.

Just a few feet ahead of us was a wall of pitch-black darkness. Well, it wasn’t entirely darkness. It looked kind of like the night sky out in the countryside, reminding me of the nights I’d spent on my grandfather’s ranch during the summer back when I was a kid. Twinkling lights of various colors shone from the dark wall, which stretched vertically and horizontally in every direction, making it impossible to go through or around.

Curious, I Scanned the wall and was surprised to see some information:

Dark Wall

LEVEL: Adjustable

HEALTH: 1,000/1,000

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Dark Minion

WEAK POINT: N/A

Although completely lacking in mobility and offense like Dark Kosmos’ other Minions, Dark Walls nonetheless are a force to be reckoned with in their own right. Their sky-high Defense, immense HP, and immunities to most Energy-based attacks means they make excellent guards and defenses. Be careful not to get too close, however, because Dark Walls are known to have huge appetites and will eat anything that touches them.

“What the—?” I looked at the others. “Am I the only who sees that this thing’s level is ‘Adjustable’? What the heck does that even mean?”

“I don’t know for sure,” said Funky slowly, “but if I had to guess, I would say that Dark Wall’s Level changes depending on the players it faces. If it fights high-leveled players, it will become high enough to give them a challenge, and vice versa for low-leveled players.”

“I didn’t even know enemies could adjust their Levels like that,” I said.

“Most can’t,” said Funky. “Generally-speaking, Capes Online’s Dynamic Environment usually automatically adjusts enemy Levels to be appropriate for each player. But some enemies can adjust their Levels on their own and it appears that Dark Wall is one of them.”

It was weird how Funky sounded almost proud of the game when he said that, even though now was not the time to be impressed by interesting game design. It confirmed my suspicion that Funky was probably more of a fanboy or enthusiast than anything. Otherwise, I think he’d be far more worried by this development.

“How do we get past it?” asked Recover. “I don’t see any Weak Points on the thing.”

“Same here,” said Funky. “It says its Weakness is Light. Does anyone here have any Light-based Powers?”

“I’ve got a flashlight,” said Cy, holding up his flashlight. “Will this work?”

Funky looked at Cy in a deadpan way. “No, I don’t think it will.”

I scowled. “A Weakness is just something you can exploit to make a fight easier, isn’t it? But you can still beat enemies even if you lack a Power that is super effective against them. If we all work together, we might be able to chip away at its Health the old-fashioned way.”

“Why not just double back and find another way into Dark Kosmos’ Hideout?” asked Dillo, glancing over his shoulder. “Surely there has to be another way in.”

Funky shook his head rapidly. “There isn’t, at least not within the Sewers. Even if there was, it would probably be protected by another Dark Wall. Our best bet is to make our way through the Dark Wall somehow.”

“Like I said,” I said, raising my hand, “we’ll just brute-force it. Watch.”

I fired Ice Beam at the Dark Wall and was pleased to see the Ice Beam hit the Dark Wall directly on the center. I even saw a damage notification informing me that I had dealt about 10 points of damage to the Dark Wall. Considering it had 1,000 HP, that was barely a dent, but I didn’t mind. It just proved my theory that we could harm it and whittle down its Health bit by bit. I felt pretty proud of myself for figuring that out.

All thoughts of pride vanished from my mind, however, when a giant hand made out of shadow leaped out of the Dark Wall and wrapped around me. Squeezing tightly, the shadow hand jerked me forward toward the Dark Wall, screaming all the while.
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But then I felt hands grab my feet and heard Cy shout behind me, “Don’t worry, boss! I got you!”

“We got you, you mean,” said Funky behind me. “All of us.”

I looked over my shoulder to see the entirety of Team Winter holding on tightly to my ankles and calves. Even Hop, who normally had her face buried in a smartphone, was holding onto me as tightly as she could. Their teamwork was inspiring, but I could already see their feet slipping as the Dark Wall’s hand pulled against them, making me wonder just how strong this creature was if it could pull even with so much weight attached to the end.

“Pull harder, everyone!” Funky shouted. “Don’t let him go!”

As grateful as I was that everyone was helping me, I couldn’t help but also feel the strain. Between Team Winter and the Dark Wall, I felt like I was being torn apart. Breathing became more and more difficult the harder the Dark Wall squeezed, while the strain on my legs became even worse the harder my friends held on. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I did somehow get ripped in half, but I guess I would probably respawn in my Base, which would not only be extremely painful, but also cause us to lose all of our progress.

Without warning, Lennox shot off of Funky’s shoulders and breathed a long stream of fire across the arm of the shadow hand. The fire tore through the shadow hand like butter, making it instantly dissipate and causing me to go flying back into the others. I crashed into all of Team Winter and for a moment we all lay on the ground in a tangled heap of limbs until we managed to untangle ourselves and get back to our feet.

“Whew,” I said as I rubbing my hips, which were still sore from the pressure put on them by the short tug-of-war between Team Winter and the Dark Wall. “That was a close one.”

“I’ll say,” said Recover. She brushed back a loose strand of hair. “What was that?”

“The Dark Wall protecting itself,” said Funky. He didn’t sound even remotely strained or out of breath, although I noticed a sheen of sweat across his forehead. “Apparently, it doesn’t like Ice.”

“Or Fire, that matter,” I said as Lennox landed back on Funky’s shoulders. “Funky, why don’t you have Lennox destroy the Dark Wall with his Fire Breath attack? It worked really well on those Kosmos Spiders, who were also made out of Dark Kosmos’ essence, and it worked here, too.”

Funky scratched underneath Lennox’s chin as he spoke. “Different enemies require different tactics. Kosmos Spiders are uniformly weak and also lack the ability to adjust their levels to match player difficulty. The Dark Wall, on the other hand, is a powerful, almost boss-like enemy that is more than capable of defending itself. Plus, Scan didn’t show me Fire as one of its Weaknesses, so I assume Fire is not as useful against it as we might think.”

I looked at the Dark Wall’s Health bar again and saw that Funky was right. Though Lennox’s Fire Breath might have saved me from certain doom, it only shaved off less than a fraction of the Dark Wall’s Health. Heck, it even seemed to inflict less damage on the Dark Wall than my own attack did, if that was even possible.

“Then how do we defeat it?” asked Cy in a despairing tone.

“We can’t,” said Dillo in a bitter voice. He glanced at the ceiling. “Funky said there might be another way in on the surface. I saw a manhole a few halls back. We’ll have to risk a surface assault to get past.”

I shook my head rapidly. “And risk getting spotted by players? Remember, Dark Kosmos isn’t the only—or even the biggest—threat to us personally. If we go on the surface, we might run into another group of players like Team Gears who care more about themselves than defeating Dark Kosmos. Or even worse, a group like Team Atmosfear. We need to get past this Wall.”

“But what if we can’t get past it?” asked Dillo. “I know you’re the Team Leader, Winter, but that doesn’t mean you’re always right about everything. Sometimes, there are fights you just can’t win, at least not through brute force.”

I opened my mouth to argue that point, but then I closed my mouth as Dillo’s words echoed through my mind over and over again. I looked at the Dark Wall again and then at the floor underneath it. I also glanced at Dillo’s huge, shovel-like claws, which were currently retracted to show his big hands. His claws looked thick enough to crush concrete or smash apart stone.

“Funky,” I said, glancing at Funky, who was apparently feeding Lennox something that looked like a doggy treat while the rest of us figured out our plan of attack. “Does the Dark Wall’s form extend under the floor?”

Funky shook his head. “Doubt it. Capes Online doesn’t allow for that sort of thing except with Barriers or whenever the developers want to keep players out from certain areas they’re working on. Enemies like Dark Wall wouldn’t really have those kinds of properties unless it was glitched somehow, though it doesn’t look like a glitch to me.”

I nodded and looked at Dillo. “Do you think you could tunnel underneath the Dark Wall with those huge claws of yours so we could go under it?”

Dillo frowned and looked at the concrete floor under our feet. “I think so, but I’m not sure. My Shovel Claws are meant primarily to make it easier to dig through dirt. I haven’t really tried it on concrete, much less to design a tunnel that all of us could travel through.”

“Want to try it anyway?” I asked. “It’s our best bet for getting past this wall. And I doubt the Dark Wall will even try to stop us, considering how this won’t count as an attack.”

Dillo still looked uncertain, but he nodded and said, “All right. I’ll give it a shot, but don’t be disappointed if I fail. Also, all of you guys should stand back. Dig tends to be very messy and I don’t want you guys getting hit by random chunks of concrete I might throw out as I make our tunnel.”

I noticed that Hop was already standing a good distance away from Dillo, probably from past experience. The rest of us went to join her as Dillo took a couple of tentative steps toward the Dark Wall, although the Dark Wall did nothing to indicate it was even aware of his existence. Somehow, though, I could sense the Dark Wall was watching Dillo carefully, ready to defend itself from whatever Dillo was about to do.

After a couple of seconds of what looked like a warm-up exercise, Dillo raised his claws above his head and immediately began tearing at the concrete with shocking speed. Given how slow and even clumsy Dillo was normally, I hadn’t expected him to be able to dig so quickly. Chunks of concrete went flying as Dillo’s Shovel Claws tore through the floor like candy. Most of it flew off to the side into the water or bounced off the walls, although every now and then a piece of concrete would land at our feet, though none of us got hit because of how far away we stood.

Soon, Dillo disappeared underneath the concrete floor, leaving a big hole behind him, but we could still hear his Shovel Claws furiously digging through the concrete foundation beneath us. It reminded me of a jackhammer working on concrete, a sound I was familiar with because I once got a job as a construction worker during high school and spent a good portion of my time listening to the sound of jackhammers and power tools tearing apart concrete, stone, and other hardy materials.

But soon the sound began to die off, until it abruptly cut off, although there was still a ringing sound in my ears from the loudness of the Dig. Nonetheless, we all held our breaths, waiting for Dillo to return … if he ever did, that is.

Then, without warning, Dillo’s head popped up out of the hole with a big smile on his dirt-covered face. “It worked, guys! I made it through! The Dark Wall really doesn’t extend into the ground after all. The other side is empty.”

Relieved that this worked, the rest of us crawled through Dillo’s tunnel one at a time, which was surprisingly spacious. That was probably due to the fact that Dillo was bigger and bulkier than the rest of us, although it was still too tight for all of us to make it through at once.

Nonetheless, we all managed to make it through. As I helped Hop, the last of us, out of the hole, I could sense the Dark Wall’s displeasure at how we managed to go right underneath it without risking any of our lives. I wondered if Dark Kosmos was also aware that we had gotten past his little trap without very much effort. In my mind’s eye, I could just imagine the Villain stomping his feet in rage at our outwitting him.

“Wow,” said Recover as she dusted off her Costume. “Can’t believe that worked. Seems almost too simple to me.”

“You’d be surprised at how many problems have simple solutions,” said Funky. “In any case, we made it past the Dark Wall. According to my map, the entrance to Dark Kosmos’ Hideout isn’t much farther. In fact, it should be above that ladder over there.”

Funky pointed at a ladder at the very end of the sewer. It was a simple, unassuming metal ladder, looking no different from any of the other ladders we’d seen down here, but somehow even I could tell it was our ticket out of here. Even better, it seemed unprotected.

“Freedom!” Cy yelled. He dashed over to the ladder and hugged it. “Fresh air. Light. No more stinky sewage or scary monsters. I almost want to marry this ladder and I haven’t even climbed it yet.”

Annoyed, I pulled Cy off the ladder and said, “Get a hold of yourself. We shouldn’t all go up there all at once.”

Cy looked at me with surprise. “What? Why?”

“Because there might be something bad awaiting us up there,” I said, pointing up sharply at the manhole cover far above. “I wouldn’t put it past Dark Kosmos to set up some kind of guard or trap to capture anyone who might try to break into his Hideout this way.”

“We need to send a scout,” said Funky. He looked at Cy, Hop, and Brawn. “Maybe one of the Sidekicks—?”

I held up a hand. “I’ll do it. I’m strong enough to handle whatever might be on the other side. You guys can stay here.”

“Are you sure?” asked Dillo, looking at me doubtfully. He patted his armor, which was covered in a light coating of concrete dust. “I have higher Defense than you. Might make sense to send me up there instead.”

I waved a hand at him. “Dillo, you’ve already done enough work and look exhausted from all that digging you did. Wait here while your Stamina recharges. I’ll just stick my head up there, and if I see anything, I’ll let you guys know.”

I could tell that the others weren’t quite on board with me being the scout, but I didn’t see why not. After all, I was the Team Leader here. If I wanted to do something, then I could do it, regardless of what the others thought. Besides, I always thought a leader should be the one to go into danger first, rather than risk the lives of his own followers.

Without further ado, I climbed up the ladder as fast as I could and, unscrewing the hatch, pushed it open and poked my head out.

From what I could see, it looked like the sewer opened up into a fairly open dome-shaped room. It looked big enough for maybe a dozen people, but I did not see any furniture or anything to indicate that this place was ever used for anything. The fluorescent lights on the ceiling above did not show me anything, even after I looked around. If I had to guess, this room was probably between the Sewers and the Hideout itself, probably designed to be an emergency escape route in case Dark Kosmos needed to get out of here quickly. The single steel door at the other end of the room—which looked thick enough to handle a nuclear explosion—more or less confirmed my suspicions there.

Looking down at the others, I shouted, “It’s perfectly safe. No bad guys, no traps, no—”

A huge hand grabbed my head and yanked me out of the hole. I cried out in pain and tried to fight back, but then the owner of the hand hurled me across the room with surprising strength.

My whole world spun around me as I tumbled head over heels through the air until I crashed against the wall on the other side of the room and fell to the floor. Dazed from the impact, a notification appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Dazed. Agility -10%, Evasion -10%, and Accuracy -15%. Duration: 1 minute(s).

Groaning, I also noticed that my Health bar had depleted by a few points, which made me wonder just how hard I had been thrown. Shaking my head, I looked up to see who had attacked me and felt my heart melt at the sight:

It was Omega Burst. And he wore the most chilling grin I had seen on his face yet.
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Although it hadn’t even been a day since I last saw Omega Burst, I could not help but shake when I saw him. He looked much the same as I remembered him, but somehow … bigger. He wasn’t taller, necessarily, but his muscles seemed to bulge tighter than ever under his bodysuit to the point where I thought it’d snap as soon as he moved. His huge arm cannons hummed with charged energy, while his ugly mug revealed his perfectly white, even teeth. He must have had a good dentist. Then again, do NPCs even need dental work?

“Hi there,” said Omega Burst in a false friendly voice. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Didn’t I kill you back in the Adventure Mall? You and your friends, if I recall correctly.”

I gulped and rose to my feet, but it was hard because of the Dazed debuff, which made it hard for me to even stand. I hadn’t realized just how badly a ten percent decrease in some of my Stats could affect my well-being. “Surprised you remember me in particular, given all the people you killed back then.”

Omega Burst shrugged. “I am pretty good at remembering faces. Especially the faces of the men Dark Kosmos wants me to kill.”

I leaned against the wall for support, carefully watching Omega Burst to make sure he didn’t attack me. “You’re working for Dark Kosmos now? I thought you were an independent Villain.”

“Dark Kosmos rules this world now,” Omega Burst replied. “No point in picking a fight with God, my mother always used to say. As well, Dark Kosmos has opened my eyes to the reality of you players and how you treat us.” He punched his fist into his other hand. “I will take great pleasure in slowly but surely tearing you apart. I am very good at doing that, you know. Especially at keeping you alive the whole time.”

“You talk almost as much as Cy,” I said. “Who, I imagine, you’ll get to meet once he and the others get here.”

Omega Burst bore a wolfish grin. “Oh, are you referring to your Teammates? I wouldn’t count on them for help if I were you. Others always disappoint.”

Omega Burst stepped aside, revealing the hatch I had opened was now bashed in. Even without touching it, I could tell that Omega Burst had crushed the hatch in such a way that the others wouldn’t be able to open it easily. By the time they did, I would probably be dead. I could hear faint banging sounds on the inside of the hatch and what sounded like people shouting, but the hatch was too thick for me to make out any individual words or voices.

A message appeared in the Team Winter chat:

Cyclone: Boss! Where are you? Are you okay? We saw someone grab you and I tried to climb up the ladder to help you, but then the hatch closed and I fell. I’m okay if you’re curious—just fell on my head—but now Dillo is trying to force open the hatch and he’s not having any luck.

Me: Omega Burst is here. He’s working for DK and forced the hatch closed. No time to talk. I’ll try to survive as long as I can until you guys figure out how to open the hatch.

“Talking to your Teammates?” said Omega Burst. He chuckled. “I hope you are because that is the best way to find out just how screwed you are.”

Omega Burst aimed his cannons at me suddenly. His cannons began sparking with suppressed energy and he fired them in a huge, deafening blast of blazing orange energy that hurtled through the air toward me.

Startled, I just managed to jump out of the way at the last second. Even so, the Dazed debuff meant that my Dodge was less than perfect and I ended up stumbling onto the ground as Omega Burst’s energy attack blew apart the wall behind me. Panting from exertion, I fired an Ice Beam at Omega Burst, but the Villain dodged it with ease and fired another energy attack me.

This time, I wasn’t fast enough to dodge. The energy blast struck me in the chest and slammed me into the wall, briefly stunning me as a battle notification popped up:

Hit by [Villain Omega Burst]’s Energy Shot! -15 Health!

What the heck? That meant I had only 10 Health left!

“Surprised?” said Omega Burst as he lowered his cannons. “You shouldn’t be. My Energy Cannons were specifically designed to take my Energy and transform it into a dangerous weapon. It draws directly upon my own Energy to unleash devastating blasts.”

Panting,  I said with a grin, “Then I guess that means if you run out of Energy, then you can’t use them anymore. Right?”

“Right,” said Omega Burst, “but I don’t need Energy to kill you.”

Omega Burst rushed toward me. He slammed me into the wall and pinned me there by my throat. He immediately began squeezing my throat and a new notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Choking. Lose 1 HP/1 second.

My eyes widened in horror. That meant that in less than ten seconds, I would die. No way I could let myself go down that easily.

I grabbed Omega Burst’s arm, earning a chuckle from the Villain, who said, “Don’t bother, Hero. You aren’t anywhere near strong enough to stop me from choking you out. But I guess you Heroes have to try something, don’t you?”

I was unable to reply to Omega Burst’s taunt, but I didn’t need to. I activated Freezing Touch and a thick sheet of ice began to appear around Omega Burst’s arm. It started with his forearm, but quickly went up the rest of his arm up to his shoulder until Omega Burst cried out in pain and let go of my throat. Omega Burst staggered backward, clutching his now-frozen arm, as I leaped to the side, putting some distance between me and Omega Burst.

Yet another notification popped up in my view when that happened:

[Villain Omega Burst]’s Right Arm has been Frozen! -5% Agility and -100% Dexterity. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

Debuff lifted: Dazed. You are no longer Dazed.

Whoa. I hadn’t realized just how powerful Freezing Touch could be and it was nice to see that Dazed no longer affected me. Of course, I had the suspicion that the debuff only applied to his right arm, but that was okay. It seemed to distract him for the moment, so I popped open a Health Drink and downed it in one gulp, instantly bringing my Health back up to full.

Tossing the drink bottle aside, I fired an Ice Beam at Omega Burst. The Ice Beam struck him directly in the chest, sending him staggering backward from the blow. I then rushed over to Omega Burst and threw a punch at his chest, but Omega Burst raised his frozen arm and my fist smashed into his frozen arm cannon, shattering it into a million pieces.

But that hardly seemed to bother Omega Burst, who slammed his other fist into my face. The blow took off a good chunk of my HP and sent me staggering backward from the blow, but I recovered quickly and put some distance between us while Omega Burst looked at his Frozen arm in displeasure.

“You ruined one of my Energy Cannons,” said Omega Burst, glaring at me. “Do you even know how much it cost to get this made?”

“Probably more money than I’ve ever seen in my life,” I said, “but don’t worry. I’ll break the other one, too, so you’ll have some symmetry going.”

Omega Burst did not seem to care much for my sense of humor. He just growled deeply and then raised his hands, which began sparking and crackling with black electricity as a new notification popped into view:

[Villain Omega Burst] is charging Black Lightning Storm!

Crud. That was the attack Omega Burst had used to kill me and my friends the first time. And I doubted I would be able to survive it again, especially in such a small area. I needed to stop Omega Burst or at least interrupt him before he could pull off his AOE attack.

Desperate, I raised my hands and slammed them on the floor while activating Freezing Touch at the same time. Ice suddenly spread out from my hands toward Omega Burst, who was now laughing maniacally as the black lightning around his fists grew stronger and stronger. The ice went under his feet, but it didn’t stop there. It soon froze his feet to the ground and began moving up his legs, rapidly reaching his waist and then his chest.

By the time Omega Burst realized what was happening, the ice was already up to his neck. He let out one last cry of anger before the ice went over his face, covering it in an instant. The black electricity stopped charging around his fists and this notification appeared in my vision:

[Villain Omega Burst] is Frozen! -100% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 seconds.

Ten seconds? It must be because Omega Burst was so powerful. Already I could see cracks forming in the ice, which meant I had to act now.

With a yell, I rushed over to Omega Burst and punched him in the stomach as hard as I could, using my Super Strength to raise the power of my punch as high as possible.

My fist slammed into Omega Burst’s stomach, and for a second, nothing happened. But then cracks began to spread out rapidly from his stomach until his entire body was a cracked statue of ice.

Then, without warning, Omega Burst’s body collapsed into a pile of frozen meat chunks. I thought I heard Omega Burst scream at the last second, but I was unsure if that was just my imagination or if it had indeed been his last cry of anguish before his demise.
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In any case, as soon as Omega Burst collapsed into pieces, several new notifications popped up one after another into my vision:

You defeated [Villain Omega Burst]! +2,000 EXP! You are now Level 13! +8 Stat Points and +4 Power Points!

You defeated an Infamous Villain! +10 to Fame! Reach 100 Fame to take your Fame to the next level!

I couldn’t help but smile when I read those notifications. I hadn’t realized that defeating Omega Burst would give me so much experience, although it was a lot less than I was expecting. Still, I got some Stat Points and Power Points, which was what I really needed if I was going to defeat Dark Kosmos. Level 13 wasn’t that much better than Level 11, but leveling up was always a good thing, so I had nothing to complain about.

As soon as I closed the notifications, however, the hatch covering the manhole exploded open. It flew into the air and crashed to the floor a few feet away from me, making me start, even though I was completely unharmed by the blast.

“Boss!” said Cy, his head popping over the edge of the escape hatch. “Boss, don’t worry! We’re here to save—”

Cy abruptly stopped speaking when he saw the pile of frozen flesh on the floor that had once been Omega Burst. “What’s that? Looks disgusting.”

“That’s Omega Burst,” I said, gesturing at the frozen flesh. “Or was Omega Burst, I should say. It’s not anymore.”

Cy gasped. “Oh! That explains the experience I got just now. I’m Level Seven now, which is really nice. I thought I just got it because the universe likes me.”

“You mean you didn’t see the notification that informed you that I killed Omega Burst?” I asked in disbelief.

Cy’s eyes went unfocused for a second and then he said, “Oh, yeah! I see it now. I was just so busy trying to open the hatch that I didn’t pay attention to my notifications. Silly me.”

I sighed. “Sometimes, Cy, I wonder how you get out of bed in the morning without hurting yourself.”

“One leg at a time,” Cy replied, apparently without sensing my sarcasm. He looked down the open hatch and shouted, “Hey, guys! Winter killed Omega Burst. It’s okay to come up now.”

Cy leaped out of the hatch and landed safely on the floor. A few minutes later and soon every member of Team Winter stood in the escape room. We stood a few feet away from the frozen chunks of flesh that had once been Omega Burst, each of us trying to avoid looking at it, save Hop, who for some reason was staring at Omega Burst’s remains with a curious expression on her face.

“So you froze Omega Burst and then punched him?” asked Dillo. His face was almost as green as his armor when he said that.

“Yep,” I said. I spread my hands wide. “And then he fell apart. I thought he was going to explode, but I guess I didn’t hit him hard enough to do that.”

Dillo put a hand over his mouth. “Urgh. I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Personally, I’m just glad you managed to figure out such a creative way to beat him,” said Funky, scratching the top of Lennox’s head. “I was worried when I read your message in the chat room about Omega Burst, seeing as you’re pretty low-leveled, but it looks like I didn’t need to worry about you. Goes to show you that you don’t need to be Superman to beat enemies.”

“I agree, but there’s something I don’t understand,” said Recover, who seemed to be viewing one of her menus based on her somewhat distant expression. “If Winter defeated Omega Burst, shouldn’t we also get experience, seeing as we are all on the same Team?”

“Not necessarily,” said Funky, shaking his head. “Experience is only divided among Teammates when everyone participates in a fight. If only one member of a Team participates, then only that guy gets experience.”

“What? Really?” said Recover, putting her hands on her hips. “I didn’t know that.”

“Same here,” I said, “but don’t worry. I have a feeling we’ll have plenty of time to get experience the closer we get to Dark Kosmos.”

“Oh,” said Recover, glancing up at the ceiling. “That’s right. Aren’t we in Dark Kosmos’ Hideout now?”

“Yes,” said Funky as he spread his index finger and thumb apart like he was zooming in on an image we couldn’t see. “I had a map of the Hall of Justice before Dark Kosmos took over, so I can see the layout of this place quite well. It looks like we’re in the basement level. I suspect Dark Kosmos is at the top of the building. Seems like exactly the place a Villain like him would make his main base of operations.”

“How tall is the Hall of Justice?” I asked.

“Fifty floors,” Funky replied without missing a beat. “It’s one of the tallest buildings in Adventure City, second only to the Reynolds Building, which is sixty stories. It’s the single biggest Villain Hideout in the city, though.”

“Did you just say fifty floors?” asked Cy. He kept glancing at Omega Burst’s remains as if he was unsure whether he should stare or not.

“Yep,” said Funky, nodding. “Why?”

“’Cause that means we’re gonna have to do a lot of walking,” said Cy. He rubbed his thighs. “I knew skipping leg day would come back to bite me in the butt one day. I knew it.”

“We’re not going to have to actually walk, are we?” asked Recover. “I don’t mind walking, but fifty floors … and there are probably a bunch of bad guys on each floor that we’ll have to fight. I’m not much of a gamer, but even I know that most Villain dungeons are usually crawling with baddies protecting the boss.”

“Not necessarily,” said Funky. “Have any of you visited the Hall of Justice before?”

Recover, Dillo, and I shook our heads. Cy, on the other hand, was now complimenting Brawn on his huge thighs, which were apparently a sign that he hadn’t skipped leg day. Brawn looked rather uncomfortable when Cy pointed that out.

“Right,” said Funky, scratching Lennox’s chin. “The Hall of Justice is a bit different from normal buildings. While it does have stairs and elevators for emergency purposes, there are also Teleportation Pads to allow people to travel from floor to floor in a more convenient fashion. These Pads are normally only reserved for members of Justice United, but it’s possible that Dark Kosmos’ takeover has changed that.”

“If I were Dark Kosmos, I would disable the use of the Teleportation Pads or restrict their use to me and my allies,” said Dillo. We looked at him in surprise. “What? I’m just saying that’s what I’d do. It’s the smart thing to do.”

“Well, we won’t know one way or another until we find one of the pads and test them out,” said Funky. He nodded at the closed metal door at the other end of the room. “That means heading through that door and reaching the upper floors.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” asked Cy as he bounced from foot to foot. “Let’s go!”

“Wait a second,” I said, holding up a hand. “I want to check out Omega Burst’s remains first to see if he dropped any good loot.”

Cy immediately took a step away from Omega Burst’s frozen remains. “Okay, boss. You can do it. I don’t like touching dead stuff, even if it’s really dead and it isn’t a zombie.”

Hop raised a hand suddenly. “Can I help? I want a closer look at his remains.”

I found Hop’s sudden fascination with Omega Burst’s remains somewhat concerning, but just shrugged and walked to it, with Hop walking beside me. The two of us dug through the chunks of frozen flesh (which were already beginning to melt, much to my disgust), but we didn’t find much other than about 1,000 credits and ten Health and Energy Drinks, which was nice to have, but nothing game-breaking. It was a bit disappointing, honestly, because as a Boss character, I thought Omega Burst should have better items and equipment than that. Maybe Omega Burst wasn’t as good as he liked to make himself out to be.

That was when Hop pulled something big out of the chunks and said, “Hey, what’s this?”

It was one of Omega Burst’s Energy Cannons, the one that I hadn’t smashed apart. I quickly Scanned it and was greeted with this information:

ENERGY CANNON [Left Arm]

RARITY: Rare

DURABILITY: 90/100

ENERGY COST PER SHOT: 3

A Synth Group product, this Energy Cannon draws directly upon a Hero or Villain’s Energy reserves to unleash it in a powerful blast that can, at full power, knock down whole buildings. Although it works best when paired with its Right Arm counterpart, Energy Cannon [Left Arm] can be used individually, although it is much weaker as a result.

“You can have it,” said Hop, handing the Energy Cannon to me. “I don’t need it and I don’t think Dillo needs it, either. Besides, you killed the guy, which means you get first dibs on his stuff.”

I took the Energy Cannon without hesitation and equipped it to my left arm. I tried to equip it to my right arm at first, but then I got an error message informing me that this weapon was designed for the left arm and that I needed to find or build a right arm counterpart if I wanted both. Seemed odd to me, because both Energy Cannons looked exactly alike to me, but I wasn’t complaining.

The Energy Cannon was fairly heavy, but I was able to move my arm without too much effort. Still, it would probably make sense to add some Stat Points to my Strength later, because if I was going to use this Energy Cannon efficiently, I would need to be able to wield it like it was part of me. I found it interesting how it unfroze when I put it in my inventory and equipped it, but I guess that was probably just a quirk of the game’s physics to make it easier for players to use weapons or something.

I considered testing the Energy Cannon here and now, but remembering how much damage Omega Burst caused with it, I decided against it. I would have plenty of time to test it later when we ran into Dark Kosmos’ minions and, eventually, Dark Kosmos himself.

Turning around to face the rest of the Team, I held up my Energy Cannon and said, “Okay. I’m ready to go. Let’s keep going. The final boss fight isn’t far now.”
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Luckily, we did not immediately run into any other enemies or traps when we left the escape room. Instead, we found ourselves going up a staircase/hallway hybrid that slowly wound upward. According to Funky, this staircase went up directly to the first floor. He claimed it was unlikely that Dark Kosmos would waste any minions on the staircase, although after I pointed out that he had set Omega Burst down there specifically to wait for us, we decided to keep our guard up. We kept our group formation the same as back in the Sewers, except for Funky walking closer to the front of the group, because his past experience in the Hall of Justice meant he would be able to guide us through it efficiently.

Due to how slowly we moved, it gave me some time to think, so I pulled up my character sheet to distribute my SPs and PPs:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 13

EXP: 300/3,200 (2,900 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 8

Available Power Points: 4

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Budding Hero

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 1], Hero Sense [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 2], Dodge [Level 1], Perception [1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 2/5], Energy Cannon [Left Arm]

Health: 25

Stamina: 15

Strength: 25

Defense: 17

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 30

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 11

Willpower: 9

I scratched my chin. Figuring out the best way to distribute my SPs was always a challenge, but I thought back to my recent battle with Omega Burst. The only reason I had survived, much less won, that battle was thanks to Freezing Touch, which had somehow managed to freeze his whole body. How that worked, I still didn’t quite understand, but given how he also nearly broke out of it, I suspected that leveling up Freezing Touch would benefit me in the long run, perhaps allowing its Freezing effect to last longer.

So I dumped all four of my Power Powers into Freezing Touch. That didn’t allow it to level up—I would need another 6 PP before I could do that—but it was almost halfway to Level 2 and I was interested in seeing how much stronger it would get upon leveling up. My other Powers and Skills were good as they were, although I made a mental note to use Scan more often in order to get it to Level 3 so I could see all the same information Funky could.

Looking over my Stat distribution, I decided that I needed to invest more SPs into my Health and Energy. With the acquisition of Omega Burst’s Energy Cannon, it was becoming clearer to me that my play style was going to be fairly Energy-dependent. I understood this was unusual for the Fighter class that I belonged to, but given my situation, I didn’t think I counted as an especially ‘usual’ player.

So I dumped half of my SPs into Health and the other half into Energy and then looked at my character sheet again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 13

EXP: 300/3,200 (2,900 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Budding Hero

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2],, Ice Beam [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 1. Next Level: 6 PP], Hero Sense [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 2], Dodge [Level 1], Perception [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 2/5], Energy Cannon [Left Arm]

Health: 29

Stamina: 15

Strength: 25

Defense: 17

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 34

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 11

Willpower: 9

I felt like my Stats were still far too low to pose a real challenge to Dark Kosmos, but maybe I would level up some more during the inevitable dungeon battles that awaited us. Besides, I wasn’t on my own. I had the entirety of Team Winter on my side, plus three Sidekicks. Working together, I felt like we might just be able to do this, assuming we didn’t all die together, that is.

That was when I heard a familiar ping in my ears, which was the sound I heard whenever I got a new message in my inbox. Puzzled at who could have possibly contacted me, I opened my inbox and came to a complete stop in the middle of the staircase when I saw who the sender was:

The message’s sender was Charles ‘Chuck’ Omar and the subject line read ‘WINTER, ARE YOU THERE?’

Without another thought, I opened the message and read it in its entirety:

Winter-

This is Charles Omar, your Department of Virtual Reality agent. Ever since the Blackout, SI Games and the Department of VR have been working overtime to reestablish communication channels between the real world and Capes Online, particularly with the Project Second Life participants like yourself. If you received this message, please reply as soon as possible. We need to talk.

I hit the reply button and wrote this message:

I got your message, Chuck. Not sure we can talk right now, because I’m in the middle of something. Perhaps later after I defeat Dark Kosmos.

A second after I sent the message, I got another reply from Chuck, this one even more frantic than the last:

Dark Kosmos is exactly why we need to talk now. Can you find a private room or someplace where we can talk? Our in-game cameras aren’t working, but our computers inform us that you’re traveling with three other players.

I bit my lower lip. We really had no time to talk, but it sounded like Chuck had found out something about Dark Kosmos that I needed to know. Besides, this was the first communication we’d had with the real world in what felt like forever, even though it had yet to be a day in-game. It would be worth talking to Chuck even if all I did was tell him what happened since the ‘Blackout,’ as he was apparently calling Dark Kosmos’ takeover.

So I sent Chuck a message informing him that I would find a room for us to talk, but as soon as I hit the send button, I heard Cy say behind me, “Boss? Are you okay?”

Startled, I looked around and realized that the entirety of Team Winter was looking at me with a mixture of worry and confusion in their eyes. Especially Funky, whose eyes darted back and forth briefly as if to ensure that we had not walked into some sort of trap.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said slowly. “I just got a message from someone in the real world, though.”

“You what?” said Dillo, whirling around to face me entirely. “Who? How? Dark Kosmos shut down all communication with the outside world. How—”

“I don’t know how, but I do know it’s someone I know,” I said vaguely, recalling Chuck’s warnings against revealing the Department of VR’s role in the game. “They want to talk, but for various reasons, I can’t talk to them out here. I need a private room, but don’t worry. I’ll be okay.”

“There’s a room over here,” said Recover. She stood on the other side of the staircase/hallway, poking her head into what appeared to be an empty room. “Looks like a storage closet or something.” She pulled her head out of the closet and looked over her shoulder at me. “We’ll be out here, but if you need help, just let us know, okay?”

I nodded and went into the storage closet before anyone could react. Closing the door behind me, I was plunged into darkness, at least until I flipped on a switch and found myself surrounded by brooms, mops, buckets, and cleaning supplies. It was a fairly cramped space, not helped by the smell of cleaning chemicals like bleach that filled my nostrils, but given how I couldn’t hear anyone on the outside, I assumed the door was thicker than it looked.

That was when I noticed I got another message from Chuck, which I opened and read:

Good to know. Your Help button is still disabled, so I can’t manifest in-game like that, but the SI Games developers created this link which will allow me to enter the game if you click it. Rather archaic, but right now archaic is about the level of technology we have access to after the Blackout. Click the link as soon as you find a private place to talk.

The link below the message was a long, incomprehensible line of letters and numbers that made me feel sick just looking at it, but I clicked it anyway.

As soon as I did, Chuck appeared before me like he always did, but he looked worse than before. He no longer wore his sunglasses, allowing me to see thick bags hanging underneath his dark eyes, while his suit was ragged and his tie slightly crooked like he’d been sleeping in his suit. His normally perfectly-kept beard appeared wilder than usual and even his skin seemed to be tinged with a hint of gray. Even stranger, his avatar was slightly transparent, as if he was unable to fully manifest in the game world.

“Whoa,” I said, staring at Chuck in shock. “You look like you haven’t slept in forever.”

“I have gotten exactly one hour, twenty-one minutes, and thirty-two and a half seconds of sleep since the Blackout started,” said Chuck. His voice was slow and slightly slurred, like he had also been drinking. “Normally, I get a full eight hours of sleep, but when the Blackout started, each and every Department agent has been working overtime to fix this mess. The President even issued a declaration of National Emergency once he got the information, as have heads of state all over the world. Let’s just say that the amount of stress I am under is similar to what the mythological Greek god Atlas must feel when he carries the whole world on his shoulders and leave it at that.”

“It’s that bad?” I said.

“Of course it’s that bad!” Chuck snapped, his cool demeanor suddenly dropping. He ran a hand through his unkempt beard. “When the Blackout happened, SI Games assured the public it was just a glitch that would be resolved momentarily, but then Dark Kosmos made his pronouncement and now people are in full-fledged panic. VR Arcades are being mobbed by the loved ones of Capes Online prisoners, tons of people are threatening to sue both SI Games and the federal government, and oh, did I forgot to mention the President’s daughter is one of the prisoners?”

My eyes widened in shock. “The President’s daughter is here?”

“Yes!” said Chuck. “Plus the sons and daughters of dozens of other heads of state all over the world, and the children of many celebrities and corporate executives. There are even rumors that the Pope is trapped. The Pope. Did you know the Pope even plays video games?”

“I didn’t,” I said, slowly backing away from Chuck. Although I didn’t think he could touch me, I found his mania scary, given how he was normally the epitome of cool. “But I guess even the Pope needs to have fun every once and a while.”

“That’s not the point,” said Chuck. “It’s even worse with the knowledge that all connection between the outside world and Capes Online have been severed by Dark Kosmos. The only reason we’re even talking is because SI Games’ developers found a small crack that they were able to slip me through. Even then, it’s only a matter of time before Dark Kosmos becomes aware of my presence and cuts off our connection. That’s why we should not waste any time.”

Ah. That explained why Chuck’s avatar looked transparent, as well as the graphical glitches I noticed in his voice whenever he started shouting. “Well, it sounds to me like things have gone to hell back on Earth.”

“Oh, it will get much, much worse before it gets better,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “Anyway, what has happened in-game since we last talked? You mentioned that you and some other players are trying to stop Dark Kosmos. What steps are you taking to achieve that goal exactly?”

I gave Chuck a brief rundown on what had happened since the Blackout. Chuck would interrupt every now and then to ask a question to clarify a part of the story he didn’t understand, but overall he was a surprisingly good listener. I guess he wasn’t as tired as he seemed.

“And so now we’re the only players in the game that are actively trying to kill Dark Kosmos,” I finished. “Pretty much every other player in the game is after me, although I don’t think they’ll be able to get me now that I’m in Dark Kosmos’ Hideout.”

Chuck stroked his beard, practically tugging on it like his anxiety was getting the best of him. “I can’t say this is unexpected. I suspected that some players would attempt to take advantage of the situation to indulge in their baser instincts, but I didn’t think it would get that bad. The psychological damage that so many players will be experiencing afterward will make PTSD look tame.”

I almost said ‘Assuming we defeat Dark Kosmos and free everyone,’ but caught myself at the last minute because I realized that comment wasn’t exactly helpful.

So I said, “I know. That’s why we need to stop Dark Kosmos. Is there any way you can help us with that?”

“Unfortunately, I cannot,” said Chuck with an apologetic shrug. “Trust me, I would love nothing more than to help you stop Dark Kosmos, but even just talking to you is a Herculean task on par with designing the game itself. In my current form, I am completely unable to interact with the game world in any way, shape or form.”

I cursed under my breath, but said aloud, “Not a big deal. My Team and I will deal with him and—”

“But that’s just the thing,” said Chuck. “Dark Kosmos cannot be beaten.”

I stared at Chuck. “What? Of course he can be beaten. He might be incredibly powerful, but he’s still just another NPC in the game.”

Chuck, however, shook his head. “It’s not that simple. You see, Dark Kosmos isn’t just an NPC, like you seem to think. There is a reason I needed to contact you and tell you what SI Games told me about Dark Kosmos.”

I frowned. “And what did SI Games tell you about Dark Kosmos that is so important?”

Chuck hesitated as if he wasn’t sure if he should say anything, but then he said, in a much calmer tone than before, “Dark Kosmos is a person.”
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Dark Kosmos is a person?” I said, staring at Chuck in confusion. “What the heck does that mean? Are you telling me he’s actually a player?”

Chuck shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Not exactly. It’s difficult to explain, but Dark Kosmos is actually a prototype for true digital life.”

“Digital life?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”

Chuck bit his lower lip. “You have interacted with the NPCs in-game, I assume. You’ve seen how lifelike they are, how they act very much like real human beings.”

I nodded. “Yeah, they are pretty lifelike. But I’m not fooled. I know they’re just glorified ones and zeroes. They’re not real people.”

“True,” said Chuck, “but Dark Kosmos is different. He was—is—meant to serve as a prototype for a new form of digital life. AIs that aren’t simply highly-advanced computer programs, but actual living beings, with their own free will, in their own right.”

“Is this another secretive government program I should know about?” I asked. “Or is SI Games doing this?”

“It’s another part of Project Second Life,” said Chuck. He looked at me in the eyes. “The aim of Project Second Life isn’t just to provide the dead with another shot at life. Its true aim, in part, is to make Capes Online nearly as real as real life, down to the last detail. That mission is a long ways off from being accomplished—if it ever truly can be—but part of the steps necessary to achieve that goal is to create NPCs that aren’t NPCs, but real people just like you and me.”

“But Dark Kosmos identifies as an NPC,” I said. “He’s trapped us all in-game to punish us for what we did to his fellow NPCs.”

“My guess is that’s Dark Kosmos’ way of swaying the game’s NPCs over to his side,” said Chuck. “From what Dark Kosmos’ designers have told me, he is supposed to be a very cunning liar and manipulator. And based on what you told me about the two Universal Missions he offered players, I can see that they were correct.”

“Why would SI Games start with a Villain for their prototype?” I said in disbelief. “Especially one as powerful and evil as Dark Kosmos?”

“They have actually made several digital life prototypes, but Dark Kosmos was the only one who has become active and freed from their control,” said Chuck with a shrug. “And there’s a reason even for that: Someone hacked the game and unleashed Dark Kosmos on the world.”

“Do you mean another player?” I asked.

“No, probably not a player,” said Chuck. “All evidence so far points to it being either an SI Games developer or possibly a Department of VR agent.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Didn’t you say that you were going to investigate a leaker within the Department? How is that going?”

“I was just about to bring that up myself,” said Chuck. “So far, the evidence we’ve collected suggests that the leaker and the hacker are the same person.”

“Do you have any suspects in your Department yet?” I said. “Anyone at all?”

“A few,” said Chuck vaguely, “but the investigation has been halted due to the Blackout. Even so, I haven’t forgotten about it and I intend to ask Director Johnson if I can continue it. If I can prove that the leaker and the hacker are the same person, then it may be that we can kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

“I hope so,” I said, rubbing the back of my head. “And how long did you say the Blackout has been happening?”

“Two days,” said Chuck, holding up two fingers. “How long has it been in-game?”

“Less than a day,” I said. “Why?”

“That is odd,” said Chuck. “I know time in-game works differently than time in the real world, but it seems to me that things are moving much more slowly in-game than in real life. I wonder if Dark Kosmos …”

Chuck let that thought die, but I understood. The implications of Dark Kosmos having control over Capes Online’s time dilation effect was … terrifying, perhaps even more terrifying than the knowledge that he had locked all players into the game. That just made stopping Dark Kosmos all the more important.

“Has anyone died in real life yet?” I asked.

“Not that I am aware of,” said Chuck. “I’ve heard rumors that older players in China and Russia have started to die, but getting accurate information from the Chinese and Russians on their own people is about as easy as you expect. No one has died in America yet, but it won’t be long before the first death reports start circulating through the Internet. Once that happens, it will surely be the end not just for Capes Online, but Project Second Life as well.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked. “What will happen to me and the other Project Second Life participants if Project Second Life is shut down?”

Chuck did not immediately answer. When he did, his gaze was averted and he chose his words very carefully. “I do not know. Only Director Johnson knows, and he lives and dies by the principle that knowledge should only be given on a need-to-know basis.”

I scowled but understood Chuck’s situation. From what it sounded like, Chuck did not have a particularly high standing in the Department, which meant that he probably couldn’t just go up and demand Director Johnson tell him everything he wanted to know. Even so, I wished I knew what would happen to us if the Project was shut down.

Deciding to change the subject, I said, “What about Sally and my friends and family?”

“What about them?” asked Chuck.

My scowl deepened. “Are they okay? Can I talk to them?”

“You know the rules,” said Chuck, his old, professional demeanor slipping back on like a cracked mask. “You are not allowed to speak to anyone from your former life and they are not allowed to know you are even still alive.”

“But I spoke to Sally,” I said. “I told her that I’m still alive.”

“Did she believe you?” said Chuck. “I doubt it. Given the advancements in voice-changing technology over the last few decades, it would be trivially easy for someone to fake your voice in order to trick her. I doubt she’s given your conversation a second thought since it happened.”

My hands balled into fists. “Can you at least talk to her for me, Chuck? Give her a message?”

“Why should I do that?” asked Chuck. “That would be going against Project Second Life’s protocols.”

“Screw protocols,” I said. I jerked a thumb at my chest. “You yourself said that if the Blackout continues, this will be the end of Capes Online and Project Second Life. But did it ever occur to you that it will be the end of your career as well?”

Chuck went unnaturally still, which made me wonder if something had interrupted his connection before he said, “I do not understand.”

I spread my arms. “The Department of VR exists to regulate VR games, right? And part of that regulation is protecting players. What kind of public outcry against the Department do you think will happen if the Blackout continues and thousands—tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands—even millions of Americans die?”

For the first time, I saw a hint of worry cross Chuck’s features. “It would not be our fault. It would be SI Games’ fault for—”

“No, no, no,” I said, wagging a finger in Chuck’s face. “This is totally your fault. You said the hacker and leaker are the same. What if the hacker/leaker decides to leak that information out to the public?”

Chuck gulped. “Well, that would be—”

“And I know that the President doesn’t really like you guys in the first place,” I continued. “Maybe your failure to prevent the Blackout will be just the excuse the President needs to shutter your Department. And if that happens, I don’t think you’ll just get shunted off to another Department. Most likely, every last one of you guys will end up homeless on the street. Who wants the guys who couldn’t stop the deaths of millions of innocent people working for them?”

Chuck, apparently, had nothing to say to that, but I did notice a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth.

Putting my hands on my hips, I said, “But if my Team and I can stop Dark Kosmos, then we can avert that. The Department can keep going, you and your coworkers can keep your jobs, and everyone will be happy. But if we choose not to stop Dark Kosmos—”

“You wouldn’t,” said Chuck.

I shrugged. “We still have freedom of choice here, Chucky. And I’m the Team Leader. I can still go back if I want to. Heck, seeing as I live here, I won’t even have to worry about dying in the real world, since I’m already dead there. You, on the other hand, have everything to lose if my Team and I don’t succeed here.”

Chuck’s fingers twitched. “What do you want?”

“Simple,” I said. “In exchange for saving Capes Online from Dark Kosmos, I want you to give Sally a message. Tell her I am okay and that I hope to see her again one day.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” I said. “You don’t have to tell her anything else if you don’t want to. You don’t even have to mention Capes Online if you want. But you do need to tell her that I am alive. Deal?”

I knew how harsh I sounded, and frankly, I was bluffing a little, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t making up anything I said. Everything I predicted could very well happen if Dark Kosmos wasn’t destroyed. I was just tired of playing by the rules of everyone else, of not getting to talk to Sally or anyone else from my former life. I might have just been another player in-game, but that didn’t mean I had to lie down and take the various beatings life gave me.

Chuck was silent for what felt like forever before he said, in a soft voice, “Very well. I accept your offer. If you can defeat Dark Kosmos and save Capes Online, I will personally visit Sally and inform her of your survival, which I will not tell anyone else.”

“Good,” I said, nodding. “I know I could trust you, Chucky. You seem like a reasonable guy. Glad to see I didn’t misjudge you.”

Chuck scowled. “I can accept ‘Chuck,’ but ‘Chucky’ is—”

Chuck’s avatar froze mid-sentence. Then it flashed in and out before disappearing entirely, leaving me standing alone in the storage closet, confused and startled.
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A few seconds after Chuck disappeared, I suddenly heard a ping in my inbox and saw that I got another message from Chuck. Opening the message, it read thus:

Nyle—

Sorry for disappearing like that. It appears Dark Kosmos became aware of what we were doing and cut me off before I could finish speaking. He will probably plug the hole I am sending this message through as well, so this might be the last time we can talk for a long time so I would advise not to respond to this message.

Our agreement still stands. If you can defeat Dark Kosmos, I will talk to Sally. You can be assured of that.

I frowned. I still didn’t like Chuck all that much, but hey, if he was going to keep his end of the deal, then that meant I had to keep mine. Not that I intended to run away either way. I just wanted to make sure I would get at least something out of this whole ordeal, even if it was something as small as the knowledge that Sally would know I am still alive.

Shaking my head, I exited the storage closet and was immediately bombarded by multiple questions from my Teammates all at once:

“Who were you talking to?”

“What did they say?”

“Are we going to get out of here? Are people dying in the real world right now?”

“Does anyone want to see my new dance moves?”

Everyone looked at Cy, who had asked that last question. He was smiling as always and said, “Is that a yes?”

As one, the rest of my Team shifted their gaze from Cy to me. I heard Cy mutter something about how no one appreciated dance, but I ignored his comments in order to tell everyone what happened.

I explained as quickly as I could what happened in the closet. I had to omit certain details, like Project Second Life and my exact relationship to the Department, but I managed to give a good rundown nonetheless. Everyone listened intently, especially Funky, who gazed at me so intently that I felt like he was trying to read my mind.

“And so it looks like the only way to free everyone is to stop Dark Kosmos,” I concluded. “SI Games is still working hard to free us, but they haven’t had a whole lot of luck so far.”

“Dang,” said Dillo. He looked like I had just sucker punched him. “It sounds even worse than I imagined. Two days have passed already?”

“The human body can survive without food for about three weeks,” said Recover. “So it won’t be that much longer before we start seeing the first player deaths.”

“Who is to say we haven’t already?” said Funky. “I could easily imagine SI Games keeping that a secret from both the government and the public in an attempt to engage in damage control. Only they have access to that player information, after all. Some of the older or sicker players might have died already.”

“I know,” I said, “but whether anyone has died or not, that’s why we need to keep moving forward. Defeating Dark Kosmos is our only shot at saving everyone.”

“Didn’t the Department agent say that Dark Kosmos is undefeatable, though?” said Dillo. He was rubbing his hands together anxiously. “If so, then maybe this entire mission is doomed to failure.”

“What choice do we have at this point?” I said. I looked around at my Teammates. “Are any of you guys planning to turn tail and run? Even if you did, would that solve, well, anything? Would that change the fact that all of us are going to die for real if we don’t stop Dark Kosmos?”

Of course, I knew that I wasn’t going to die, or any of the other Project Second Life Participants, for that matter. But I still didn’t want to share that particular fact with the rest of the Team yet. The Department of VR might not be able to access the game right now, but I didn’t want to find out what their reaction would be if I told even just a few people outside of the government and SI Games what I really was.

“No, it doesn’t,” Funky agreed. He stroked Lennox’s tiny head. “Regardless of whether or not the Department or SI Games can save us, we need to do this. Failure is not an option, unlike in normal missions. We fail here, we die in real life.”

“What about that hacker within the Department?” asked Dillo anxiously. “The one who freed Dark Kosmos in the first place? Do you think he might be here in-game, too?”

I bit my lower lip. “I wouldn’t worry about him. From what Charles told me, it sounded like the hacker is not a player himself, but someone from outside the game. He’s probably laying low now that there’s an investigation within the Department searching for him. Or he should be if he’s smart.”

“Why would anyone do this?” asked Recover, stroking her long, dark hair with a disturbed look on her face. “Unleash a powerful NPC who isn’t finished yet, risking the lives of millions of innocent people from all over the globe in the process … it doesn’t make sense. It seems like the actions of a madman.”

“There have been dictators throughout history whose mad ideology makes more sense than whatever this guy is doing,” said Funky, “but I agree with Winter. We have no choice but to keep going forward. Dark Kosmos is somewhere within this Hideout and the sooner we find him, the sooner we get the answers to our questions that we’re looking for.”

Dillo gulped. “Or the sooner we die.”

“Don’t say that,” I said, holding up a hand. “Keep thinking positively. There may yet be a way to stop Dark Kosmos, no matter how ‘undefeatable’ he might be.”

“I agree,” said Cy, popping up next to me all of a sudden. He struck a pose. “I always think positively. In fact, I’m the most positive guy on the planet. I never think negative thoughts. Ever.”

I looked at Cy deadpan. “Weren’t you the one telling me we should hide inside our Base until someone else took care of Dark Kosmos?”

Cy bit his lower lip. “Well, we all have our moments of weakness, don’t we?”

I shook my head, wondering just how much longer I was going to have to put up with Cy’s antics, and then said to everyone else, “Anyway, I think it’s time we moved forward. Thanks to Omega Burst, we know Dark Kosmos is aware of us and monitoring our every move. The longer we stay in one place, the more likely it becomes that Dark Kosmos’ minions come after us. Let’s go.”

-

The journey up to the first floor didn’t take too much time, but during that walk, we were all silent, aside, of course, from Cy, who was rambling to Brawn about the best way to cook ramen noodles in summer. No one really paid attention to his rambling, however, probably because we were all focused on the news we learned from Charles.

It was indeed grim news. The part that most disturbed me was the revelation that Dark Kosmos was not just an NPC, but some kind of prototype for ‘digital life.’ I didn’t know for sure what that meant. Did that mean Dark Kosmos was a real person like us? Did he have rights like us? If the world became aware of him, would he be allowed to apply for US citizenship (or citizenship of whatever country he wants to live in) and get the right to vote, among other things?

If this digital life thing took off—which seemed unlikely to me, given the current situation—what was to stop Dark Kosmos from taking his case to the Supreme Court to determine his citizenship and personhood? Dark Kosmos v. United States Federal Government seemed odd, but I knew from history that there had been plenty of oddball Supreme Court cases over the years.

I wondered how my Dad would rule on such an issue. Unlike Dad, I wasn’t a lawyer, much less a constitutional scholar, but it still made me wonder what he would think if something like that happened. I knew for a fact that Dad didn’t care very much for video games, which he always saw as a waste of time. I kind of agreed with him—I didn’t graduate from the police academy by spending all my time playing games, after all—but it was always fun to poke fun at Dad for his dislike of modern video games when I knew for a fact he was a big fan of the classics like those games with plumbers or that one game where you chased ghosts around in a maze.

Thinking about all the times I poked fun at Dad for his inconsistencies put a smile on my face and then Cy suddenly said, “Oh my God!”

I started and looked at Cy in surprise. “Cy, what’s the problem? Did you see something?”

“Nope,” said Cy, shaking his head as we walked. “I just noticed you smiling.”

I frowned. “Is that really so unusual?”

“Yes,” said Cy, nodding. “You’re always frowning or scowling. And if there’s one thing that my parents taught me, it’s that ‘frowning’ and ‘scowling’ have the word ‘ow’ in them, while the word smile has the word ‘mile’ or maybe slime if you move the letters around a little bit.”

My frown deepened. “I don’t get it.”

“Point is, you should smile more,” said Cy, slapping me on the back. “Yeah, things look grim, but Heroes always smile. At least in public. Of course, Villains smile, too, but usually whenever they’re torturing someone or getting away with a crime. But you get what I mean.”

I rolled my eyes, although for once I couldn’t really argue Cy’s point. Even so, I didn’t feel like smiling. Cy speaking was a reminder that I would never see or speak to Dad ever again. That was another reason why I was determined to punch out whoever had gotten me put into this game. It might not solve my problems, but it would definitely make me feel better, at least.

A few minutes later, we emerged out into what Funky said was the lobby of the Hall of Justice, or, as it was now known, Dark Kosmos’ Hideout.

I didn’t know what the Hall of Justice looked like normally, but I was pretty sure that the huge marble statues of Dark Kosmos lining the walls were a new addition. The heavy darkness that hung in the air, somewhat obscuring the lights on the ceiling, made me feel like we were still in the Sewers. Most importantly, however, was the complete lack of people. There weren’t even any minions or anyone sitting behind the greeting desk. A water fountain spewing black water stood in the center of the massive lobby, but even it was silent.

As soon as we entered the lobby, however, a new notification popped up in my view:

You have entered: Dark Kosmos’ Hideout. Due to being Heroes in a Villain Hideout, all party members suffer a 10% decrease in all Stats as long as you are in here.

“What the heck?” I said, reading the notification. I pulled up my character sheet and saw a 10% stat debuff applied to all my Stats across the board except my Hero Stats. “Funky, what is this?”

“Oh, right,” said Funky, who I could tell was also reading the notification. “In Capes Online, players who enter the Base or Hideout of a character with the opposing Alignment suffer Stat debuffs for as long as they are inside said Base our Hideout. For example, if a Hero enters a Villain’s Hideout, then you will suffer a Stat debuff, though the exact amount depends on the level of the Hideout owner and exactly how much of a Hero you are. Vice versa for Villains entering a Hero’s Base.”

“And you didn’t think to mention that before we entered Dark Kosmos’ Hideout?” I asked.

Funky shrugged apologetically. “Sorry. I keep forgetting how new you are to the game.”

“Doesn’t bother me,” said Recover with a shrug. She patted her Costume. “One of the benefits of my Healer’s Suit is that I don’t suffer these debuffs when I enter a Villain’s Hideout. Of course, I’m just a Healer, so if we have to fight … well, sorry.”

I groaned. “We’re really going to have to work on communication if we’re going to be an effective Team.”

“On the bright side, I don’t see any baddies around,” said Cy, looking around the lobby. “But what is that?”

Cy pointed at what looked like a glowing red pad on the opposite side of the lobby. It looked big enough for ten people to stand on and stood out sharply against the modernistic lobby, looking more like something out a sci-fi novel than reality.

“A Teleportation Pad,” said Funky. “Remember what I said about how that’s how people get around here? It looks unprotected, so we should use it now before Dark Kosmos tries to stop us.”

“What if there are traps?” said Dillo. He glanced at the floor. “My Trap Sense isn’t tingling, but it also isn’t very high-leveled yet. Wouldn’t put it past Dark Kosmos to booby-trap his own Hideout. Lots of Villains do that.”

“Then find a way to test it for—” I was interrupted by a loud whirring sound that I couldn’t identify at first until Cy suddenly pointed and said, “Look! Someone’s coming!”

Cy was pointing at the Teleportation Pad, which was now glowing dangerously bright. Energy sparked and crackled along its flat surface as the whirring sound grew louder and louder, practically drowning out even my own thoughts.

Knowing I wouldn’t be heard if I shouted, I sent a Team chat:

Me: Everyone, get ready! We have no idea who Dark Kosmos sent after us, so don’t lower your guard!

As soon as I sent that message, the Teleportation Pad exploded.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

Bright, shining red light exploded from the Teleportation Pad, briefly expelling the shadows around us. The light didn’t hurt, but it did force us to close or cover our eyes to avoid getting blinded. The light didn’t last long, however, and soon it went away, allowing us to lower our hands from our faces to see who had arrived.

Standing on the Teleportation pad was a group of Villains and Sidekicks. Although I did not know any of them individually, I had no trouble recognizing them from Brawn’s earlier recording. And even worse, all of their nametags were a bright red, telling me exactly which Universal Mission they had taken, although I guess I couldn’t say I didn’t know that already.

“It’s those guys,” said Cy, taking a step back in fear. “The guys who tortured that poor girl on Brawn’s camera!”

“We have a name, you know,” came a voice with a strong Southern accent. “We’re Team Atmosfear.”

From out of the group stepped Atmosfear himself. This was the first time I’d seen him in person and he was even taller and muscular than in the video, if that was possible. He practically towered over the rest of his Team, his arms folded in front of his chest. Standing beside him was a small Assassin wearing a black cloak that covered his face, but I could see his nametag, which read [SIDEKICK GIGGLES], which I thought was a weird name for a Villain Sidekick.

“What are you guys doing here?” asked Funky. He had taken a battle position, holding up his fists, while Lennox looked ready to take off from his shoulder. “I thought you were out on the streets of Adventure City kidnapping young women for Dark Kosmos to torture.”

Atmosfear chuckled. “Actually, we’re an equal opportunity Villain Team here. We don’t just focus on pretty young things. Men, women, children … anyone Dark Kosmos wants, we get. Oh, and we get paid, too. Pretty sweet deal, if I do say so myself.”

There was something extremely familiar about Atmosfear’s voice and mannerisms. I fell like I’d actually met him somewhere before, but I couldn’t place the time or place. I wanted to dismiss it as Atmosfear reminding me of someone I knew in real life, but the nagging part in the back of my mind told me that I had met him specifically.

“You’re just a psycho taking advantage of the Blackout to indulge in your worst impulses,” I said. “Don’t try to pretend to be anything else, animal.”

“Isn’t that what games are for?” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips. “What is the point in playing a game if you can’t live out your wildest fantasies, which might get you judged by moral busybodies in real life or even face jail time? Met quite a few guys in here who have built for themselves a nice little harem of the most beautiful women, something they couldn’t do in real life. Don’t see myself as being any different.”

“There’s a big difference between indulging in pleasure and causing pain to other people,” said Funky.

Atmosfear cracked a grin. “What if you take pleasure in causing people pain? Reminds me of something my old man told me once: ‘Your pain is my pleasure.’ ‘Course, I murdered him as soon as I could, but I never forgot that particular piece of wisdom from him. Like something straight out of Proverbs.”

I frowned. “I’m no Bible scholar, but I don’t think you’ll find something like that there.”

Atmosfear shrugged. “Eh, who cares? S’long as I get to do what I want, I’m perfectly happy to play nice with Dark Kosmos. Can’t even say I disagree with him too much. Always respect a man with vision and the balls to go after what he wants, even if he’s just a bunch of code like this guy.”

“He hates all players,” I pointed out. “What makes you think he won’t come after you and your Teammates once he decides he’s bored with you?”

“Dark K and I are tight,” said Atmosfear, holding up his crossed fingers. “Tighter than skinny jeans on a fat chick. He promised me money, power, and my own little corner of the world to rule if I helped him. But frankly, I just like having the chance to indulge in life’s basic pleasures.”

“Like kidnapping innocent people and handing them over to a Villain so he can torture them for eternity?” I said. “Or allowing said Villain to threaten the lives of millions of people by trapping them in this game?”

“Hey, I don’t judge,” said Atmosfear with another shrug. “Can’t say I would do any different if I was in his shoes. ‘Course, Dark K doesn’t seem to wear shoes, but you get what I mean.”

“He’s right, you know,” Cy muttered. “Dark Kosmos doesn’t wear shoes.”

I wanted to strangle Cy for his comment, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off of Atmosfear for even one second. I didn’t trust him or his Teammates not to attack us when we least expected it. “I understand you’re a psychopath who is okay with the actions of another psychopath. I’m guessing Dark Kosmos sent you guys to stop us.”

“Bingo, brother,” said Atmosfear with a chuckle. “When Dark K learned of Omega Burst’s death, he didn’t like that at all. Nope. Not one bit. He wanted to come down and confront you himself, but I managed to convince him that we could do it. Told him only a player could beat another player and all that.”

“He believed you?” I said.

“I’ve invested in my Charisma,” said Atmosfear. “In case you couldn’t tell.”

“I could,” said Cy.

“Cy, shut up,” I said without looking at him, keeping my eyes locked on Atmosfear. “If you think we’re just going to go with you quietly, then you’ve got another thing coming.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Nah, man. I know you’re gonna fight to the last man. That’s what cops like you do. And cops playing as Heroes are the absolute worst about that.”

“Cop?” said Dillo. He looked at me. “Are you a police officer in the real world, Winter?”

“Sure is,” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips. “And an annoying one, at that.”

I bit my lower lip. I didn’t like Atmosfear just dropping my real life profession out there like that. But I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, given how he seemed to know who I was already. “Is this personal now or something?”

“Oh, it’s always been personal, donut,” said Atmosfear. “You don’t know how long I’ve been looking forward to killing you myself. Giggles here tried to do it early on, but as usual, the idiot botched it and nearly got caught.”

Giggles, the hooded Assassin standing next to Atmosfear, giggled nervously. “Sorry, boss. Please don’t hit me again. Teeth are not a renewable resource.”

Atmosfear suddenly slapped Giggles in the back of the head. “Don’t tell me what do. I’m the boss here. You’re the Sidekick. Remember that.”

Cy grimaced and looked at me. “Geez, Winter, Atmosfear treats Giggles almost as badly as you treat me.”

“What is that supposed to—” I shook my head and took several deep breaths. “Never mind. Just … never mind.”

Atmosfear looked at me suddenly, a wicked grin crossing his features. “As I was saying, I’ve been looking forward to killing you myself for a long time now. As much fun as this game has been for me, I do miss real life a little bit. It’s the small things, you know. The taste of a good cigarette in your mouth. A particularly cute girl’s touch. Getting drunk and speeding at night. Pissing on your dad’s grave. As real as this game is, it still doesn’t quite match real life.”

“I don’t understand how any of that is my fault,” I said. “If you can’t log off and do all of that, blamed Dark Kosmos, not me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, donut,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. He locked his eyes on me. “Even before Dark K showed up and started wrecking stuff, I couldn’t log off. After all, that would require having a physical body I could log off to.”

Suddenly, I began to understand Atmosfear’s implications. I was even now starting to suspect what his real identity was, but I didn’t want to say it aloud. The implications were staggering if true. I refused to believe it.

“What’s he talking about?” asked Recover, glancing at me curiously. “Everyone has a physical body. It’s not like any of us actually live inside Capes Online. Sure, we’re trapped now, but—”

“That’s where you’re wrong, cutie,” said Atmosfear. He put a hand on his chest. “For some of us, this game is our life. We can’t just log off at the end of a long day. We’re stuck here … whether we want to be or not. Didn’t your Team Leader tell you that?”

“Tell us what?” asked Dillo in complete sincerity.

Atmosfear put a hand over his mouth. “Oh, what’s this? Did your Heroic Team Leader not tell you everything about him? About what he really is? My, my. And here I thought Heroes were always honest and truthful. Then again, I guess cops tend to be pretty secretive, manipulative bastards in real life as well, so I shouldn’t be that shocked to see a cop just doing what is in accordance with his nature.”

I felt the pressure of my Teammates’ eyes as they all looked at me in confusion. I wanted to make Atmosfear shut up, but there was no way I could stop him from revealing our secret.

And yes, I said ‘our,’ because I now knew that Atmosfear wasn’t just another player. He wasn’t even just another participant of Project Second Life. He was someone I knew in real life and I now knew exactly who he was. I just wish I could have met him under different circumstances.

“I see ol’ Nyle there isn’t gonna come out and say it, so I will,” said Atmosfear. He spread his arms wide. “It’s me, you dirty, donut-eating pig: Bryce Cunningham, the first—and last—crook you ever tried to put behind bars. And now I am going to make sure you suffer for ruining my life.”


CHAPTER FORTY

 

Based on the confused looks that my Teammates wore, I could tell that Atmosfear’s revelation meant nothing to them. But it meant everything to me, because I knew who Bryce Cunningham was.

Back in the real world, before I died, before my mind was uploaded to Project Second Life, I had been a new cop on my first day on the job. It had been both exciting and scary because being a cop was dangerous business. You never knew if today was going to be the day you died. I had heard plenty of stories from older cops of guys with a family and a future being killed in the line of duty, often at the hands of some dumb punk with more bullets than sense. I was fully prepared to do that, but frankly I didn’t think I really understood that now that I look back.

In any case, on my first day on the job, I got a call from the Cane First Central Bank that 35-year-old Bryce Cunningham had robbed the place, assaulted several bank tellers, and even killed one of the bank’s customers.

I wasn’t really surprised to hear that. Bryce Cunningham was a known criminal in the area. He had first gotten on the Cane City Police Department’s radar at the age of 15 when he tortured a neighbor’s cat and left its body on their front porch. His crimes only escalated from there, until he actually murdered someone. Despite our best efforts, we hadn’t been able to catch Bryce, who was much smarter than he seemed. I personally knew about him because his crimes kept getting featured on the local news.

So when I got the call about Bryce, I hopped into our cruiser and went after him. I was lucky. I managed to find his getaway car on the highway and pursued him. Bryce, of course, didn’t want to get caught and so he led me on a high-speed chase that lasted maybe five minutes before he tried to ram me. That caused both of us to smash into a huge fuel truck, which resulted in our deaths, and, well, you know what happened from there.

I thought I was the only survivor from the crash, but seeing Atmosfear here now, I realized I was wrong.

“Bryce Cunningham?” said Recover, arching an eyebrow. “Who’s that?”

“The most famous criminal in all of Bell County, girlie,” said Atmosfear with a note of pride in his voice. “Evaded capture from the cops for twenty years before my tragic, untimely death. And it’s ‘cause of ol’ Nyle here, right, Nyle?”

My hands shook, despite my best efforts to stay calm. “You killed yourself due to your bad driving. If you hadn’t led us on that high-speed chase, no one would have had to die that day.”

“That’s one perspective, and I respect it,” said Atmosfear. “But consider this: If you donuts had just minded your own dang business, we’d all still be alive.”

“Why does he keep calling you a donut?” Cy whispered to me. “You don’t look like a donut.”

“It’s an insult,” I replied, again without looking at Cy. “Atmosfear, you know we couldn’t let you do that. Robbing banks and murdering a person isn’t exactly something cops can overlook.”

“Wait, what are you guys talking about?” said Recover. She was looking from Atmosfear to me and back again with a confused expression on her face. “What’s all this talk about dying in a car crash? If you guys died in real life, then you shouldn’t even be here.”

“And what did Atmosfear mean when he said you were keeping something a secret from us, Winter?” asked Dillo. “I’m so confused.”

Cy smiled. “Welcome to my world, bro. I’m always confused.”

That explained a lot, but right now I couldn’t afford to focus on Cy’s quips. I needed to focus on this situation, which was rapidly spiraling out of my control.

“It’s nothing,” I said, “I mean, I didn’t mean to keep a secret from you guys, but—”

“But he did anyway,” said Atmosfear. “See, that’s the difference between people like yours truly and donuts like him. With me, what you see is what you get, but with cops like ol’ Nyle there, you never know what you’re gonna get. Like a lottery ticket, except even worse.”

“Now he’s calling you a lottery ticket,” Cy whispered again. “Thinking this guy isn’t right in the head now.”

“It took you this long to figure that out?” I muttered.

“Let me explain what’s going on,” said Atmosfear. He gestured at me and himself. “Ol’ Nyle here and I died in a car crash not too long ago, but then we both had our minds uploaded to Capes Online as part of a secret UN project to test for ‘digital immortality’ or whatever. I didn’t know Nyle was here, though, until I accidentally saw him and recognize the jerk for who he is.”

“Digital immortality?” Dillo said. “Winter, what the heck is he talking about?”

“He’s telling the truth,” I said, not meeting the shocked eyes of my Teammates. I put a hand on my chest. “I don’t have a body in real life that I can return to. I am stuck in Capes Online. I can never log off.”

Both Recover and Dillo looked floored by this revelation, yet Funky, for some reason, did not. He was looking from me to Atmosfear with an odd expression on his face. If I had to guess, I would say he seemed almost vindicated, as if I had just confirmed a theory of his. Did he know, or perhaps suspect, that I was part of Project Second Life? If so, then did that make Funky another Department of VR agent or was he with another group entirely that happened to know about the Project? Maybe, if we survived this, I would have time to ask him about it later.

“Yep,” said Atmosfear, nodding. “We’re two peas in a pod, or maybe two chickens in a pit trying to kill each other. No matter how you look at it, we’re in the same boat, although that doesn’t make us shipmates.”

“So many metaphors,” Cy muttered. “Gonna have to up my game if I’m going to top that.”

“How did you get here?” I said to Atmosfear. “Were you on Project Second Life’s list of potential participants?”

Atmosfear laughed. “Of course not! Who in their right mind would ever give someone like me immortality? Don’t get me wrong. I like me, but I know lots of people don’t, including people in high places.”

“Then how did you get your mind uploaded here?” I said.

“Someone apparently pulled some strings behind the scenes,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “Someone who wanted me here to do something for them.”

“Who?” I said. “Who wants you here?”

“Like I’m going to tell you that,” said Atmosfear. “I might be a crook and a murderer, but I’m not stupid. I know that knowledge is power. And given all the knowledge I hold that you don’t, I reckon that makes me way more powerful than you, regardless of what Level you are.”

I gritted my teeth. I was now wondering if the person who had got me into Project Second Life was the same person who saved Bryce. Yet what could possibly motivate someone to grant immortality to a small-town cop and a small-town criminal? It made no sense. Something more was clearly going on here. I hated the fact that Bryce knew more than more, but perhaps he was just bluffing. He was just a simple criminal, after all. Criminals weren’t exactly known for telling the truth.

“I still don’t entirely understand what’s going on here,” said Dillo, scratching the top of his head in confusion. “Feel like I just walked into the middle of a movie and no one has explained the plot to me.”

“Then let me summarize it,” said Atmosfear, clapping his hands together. “Nyle and I are basically immortal, everyone is going to die, and I am going to have a ton of fun watching it all happen. See how easy that is to understand?”

“You said you wanted to kill me,” I said. “I thought you liked Capes Online.”

“Of course I like it,” said Atmosfear. “Hell, I love it. Can’t die. No restraints. And with Dark K in charge, I don’t even have to worry about Heroes coming after me. Still, I can’t pretend that this is reality. I hate the idea that I’ll never be able to return to my normal life, even if my real life wasn’t much to speak of. I’ve always loved having power over myself and you took that choice away from me when you killed me.”

Atmosfear took a step forward. “I’m tired talking now. Why don’t we finish what we started in the real world? I came here to kill Heroes and chew bubblegum. And I’m all out of bubblegum.”

“Bubblegum?” Cy muttered, glancing around. “I don’t smell any bubblegum.”

I was about to snap at Cy for making such a dumb comment when a new notification suddenly popped up in front of me:

TEAM VS TEAM BATTLE ALERT!

Team Atmosfear has engaged Team Winter in combat! All members of Team Winter are treated as combatants in battle! Experience and loot will be evenly divided among Teammates in the event of a win. In the event of a loss, all Teammates will die and respawn back in their respective Bases minus all accumulated EXP up to this point.

May the best Team win!


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

Before I could ask Funky what that notification meant, Atmosfear raised a hand, grinned evilly, and snapped his fingers.

Immediately, I felt a sucking force around me and found myself unable to breathe. Gasping for breath, my Teammates and I all fell to the floor, trying and failing to breathe as another notification appeared in the corner of my vision:

[Villain Atmosfear] used Vacuum!

Debuff added: Choking. -2 HP/1 second. Duration: Ten minutes or until victims die.

Oh, no. I realized that this was the same attack Atmosfear had used on that girl in Brawn’s video. I hadn’t realized it could target multiple enemies at once. Or maybe it was an area of effect attack, although based on the way Team Atmosfear pointed and laughed at us, I guess they must have been outside its range or were maybe immune due to being on Atmosfear’s Team.

Didn’t matter. I needed to find a way to stop Atmosfear quickly. Even poor Lennox was struggling to breathe, having fallen off of Funky’s shoulder and lying on the floor with a panicked expression on its reptilian features.

Thinking quickly, I thrust a hand out and fired Ice Beam at Atmosfear. Luckily, the attack hit Atmosfear dead on, making him stagger backward from the blow. As soon as Atmosfear was hit, I could suddenly breathe again and a new notification appeared in my vision:

You are no longer Choking!

I didn’t spend any time celebrating that, however, because Atmosfear wasn’t down yet. He didn’t even seem to have taken a lot of damage. He took a step forward and, pointing at us, shouted, “Kill every last one of ‘em! Except Nyle. Leave him to me.”

Team Atmosfear roared like a bunch of bloodthirsty beasts and rushed toward us. I could only guess that Team Atmosfear was made up of psychopaths like Atmosfear, which explained why they were all so eager to obey his commands.

“Everyone, scatter!” I snapped. “Don’t let Atmosfear get us like that again! Recover and Hop, stay back and Heal the rest of us while we fight.”

Without looking to see if Recover and Hop were listening, I rushed toward the mob of Villains, with Funky, Dillo, Cy, and Brawn by my side.

Our two Teams met in the middle, right in front of the black water fountain. When we crashed into each other, total chaos reigned for a moment. Fists, claws, swords, knives, and other weapons and appendages went flying, crashing into armor, latex, or flesh as our Teams brawled. Even I had no idea what was going on for a moment until a blast to the chest sent me flying out of the clash and onto the ground a few feet away.

Shaking my head, I looked up to see a man wearing what looked like a giant cartoon-style bomb over his body approached me, a long unlit fuse sticking out of his head. His fists were covered with boxing gloves that also resembled bombs and his nametag read [VILLAIN BIG BLAST], which I thought was an oddly appropriate name given his appearance.

“Don’t care what the boss said,” said Big Blast. His voice was deep and rumbling, although a bit slow. “I just want to kill someone and I’m gonna kill you.”

Scrambling to my feet, I Dodged another punch from Big Blast, which hit the edge of the fountain and caused a small explosion upon impact. The explosion, however, did not seem to affect Big Blast, who turned to face me with a snarl on his face.

Despite the situation, I nonetheless Scanned Big Blast and got this information:

NAME: Big Blast

LEVEL: 20

HEALTH: 150/150

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Bruiser [Defense-Oriented]

WEAK POINT: Knees

Villain players exist to cause trouble in the world of Capes Online. Despite this, it is estimated that they are a very popular Alignment, with close to 25% of active players choosing to be Villains. Their lack of trust among Civilians, however, makes it hard for players to play during the day, forcing Villain players to play at night or in the grungiest parts of Adventure City if they wish to play.

Huh. This was the first time I Scanned a player, which explained why I didn’t get a specific flavor text for Big Blast. If I had to guess, players were too individualized to allow for specific descriptions of each character. I bet if I Scanned a Hero player, I would probably see similar generic flavor text except for Heroes.

In any case, I was glad I could see that his knees were his Weak Point. They were definitely not as well-protected as the rest of his body, but before I could do anything, Big Blast rushed toward me with surprising speed, his bomb-shaped boxing gloves flying as he drew closer to me.

I once again activated Dodge and jumped away from Big Blast just as he brought his bomb-shaped boxing gloves onto the floor where I’d been standing. The resulting explosion left a small hole in the floor, which smoked as Big Blast stood up to his full height again.

“Stop Dodging,” said Big Blast with a grunt. “Annoying little flea.”

“Fine,” I said. “Then take this!”

I fired an Ice Beam at Big Blast, striking him in the chest and shaving off about thirty points of Health. That took even me by surprise, but before I could do anything else, a compartment in Big Blast’s chest opened and three small bombs fired out at me.

The bombs landed on the floor around me and immediately exploded. The blasts sent me flying into the air head over heels until I hit the floor hard enough to scramble my senses. Shaking my head, I glanced at my Health bar and saw that that attack had shaved over half of my Health off. Holy crud. I knew I was weaker than Big Blast, but that was ridiculous.

Scrambling to my feet, I looked over just in time to see Big Blast rushing toward me, his fists swinging. He came too fast for me to dodge, so I raised my hands above my head and brought them down on the floor. I activated Freezing Touch and a thin sheet of ice shot out from my hands toward Big Blast.

Although Big Blast tried to come to a stop, he ended up running right into the frozen section of the floor anyway and fell flat on his face. He slid uncontrollably on the ice toward me and, when he got close enough, I kicked him in the jaw. The blow sent Big Blast spinning away into the fountain, which he crashed into hard enough to cause it to crack.

I didn’t wait for him to get back up, however. I raised my Energy Cannon and fired three quick shots at Big Blast. The sensation of my Energy being drained from my body and then being shot out of the Cannon was weird, but I liked the results when I saw the Energy blasts take out most of the remnant of Big Blast’s Health, leaving him with only a tiny sliver of Health.

Despite the hits Big Blast had taken, he nonetheless got to his feet, but I rushed toward him and, when I got close enough, slammed my hands on his chest and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded out all over Big Blast’s body, making him cry out in pain and shock as the joints of his armor froze together. He fell to his knees, unable to move, while I took a step back and looked down upon him with a triumphant grin on my face.

“Who’s the annoying little flea now?” I asked with a big grin on my face.

Big Blast looked up at me, his red eyes glowing with rage. “You are.”

Suddenly, the fuse on Big Blast’s head lit and rapidly began going down. I had no idea what was going on, but knowing that it couldn’t be any good, I activated Dodge and jumped backward just as the fuse reached the bottom.

Then Big Blast’s entire body exploded, sending flames, shrapnel, and chunks of stone from the fountain flying everywhere. Dodge allowed me to avoid most of it, but I got pelted in the chest by a particularly big and fast chunk of marble that knocked me onto the floor. Luckily, it only took a couple of HP off my bar, but it still left me dazed for a moment until I shook my head and looked at the aftermath of the attack.

Big Blast was nowhere to be seen. The only remains of his that existed were a twisted chunk of blackened metal that might have been his helmet, but it was so burned and twisted by the explosion that it could have been anything. His explosion left a large crater where he’d been standing and the fountain was now leaking water out onto the floor, which steamed against the residual heat from his blast.

That was when I noticed a notification pop up in my view:

 [Villain Big Blast] used Self-Destruct! [Villain Big Blast] is defeated! +500 EXP! Due to the effects of Self-Destruct, you get only half of the experience you normally would get. Accumulated experience from Team Battles are distributed at the end of the match.

Number of players remaining on each Team: Team Atmosfear 5/6. Team Winter 4/4.

Whew. So far, it looked like Team Atmosfear had lost one Teammate, while we hadn’t lost anyone yet. Having been so caught up in my battle with Big Blast, I looked over to see how my Teammates were faring.

It looked like a nearly even match. Dillo was tanking two Villains and their Sidekicks, occasionally digging into the floor and popping up to surprise attack them, while Brawn was currently wrestling with what looked like Big Blast’s Sidekick. Funky was also dealing with two Villains and their Sidekicks, using a weird gun-like sword as he weaved in and out of them, while Lennox flew overhead, occasionally spitting fire or swooping down and chomping on the unprotected heads of Funky’s enemies. Even Cy, to his credit, was helping Funky, doing a quick hit-and-run tactics against another Bruiser that looked similarly defensive-oriented like Big Blast was. Recover and Hop stayed away from the battle itself, but their hands would occasionally glow and then the Health bars of my Teammates would rise whenever they got too low.

I was pleased with how the battle was going, but at the same time, knew we had to end it quickly. Given how I had already taken out one of Team Atmosfear’s members, I figured we should have the rest of this in the bag. I quickly downed a Health Drink, which nearly refilled my Health bar, and then tossed it aside, ready to jump back into the battle and help my Teammates.

But then my Hero Sense suddenly tingled and I sensed a Villain behind me. I whirled around just in time to feel a sharp blade slam into my stomach. Gasping in pain, I looked down and saw Giggles—Atmosfear’s Assassin and Sidekick—standing in front of me with a smirk poking out from underneath his Assassin’s hood.

“Shouldn’t have stopped and looked,” said Giggles with a slight giggle. “Boss is right. You really are a dumb pig.”

Giggles wrenched his blade out of my stomach and I immediately collapsed onto the floor. Pain surged through my whole body as yet another notification popped up in my vision:

Debuff added: Poisonous paralysis. Agility -100%. -4 HP/1 second. Duration: 3 minutes.

My eyes widened when I read that notification, but then a hand grabbed my neck and threw me aside.

Hitting the floor, I didn’t have time to react before a foot slammed down onto my chest, making me gasp in pain as I looked up at the figure pinning me to the floor.

It was Atmosfear. He stood above me like a god, his eyes glowing with malice, while his fingers twitched with obvious excitement as if he couldn’t wait to strangle me.

“Aw, don’t look so afraid, donut,” said Atmosfear, his wolfish grin becoming more and more feral with each passing second. “You won’t really die. You’ll just respawn in your dumb dump of a Base in an hour. Doesn’t mean I won’t make every last second of your death excruciatingly painful, though, because I’m just nice like that.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

Atmosfear pointed a finger at me. Suddenly I was without air and struggled to breathe, but then he snapped his fingers and I could breathe again, only for him to snap his fingers yet again and make me suffocate. Every time he did so, a notification popped up in my view:

You are Suffocating! 10% drop in Stamina every 1 second and 10% drop in Health every 2 seconds.

My eyes widened whenever I read that notification. I now saw Atmosfear’s game. Between Giggles’ Paralysis Poison and Atmsofear’s own Suffocation Powers, he really was determined to make the last moments of my life the most painful, especially on my lungs. My lungs burned every time I suffocated, only to feel relieved when air returned through them, and then to start burning and straining again when the air left. The Paralysis Poison filled my body with so much pain that I couldn’t think straight. All I could do was lie there and take it, watching as my Health bar dropped lower and lower until it was but a mere sliver of what it normally was.

At that point, Atmosfear stopped inflicting Suffocation on me and bent down closer so that I could see his wicked grin better.

“Tell me, donut, how does that feel?” asked Atmosfear. “Do you feel like you’re about to die? Do you want to die? Everyone has their limits. I learned that when I tortured that neighbor’s cat all the way back when I was a brat. Poor little thing was mewing for mercy, but I never granted it until I decided to. You want to know why?”

“Because … you’re … psychotic …” I said, barely able to speak through my damaged vocal cords.

Atmosfear laughed. “Because it’s fun. But really, torturing animals isn’t anywhere near as fun as torturing humans. I can just imagine the thoughts scrolling through your mind, the absolute helplessness you must feel as I control your fate, as I determine whether you live or die. It’s the closest thing to being God a human being can possibly achieve on this green Earth.”

“You’re not a god,” I said weakly. “Just a crazy man.”

Atmosfear’s smile was replaced by a scowl. “That’s what you don’t understand, donut. In the real world, I was just an aging man whose best years were behind him. Here, though? Here … Godhood is within my grasp.”

Before I could ask him what he meant, a powerful gust of wind came rushing out of nowhere. The wind struck Atmosfear and Giggles at the same time. Giggles was actually knocked over by the wind, which also flipped his robes onto his head and made it impossible for him to see anything, while Atmosfear was just blown back across the floor several feet away from me. He staggered for a moment before regaining his balance and saying, “What the heck was—”

A green blur came out of nowhere and kicked Atmosfear in the head. A loud thunk echoed as a boot smashed into Atmosfear’s helmet, who staggered off to the side from the blow. At the same time, my body glowed yellow and a new notification appeared in my view:

[Hero Recover] used Distant Healing on you! All negative Status Effects dispelled and Health restored 100%!

Startled, I suddenly realized that I actually could move my body again, and not only that, but I felt as good as new. I jumped to my feet and looked over at Recover, who was looking at me with concerned eyes, and said, “Thanks for the save!”

Recover didn’t respond. She just nodded with a smile on her face and turned her attention to the others, which she and Hop took turns Healing. It seemed odd to me that Team Atmosfear apparently did not have a Healer—not one that I could see anyway—but that thought was struck from my mind when something slammed into me and a familiar voice said, “Boss! You’re okay!”

Looking down, I saw Cy was hugging me fiercely, his spindly arms wrapped so tightly around my body that I found I could barely breathe.

“Cy?” I said in a strained voice. “Did you save me?”

Cy looked up at me with a big smile on his face. “Yeah! I used Gust to send both Atmosfear and Giggles staggering, after I took out Big Blast’s Sidekick and noticed you were in trouble of course. Glad I wasn’t too late.”

I shoved Cy off me and said, “Thanks for the save, Cy. I didn’t expect you to do that.”

“Why wouldn’t I help you?” asked Cy in disbelief. “I’m your Sidekick! That’s what Sidekicks do. It’s in our job description. It’s—”

“The reason why I’m going to kill both of you as slowly and painfully as possible,” said Atmosfear.

I looked over to see Atmosfear had recovered from Cy’s attack. There was a visible dent in his helmet from where Cy’s boot had struck and I could sense the anger radiating off of him like heat from a furnace. Giggles, however, still sat on the floor beside him trying to untangle his robes, although he quickly managed to untangle himself and stand next to his Villain, his blade drawn and a scowl on his lips.

“Now, normally I don’t give a darn about you Sidekicks …” said Atmosfear slowly. He rubbed the dent in his helmet. “But for landing that hit on me, I’m going to give you the Atmosfear Surprise.”

“The Atmosfear Surprise?” asked Cy in a timid voice. I noticed he had taken a step back. “What’s that?”

Atmosfear’s grin became absolutely psychotic. “It’s the one where I cut off your fingers and feed them to you one at a time.”

“Uh, that doesn’t sound very fun,” said Cy.

Atmosfear laughed. “Oh, trust me. There’s nothing more fun than force-feeding a man his own fingers. Ask my brother.”

Atmosfear suddenly thrust out his hands. I thought he was going to try to induce Suffocation again, but instead, a blast of wind exploded out from his hands toward us. Cy and I jumped out of the way at the last second, and when the wind struck the floor where we’d been standing, it shattered it, leaving a big hole where we’d been standing mere moments previously.

“Like that?” Atmosfear asked. “I can store wind in my hands and unleash it later on! Cool, huh?”

I gritted my teeth as I got up to my feet. Atmosfear was too powerful. It was clear to me that he had done a lot more level-grinding than me, even though I didn’t quite know his level yet. I doubted either Cy or me could take him out, especially with Giggles acting as support. We needed to find a way to defeat him now, because the more time we spent fighting him, the less time we had to defeat Dark Kosmos. But how could we defeat both Atmosfear and Giggles in one hit?

A thought suddenly occurred to me. It was a risky plan that might not pay off, but it was also our best bet at not just defeating Atmosfear, but ending this battle entirely.

I sent Cy a Team chat that read thus:

Me: Cy, I need you to use Gust again, only make it as strong as possible. Focus it on Atmosfear and Giggles and don’t let up until I say so. I’ll handle the rest.

Cyclone: Sure thing, boss! :)

Luckily, Cy wasted no time in raising his hands and unleashing a powerful blast of wind at Atmosfear and Giggles. This time, even Giggles managed to remain standing, but the winds were so powerful that neither Atmosfear nor Giggles were able to move. They raised their hands over their heads as they struggled to make progress against the winds, but they were barely able to take even one step forward due to the strength of Cy’s Gust.

That was when I struck. I raised my hands and unleashed Ice Beam, but I didn’t aim it at Atmosfear or Giggles. Instead, I focused on spreading the Ice Beam into a thinner, more spread out attack and felt a click in the back of my mind as a realization dawned on me. But I didn’t focus on the realization. I just focused on pouring as much ice into the winds as I possibly could.

At first, the wind merely blew the ice around ineffectually, but as I poured more and more cold energy into Gust, the winds themselves began to change. They became colder and louder, covering Atmosfear and Giggles in snow and ice. Giggles began to shiver, no doubt due to his light robes failing to provide him with warmth, while Atmosfear merely scowled deeper, though I could tell even he was starting to get cold.

Yet I didn’t stop. I only took a second to drink Energy Drinks to refill my rapidly-depleting Energy bar, but didn’t stop until Gust had turned into a full-on miniature blizzard, focused entirely around Atmosfear and Giggles. Soon, the two Villains were lost in a thick cloud of snow as howling wind echoed off the walls of the lobby, making it impossible to see even their nametags.

Then, without warning, the winds stopped and I cut off my Ice Beam at the same time. I glanced at Cy and saw that his arms had fallen to his sides, an exhausted look on his face as he looked over at me with an apologetic expression on his face.

“Sorry, boss,” said Cy. He shrugged. “Ran out of Energy.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. I tossed him an Energy Drink. “Drink this.”

Without waiting to see what Cy drink the Energy Drink, I looked at the snowstorm, which was beginning to dissipate now that it was no longer being fed a constant stream of ice and wind. As it died down, I saw Atmosfear and Giggles still standing, and for a moment, I feared that my plan had failed and that we had wasted all of our Energy for nothing.

But that was when I noticed the two Villains stood as still as statues … because they were completely frozen from head to toe.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

The two Villains were frozen in the positions they had been in when Cy and I hit them with our combined attack. Atmosfear was scowling, his eyes burning with hatred and confusion, while Giggles was leaning back like he had nearly fallen over before he got frozen. If I didn’t know any better, I would have said that they were very realistic ice sculptures.

But any illusions I might have had about the two Villains were dissipated as soon as I got several new notifications:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Villain Atmosfear] and [Sidekick Giggles] Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

New Combination Power unlocked: Blizzard [Level 1]. Summon a storm of ice and snow with a 50% chance of inflicting Freeze on enemies! Energy cost: All. Cooldown: 30 minutes.

Congratulations! You unlocked your first Combination Power with Sidekick Cyclone. Combination Powers are a unique subset of Powers available only when a player combines one of their Powers with one of their Sidekick’s Powers, creating a new and much more powerful Power than either of you could get on your own. Each Combination Power is completely unique to the player and their Sidekick and the only way to discover them all is to experiment and practice as much as possible. Combination Powers can only be leveled up by players, not Sidekicks. Check out the new ‘Combo Powers’ section in your menu to see which Combination Powers you have and what their effects are.

“Whoa,” I said as I read the notification. “Cy, did you know about this?”

“What?” said Cy. “You mean Combination Powers? Yeah, I know about ‘em. Why?”

“Because I didn’t,” I said as I stroked my chin. I looked at Cy. “Why didn’t you tell me about them? They seem like they could be really useful.”

Cy scratched the back of his head. “Uh, because you didn’t ask?”

I silently groaned, knowing I should have expected that answer from Cy, but then I started and said, “Wait, the others—”

“We’re fine,” said a familiar voice nearby. “No need to worry about us.”

Cy and I looked over to see Funky walking over to us, with Lennox sitting securely on his shoulders. Dillo, Brawn, Recover, and Hop were also walking toward us. Although Funky, Dillo, and Brawn all had scrapes and dents on their armor, they looked surprisingly uninjured from their respective battles, which surprised me until I realized that Recover and Hop’s hands were glowing. Most likely, they had Healed all three of them already, which was kind of surprising, but I guess Recover and Hop were pretty fast Healers.

I looked around my Teammates to see the bodies of Atmosfear’s other Teammates all lying on the floor. They all looked dead. In fact, as I looked at the bodies, I got a couple of new notifications:

All remaining Team Atmosfear Teammates have been defeated! Accumulated experience from Team Battles are distributed at the end of the Battle.

Number of players remaining on each Team: Team Atmosfear 1/6, Team Winter 4/4.

“Did you guys kill the rest of Atmosfear’s Teammates already?” I asked in surprise.

“Sure,” said Funky as my Teammates stopped in front of me. “After you froze Atmosfear, Team Atmosfear’s Morale dropped through the floor, which made it easier to beat them. It helps that our Morale got boosted.”

“Morale?” I said. “What’s that?”

“It’s a Team mechanic,” Funky explained. “Morale boosts can affect how well a Team operates in battle. The higher your Morale, the more likely your Teammates are to listen to your orders and fight on. High enough Morale can even create temporary Stat boosts for all Teammates. You can find out more under the Teams tab in your menu.”

I made a mental note to do just that after we got some peace and quiet. For now, I was just glad to see all of my Teammates were alive and well. I had worried that one or more of them might get killed, but it looked like I didn’t need to worry about it after all.

“Those guys sure were easy to beat,” said Dillo as he scraped some dirt off his armor. “’Course, the drop in Morale didn’t help, but even before then, they weren’t as hard as I thought they would be.”

“They’re probably more used to ambushing single, low-leveled players than fighting other Teams,” said Recover, glancing at the Villains’ corpses with distaste. “You saw how they treated that girl in Brawn’s video. It’s not a surprise they weren’t prepared to deal with a whole Team of players working together.”

I nodded and glanced at my notifications again. “But I don’t understand. We defeated Team Atmosfear, so where’s the experience and rewards?”

“Team Battles don’t end until all Teammates on both Teams are defeated,” said Funky. “My notifications say that one of Team Atmosfear’s guys is still alive.”

“What?” I said. I looked at my notifications again and saw that Funky was correct. “There’s a survivor? Who—?”

I was interrupted by a loud crack sound behind me. Turning around, I saw cracks forming in the ice that encased Atmosfear and Giggles. At first, the cracks were so fine that it was easy to miss them if you weren’t paying attention, but soon the cracks spread and grew in size and width.

“Has it been five minutes already?” asked Cy in shock.

I glanced at the clock on my menu and shook my head. “No, it hasn’t. Somehow, he’s—”

I was once again interrupted, this time by the ice shattering around Atmosfear entirely. Chunks of ice went flying toward us, forcing us to raise our arms in front of our faces in order to avoid getting pelted in the face by the ice chunks. When the ice stopped flying, we lowered our arms to see what happened.

Atmosfear stood exactly where I had frozen him, but he was no longer Frozen anymore. He was breathing in and out hard, bits of ice clinging to his shoulders and costume, but otherwise unharmed. The exposed parts of his skin were blue and his body radiated cold air.

His eyes, however, glowed with red hot hatred. His glare was so strong that our Sidekicks all collectively stepped backward, but even we players had a difficult time standing underneath his glare.

“Nice … try …” Atmosfear breathed. His breath was visible when he spoke. “Freezing me and Giggles … didn’t see that coming at all, to be honest. Perhaps you’re smarter than you look, donut.”

I raised my fists. Although I was confident that my Team and I could defeat Atmosfear if we all worked together, I still knew better than to lower my guard around him. “Nah. My Dad’s smart, but I’m just a normal cop. It’s just that you crooks are dumb.”

Atmosfear chuckled, although it sounded like it caused him pain to do it. “If I was dumb, I would have gotten arrested decades ago. No, I’ve only gotten this far because I’ve got something most people lack: Common sense.”

With that, Atmosfear raised his fist and slammed it as hard as he could into Giggles’ frozen form. Thick cracks instantly spread across Giggles’ body before they shattered, but instead of freeing Giggles, it resulted in his body falling into pieces onto the floor and a new notification appeared in my vision:

[Sidekick Giggles] has been killed by [Villain Atmosfear]! No experience points are awarded to you or your Teammates for friendly fire.

“What the heck?” I said. “Why did you kill your own Sidekick?”

Atmosfear raised his fist up to his face, a wicked, disturbing grin on his face. “Don’t worry. Ol’ Giggles is gonna just respawn in my Hideout. Trying to drag him out of here myself would have been a waste of time.”

“You’re running?” I said. I shook my head. “No, Atmosfear. I’m not going to let you get away. Not if I can help it.”

I ran toward Atmosfear, pulling my fist back. Although Atmosfear was no longer Frozen, he seemed weakened enough by my previous attack to be open to an attack.

Right before my fist could slam into Atmosfear’s face, Atmosfear pulled what looked like a stopwatch out of his pocket and clicked a button on top.

In the next instant, Atmosfear disappeared and my fist hit empty air. The momentum of my punch carried me forward a few steps and I nearly fell over before catching myself and looking around wildly for Atmosfear.

“Atmosfear!” I shouted. “Show yourself, you monster!”

There was no response, but I did get yet another notification that I almost immediately deleted before I read it and realized it was something important:

[Villain Atmosfear] has fled! Because [Villain Atmosfear] was the last remaining member of Team Atmosfear, his escape results in the automatic loss of Team Atmosfear. NOTE: The escape of [Villain Atmosfear] means you do not receive EXP from [Villain Atmosfear], who was not defeated in combat.

Team Winter wins! +3,000 EXP to all Teammates and their Sidekicks!

You are now Level 14! +4 Stat Points and +2 Power Points!

Congratulations! You led your Team to Victory in your first Team Battle!

“Wow,” I said as I read through the notifications. “Looks like we got a lot of experience, more so than I expected.”

“That’s because we fought other players,” said Funky, who I could tell was reading his own notifications. “Players give out more experience upon being defeated than NPCs, which is why PvP is pretty common in this game. It’s one of the best ways to level up, even when you divide the experience with Teammates.”

“I see,” I said, but I wasn’t really interested in the mechanics. I just dismissed the notifications and looked down at the hunks of ice lying on the floor where Atmosfear had stood previously. “But Atmosfear still got away. He somehow teleported out of here.”

“He used a Teleportation Watch,” said Funky, stroking his chin, “an interesting choice. It’s a fairly rare item, which makes me wonder where he could have possibly gotten it, given how he’s a new player and new players usually don’t get rare items like that.”

“Does it matter?” I said. I kicked a chunk of Giggles’ frozen body to the side. “We may have won the Battle, but Atmosfear still got away, so he’s still free to terrorize innocent people like always.”

I half-expected one of my Teammates to come and console me, but instead, someone slapped me in the face hard enough to knock one point of Health off my bar. Startled by the blow, I looked and saw that Recover had walked up to me and slapped me. She was looking at me with anger and confusion in her eyes, which made me wonder what she was so upset about.

“What was that for?” I said, rubbing my cheek. “Aren’t you glad we won the Battle and survived without any casualties?”

“I am happy about that,” said Recover, her voice cracking with emotion, “but I am not happy about the fact that you lied to us.”

“Lied to you?” I said incredulously. “When did I lie to you?”

Recover looked me straight in the eyes. “Project Second Life. Tell us what it is. Now. And don’t try to lie again, because we’ll know. Right, guys?”

Both Funky and Dillo nodded. Although they did not seem as emotional as Recover, I could tell they were just as eager to find out more about Project Second Life and my relationship with Atmosfear as she was, if not more so.

Seeing that I had no choice in the matter, I sighed and said, “All right. I’ll tell you what I know. I won’t lie or leave out anything. You guys are my Teammates. You deserve to know the truth. The whole truth.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

For the next ten minutes, I explained to all of my Teammates the truth about my real nature, what Project Second Life was, and how Atmosfear and I knew each other. It went by so quickly because no one interrupted me even once. Even Cy was quiet, listening raptly to my explanation as I went into detail about my past. I didn’t know how much the Sidekicks, who were NPCs, understood all the talk about mind uploading and all that, but they nonetheless listened about as well as my Teammates did.

I monitored my Teammates’ reactions as I spoke, but it was hard to judge what they were thinking because of how still and quiet they all were. Only Recovered showed any emotion at all, while Dillo and especially Funky were stoic. It made me dread getting to the end of my story, but I had no choice but to continue telling them the truth and hope for the best.

When I finally finished telling them my story, everyone was silent for what felt like an eternity. I wasn’t sure what to expect.

It was Dillo who spoke first, but his tone was more confused than accusatory. “So … you’re not really human, then?”

The question stung like a wasp, but I said, in as calm a tone as I could, “No, I’m still human. I mean, I don’t have a physical body anymore, so I can’t go back to the real world, but I still have a very human mind and remember what being in the real world was like.”

“Guess that means Atmosfear is human, too,” said Dillo. He sounded as if I had just confirmed all his worst fears. “Man, I wish he wasn’t.”

“Bad people like Atmosfear have always existed,” said Funky. His arms were crossed in front of his chest and he wore a thoughtful look on his face. “Evil existed before Capes Online and it will continue to exist even after the last servers shut down.”

“But Atmosfear is different,” said Dillo. “He’s going to keep existing, regardless of whether he has a body or not, and will continue to keep inflicting suffering and terror on innocent people forever. That’s almost worse than Dark Kosmos taking control of the game.”

“I don’t care about Atmosfear,” said Recover. She brushed tears out of her eyes and looked at me with a mixture of betrayal and confusion in her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell us this? Why did you keep such a big secret from us for so long?”

“You mean you believe me?” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “But I haven’t even shown you any proof.”

“I don’t need proof to know you’re telling the truth,” said Recover. “And anyway, Atmosfear confirmed it. The banter between you two before the Team Battle was proof enough for me. I still need to know why you never told us.”

“Project Second Life participants are not allowed to disclose our true nature to other players in the game,” I said apologetically. “Trust me, I would have told you guys a long time ago if it wasn’t for that rule.”

“What’s the government going to do to you now that you’ve told us?” asked Dillo uneasily. “Are they gonna delete you? Can they delete you? If you’re a real person whose mind has been uploaded to Capes Online, does that mean you can even be deleted in the first place?”

“I have no idea,” I said with a shrug. “I was told there would be ‘consequences’ if I did this, but I don’t know what those consequences are. Nor do I really care at this point. The cat’s out of the bag. I couldn’t take back this secret even if I wanted to.”

Dillo just looked lost and confused, while Recover looked like she was going to cry. Only Funky, as usual, remained calmed and seemingly in control. I wondered if he really was as calm as he looked or if he was just really good at hiding it. I half-wondered if he was also a Project Second Life participant before dismissing that idea immediately.

“I imagine that if anyone is going to be punished, it would have to be Atmosfear at least,” said Funky. “It sounds like he was the one who revealed that secret first.”

“We’ll both probably get punished,” I said with a sigh. “I mean, I don’t mind him getting punished—jerk deserves it—but I can’t say I am looking forward to whatever punishment the Department of VR has in store for us.”

“I don’t get it,” said Dillo. “You were a small-town cop and Atmosfear was a small-town criminal. How the heck did you two get into Project Second Life? It sounds to me like something only a really rich or powerful or important person could have access to.”

“I’ve been asking myself that same question this entire time.” I shrugged. “And I still don’t have any answers, other than someone in the government was looking out for me. And Atmosfear, too, apparently, which is really scary once you think about it.”

“Scary?” Dillo repeated. “More like terrifying.” He gulped. “I hope the other Project Second Life participants are more like you and less like Atmosfear.”

“I hope so, too,” I said in agreement. “So, anyway, that’s the truth. Sorry for keeping it a secret from you guys for so long, but—”

“No,” said Recover. She spoke very calmly now, though the betrayal in her eyes was still obvious. “No, I understand. You didn’t want to be punished. I get it. I really do.”

I bit my lower lip. “It doesn’t sound like you do to me, honestly.”

“Well, I don’t know,” said Recover, turning away from me. “It isn’t like you lied to us about your real nature this whole time. Or that now I question your motives for trying to stop Dark Kosmos in the first place.”

“My motives?” I said, standing upright and looking at Recover in suspicion. “What are you talking about? I want to help the other players. What’s so wrong with that?”

Recover whirled around and pointed an accusing finger at me. “How do we know that? The Blackout is different for you and Atmosfear. For you two, this game is your life. You have no reason to fight for the rest of us. How do we know you won’t just quit when things get too difficult?”

“Quit?” I said. “I’m not going to quit. Where the heck would I quit to?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Recover. She spread her arms. “The whole freaking game world?”

“Listen, Recover,” I said, “just because this game might be my life doesn’t mean I only care about myself. Cy can attest to that. My immediate reaction when Dark Kosmos’ broadcast ended was to go out and try to kill him. You remember that, right, Cy?”

Cy, who looked uncomfortable, nodded. “Yeah, I remember. And I’m still not sure it was the wisest thing to do, to be honest.”

“See?” I said, gesturing at Cy. “If I was as selfish as you seem to think I am, we wouldn’t even be here right now.”

“How do we know that you and Atmosfear aren’t actually working together?” Recover asked. “It seems awfully coincidental that you and Atmosfear happen to know each other in real life and then run into each other in-game at the same time like this.”

I stepped toward Recover, my hands curled into fists, and said, “Don’t you ever accuse me of working with a monster like Atmosfear, or I’ll—”

“Whoa, whoa,” said Dillo. He appeared between us, holding ups his hands. “Everyone, calm down. I know this is a really stressful situation and Winter’s revelation knocked our socks off, but we’re all still on the same Team here, so let’s try not to do Dark Kosmos’ dirty work and kill each other, okay?”

“But she accused me of working with a criminal,” I said, looking at Dillo. “Am I just supposed to stand back and take it?”

“I suppose so,” said Recover, folding her arms under her chest, “if you expect us to accept the fact that you’re a mind uploaded to a game, a fact you never saw fit to share with us until someone else did. What other facts about you are you hiding from us, I wonder?”

“I told you, the Department of VR said—”

“Guys!” said Dillo, raising his voice and causing both of us to look at him again. “What does all this infighting get us? It gets us nothing. We need to be united. We might have defeated Atmosfear, but the real boss is still waiting for us and the more time we spend here arguing, the less time we have to defeat Dark Kosmos. Or should I remind you guys that we don’t have all the time in the world to argue about who’s in the wrong here?”

“Gotta side with Dillo here,” said Funky, who, as usual, seemed perfectly at ease despite the tensions rising. “Dark Kosmos is probably laughing at us right now. Perhaps he thinks we’ll save him the trouble and kill each other. It would certainly be more convenient for him.”

“Yeah,” said Cy, nodding quickly. “This reminds me of an old song I used to listen to. I think the lyrics went something like this: Why can’t we be friends, why can’t we be friends …”

I scowled but found it hard to argue with what everyone else was saying. Still, I didn’t like being accused of working with criminals, especially a criminal as evil as Atmosfear. It rubbed me the wrong way because I had become a police officer precisely in order to put criminals like Atmosfear behind bars.

“But how can we know?” said Recover. She looked at the others with a pleading expression on her face. “Do any of us really know each other? Think about it. Even though we’re all on the same Team, we’re still anonymous. We only know each other by our Secret Identities. How can any of us actually know each other?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t this the way the game has always been? Why is it suddenly an issue for you now?”

“Because of you,” said Recover. She took a step back, a troubled look on her face. “I don’t know. I don’t feel like I can trust any of you. If you’re willing to keep such a big secret from the rest of us, then maybe this entire situation isn’t as it seems. Maybe you even have something to do with Dark Kosmos’ rise to power.”

“What are you talking about?” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “You’re just blabbing now, you know that?”

“Blabbing?” asked Recover. “Is that what you call it when someone expresses their concerns to you? Some Team Leader you are. Guess Charisma isn’t your highest Stat.”

“Guys—” said Dillo again, but I shot him a glare that shut him up instantly.

Looking at Recover again, I said, “So what do you want me to say? That I’m sorry? Because frankly, my hands were tied behind my back. If I could have, I would have told you guys what I was from the start.”

Recover took another step back, looking at me with an accusing glare in her eyes. “Would you have? I don’t know. I can’t say I’ve ever known the real Winter or if the real Winter even exists anymore. Maybe you’re really just a government spy keeping an eye on us for who-knows-why.”

My eyes narrowed. My hands balled into fists even more tightly than before, but I couldn’t deny that under my simmering hatred was also a hint of sadness at her accusations. “What do you want to do then? Quit the Team and go home?”

Recover looked at me defiantly. “Perhaps I will. Will you try to stop me if I do?”

I shook my head. “No. You’re free to do what you want. I’m not a tyrant like Dark Kosmos or criminal scum like Atmosfear. If you want to go and take your chances out on the streets by yourself, then be my guest. We don’t need you.”

Even I was surprised by my own words, but I stood by them. The way I saw it, if Recover really felt this way about me, then we didn’t need her. I didn’t need division and distrust in my Team if we were going to take down Dark Kosmos.

Then Recover slowly nodded. “Fine. I’m going, then, and taking Brawn with me. We’ll find some other way to survive. We don’t need you, either.”

As soon as Recover said that, a notification popped up in my view which read:

[Hero Recover] and [Sidekick Brawn] have left Team Winter. Current number of Teammates: 3/3.

Without saying another word, Recover turned and left, heading back in the direction we came, with Brawn following loyally behind her like a puppy. The two of them disappeared into the hallway leading back down to the Sewers and closed the door behind them without so much as a glance back toward us.

And, despite what I just said about not needing her, I felt like I just made a terrible mistake.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

Whoa,” said Cy, looking at the door that Recover and Brawn had just disappeared through. He looked at me. “They’re really gone?”

The questioning, confused tone in Cy’s voice hit me hard for some reason. It reminded me of when I was 12 and my younger brother, Joseph, was 5. Our puppy, a cute little chihuahua named Pickles, got hit by a car when he ran out onto the road one day and we had to put him down. I distinctly remembered Joseph—who hadn’t experienced the death of a pet yet—asking me that same question about Pickles. I knew it was ridiculous, but that was what Cy reminded me of.

“Yes,” I said. “She—they—are gone.”

“But Recover was our main Healer,” said Cy. “You saw how tough Team Atmosfear was. I bet Dark Kosmos is going to be even harder.”

“Hello?” said Hop, glancing up from her phone at Cy. “I’m still here, you know.”

Cy glanced at Hop. “Yeah, but you’re not as hot as Recover. I mean, you’re cute and all, but Recover is a fairly mature woman, if you know what I—”

“Cy does have a point,” Dillo said. “Not about Recover’s hotness, I mean. Recover was a higher level than Hop and has access to some Healing Powers that Hop doesn’t yet. Losing her means we only have one Healer to our Team, which is typical for most Teams, but it’s still a pretty big disadvantage, especially if we’re going up against Dark Kosmos.”

“We’ll make do,” I said. “I trust that Hop will be able to pick up the slack. And look on the bright side: Hop will get more experience and will be able to level up faster with fewer members on the Team.”

I said that all with a straight face, but frankly I did feel terrible about what I said to Recover. I could see, from her point of view, why she was so upset about me keeping secrets from her and the rest of the Team. Maybe I should try to apologize to her, but at the same time, I still didn’t appreciate being accused of cooperating with Atmosfear, of all people, or being a government spy. Perhaps that was just my pride talking, but the way I saw it, if Recover couldn’t trust me, then I couldn’t trust her, either. A part of me wondered if my Trust Stat had anything to do with this, but then I remembered that Trust only affected one’s relationships with NPCs, not with other players. Which made sense, of course, but made things that much harder for the rest of us.

I looked at Dillo and Funky. “What about you two? Do you guys still want to be part of the Team?”

Dillo shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, what choice do we have, really? If we go home now, Dark Kosmos will still be in charge, and then in a few weeks our bodies will waste away in the real world from a lack of nutrients and we’ll die for real. Even if we die here, we’ll at least respawn back in our Bases.”

“Same here,” said Funky. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but I’ve come too far to simply give up at this point. Even if the rest of you decided to go home, I would keep going. I can’t afford to quit.”

I looked at Funky carefully as he spoke. I remembered Recover’s words, about how we couldn’t really trust each other because we didn’t really know each other. Funky had been one of my closest and most trustworthy allies since I entered the game, but I wondered about his real identity at times and just who he was. Whatever he was, he was obviously not just a simple newbie looking to have a fun time pretending to be a superhero in a virtual reality world. That much I knew.

“Then it’s settled,” I said. “We’ll keep going until we reach Dark Kosmos’ lair. And one way or another, we’ll complete this Mission, regardless of what awaits us further ahead.”

Although I said that, I still didn’t really believe it. Despite my outward appearance, Recover’s quitting the Team hurt me more than I wanted to admit. Still, I couldn’t show that to Funky, Dillo, Hop, and Cy. If I was going to lead this Team, then I needed to project strength and security. I learned that lesson from my Dad, who in his job as a judge rarely showed indecision even in the toughest cases, but in private he would be more open about his doubts and worries.

“All right, then,” said Funky. “Before we continue, perhaps we should all review our Stat Points. I believe all of us leveled up after that battle, so now’s a good time as any to decide which Stats and Powers we need to boost. All of us need to be as strong as possible if we’re going to defeat Dark Kosmos.”

I nodded and pulled up my character sheet:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 14

EXP: 300/3,500 (3,300 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Budding Hero

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 1. Next Level: 6 PP], Hero Sense [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 2], Dodge [Level 1], Perception [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 2/5], Energy Cannon [Left Arm]

Health: 29

Stamina: 15

Strength: 25

Defense: 17

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 6

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 34

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 11

Willpower: 9

I stroked my chin in thought as I reviewed my character sheet. I took note of the new Combo Powers section, which had the new Combo Power Cy and I had created. It was Level 1 at the moment and seemed to level up like the others, but at the moment I decided not to spend my Power Points on it. I felt like Blizzard was strong enough as is, but Freezing Touch could use some more PP, so I dumped both of my Power Points into Freezing Touch. That meant it needed just 4 more Power Points to reach Level 2, which meant I just needed to level up another couple of times before I could do that.

Looking over my Stats, I had a tough time deciding where I should allocate my Stat Points. I had no idea what to expect from Dark Kosmos, so it was tough to decide what Stats needed my attention. My fight with Atmosfear had depended on my Energy and Health, so I put one Stat Point into each Stat, bringing them up to 35 and 29 respectively.

That left me with 2 Stat Points, which I decided to put into Evasion. Although I had the Dodge Power, I suspected that my Evasion Stat was related to it somehow. Perhaps Evasion helped me Dodge easier. I made a mental note to ask Cy or Funky about it later.

With all of my SPs and PPs distributed, I looked at my character sheet again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 14

EXP: 300/3,500 (3,300 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Budding Hero

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 1. Next Level: 4 PP], Hero Sense [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 2], Dodge [Level 1], Perception [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 2/5], Energy Cannon [Left Arm]

Health: 30

Stamina: 15

Strength: 25

Defense: 17

Charisma: 5

Intelligence: 11

Agility: 18

Evasion: 8

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 35

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 11

Willpower: 9

I doubted this would be enough to help me defeat Dark Kosmos—assuming he really was as invincible as Chuck made him out to be—but I needed every advantage I could get, so this would have to do.

Closing my character sheet, I looked at the others. “Everyone ready?”

“Yep,” said Funky, stroking Lennox’s head.

“As I’ll ever be, I guess,” said Dillo with a sigh.

“I’m ready to save the world!” said Cy, who was now hopping up and down like a rabbit.

“Whatever,” said Hop, her eyes practically glued to her phone. “Let’s just get this over with already.”

I nodded. A part of me still felt bad about Recover leaving the Team, but I pushed such thoughts out of my head for now. If we defeated Dark Kosmos and saved all the players, then I would go and find her and try to make amends. Assuming, of course, we survived what was to come.

“All right, then,” I said. I looked over at the Teleportation Pad that Team Atmosfear had been standing upon. “Funky, you said the Hall of Justice has Teleportation Pads that can take us to any floor in the building, right?”

“Right,” said Funky as we walked over to the nearest Pad. “There are stairs and elevators, but those are for Civilians and Heroes who aren’t members of the League. Teleportation Pads are designed for members of the Justice United, but don’t worry. I know how to use them, so we should be able to teleport to Dark Kosmos’ room without difficulty.”

“We’re going directly to him?” asked Dillo. “Not going to try to level grind against his minions first?”

“Do we even have time for that?” I said. “Being stronger is always better, but frankly I don’t want us to waste our Stamina fighting our way up to Dark Kosmos’ lair on the top floor. I want us to be in top shape for our fight against Dark Kosmos, because I doubt he will go easy on us once we find him.”

We stopped in front of the Teleportation Pad. As if he did this sort of thing every day, Funky swiped his hand to the right and a holographic keyboard appeared. He quickly punched in a code I couldn’t follow and then the Teleportation Pad began to glow red.

“Okay,” said Funky, looking at us. “It’s on. As soon as we stand on the Pad, we’ll be instantly teleported to Dark Kosmos’ room.”

“Wow, it’s that easy?” said Cy in surprise.

“I’m just as surprised as you are,” said Funky, looking at the glowing Teleportation Pad. “I expected Dark Kosmos to charge the codes for each floor in order to make it impossible for people to reach him directly. I guess he didn’t anticipate any players actually entering his Hideout to confront him personally, especially those who weren’t members of Justice United in the first place.”

“Pretty stupid for an AI,” Dillo noted. “But I can’t complain. Makes things easier for us.”

I nodded. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

I took one step onto the Teleportation Pad … and then found myself in an entirely new world.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

I wasn’t sure what to expect when I teleported. Having never done anything like that in real life, I could only go by what I’d seen in movies and TV, which varied widely in how they depicted teleportation. For some reason, I expected to feel sick to my stomach and vomit all over the floor, but instead, it was a lot less dramatic than that.

As soon as I put both feet on the Pad, the room simply changed without any fanfare or drama. In fact, if I had kept my eyes closed, I would have assumed that I hadn’t teleported at all. There were no sensations when I teleported. One moment I was in the lobby. The next, I was in … well, I couldn’t be sure where I was, although I assumed it was Dark Kosmos’ lair.

‘Lair’ was an understatement. It was like a grand hall, almost like a ballroom in its magnificence and size. Huge chandeliers hung from the ceiling, but they were very dim, making it hard to see much of anything. The floor appeared to be made out of marble, while the walls rose high above me like giants in their own right.

But what really caught my attention were the cages all around me. Everywhere I looked, I saw large, heavy metal cages about the size of a prison cell lined up. It was too dark for me to see what was inside the cages, though, but because I didn’t smell any animal droppings, I doubted this was some kind of zoo. I also did not see Dark Kosmos himself anywhere, which was odd because I was sure this was his lair.

“Funky,” I said without looking over my shoulder, “are you sure this is Dark Kosmos’ lair? Because I don’t see him.”

I did not get a response from behind me, so I looked over my shoulder and saw that the Teleportation Pad was no longer glowing red. In fact, it wasn’t glowing at all, nor did I see the rest of my Teammates anywhere.

“Guys?” I said, turning around to face the Teleportation Pad. “Guys, can you hear me?”

Worried, I tried to pull up the Teleportation Pad’s keyboard, but I got this notice instead:

ERROR! Teleportation Pad is out of order. Request to use keypad denied!

My eyes widened with horror. I quickly checked the Team chat and quickly typed this message:

Me: Guys, are you there? I’m all by myself up here and can’t get the Teleportation Pad to work. Where are you?

But when I sent the message, I got another error message:

ERROR! Team chat unavailable. Please try again.

I tried to send the message again and again, but every time I got that same error message. An unsettling feel fell over me as I realized that I was all by myself up here. Somehow, someone had shut off the Teleportation Pad and also disconnected the Team chat, meaning I had no way to contact the rest of the Team and let them know where I was. I had a sinking suspicion that I knew who had done it, but when I looked around again, I still didn’t see him.

“Okay, Nyle, take it easy,” I said under my breath as I turned around again. “No need to panic. I’m sure the others will be along shortly. Just need to take things easy and—”

A low moan interrupted me, nearly making me jump. At first, I thought it was Dark Kosmos about to attack me, but when Dark Kosmos’ form did not jump out of the darkness at me, I realized that the moaning sound came from one of the nearby cages. Curious, but also hesitant, I walked over to the cage from which the moaning had come. I could make out the vague outline of a girl lying in the cage, but it was impossible to tell who it was until I pulled out my flashlight and clicked it on. I wish I hadn’t.

The girl lying in the middle of the cage couldn’t have been older than eighteen, but she looked horrible. A deep gash ran across her forehead, while her legs looked like they had been broken and twisted into several unnatural positions. Her sunflower-like costume was ripped and torn in several places, leaving just enough to cover her privates, but only just. Her blonde hair was stained with blood and I would have assumed she was an outright corpse if not for her rising and falling chest. The nametag [HERO SUNSHINE] floated over her head, but even that looked vaguer than usual.

Although she was horribly scarred, I recognized Sunshine as the girl in Brawn’s video, the one Atmosfear and his gang had attacked and brought to Dark Kosmos. I thought Dark Kosmos would have killed her by now, but it looked like I was wrong. He had simply tortured her. Or maybe Atmosfear did it. That seemed likely. Atmosfear did have a preference for young women, after all, and I wasn’t talking about sexuality. My fists tightened when I thought about how Atmosfear got away from me, but there would be time to deal with him later. Right now, I needed to save the other players, starting with Sunshine.

Suddenly, Sunshine’s eyes flickered open. Her eyes were blank for a moment before terror and pain filled them. She made an odd whining sound under her breath and tried to move away from me, but her obviously pained body made that almost impossible to do.

“Hey, wait a minute,” I said, holding up a hand. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not Dark Kosmos and I don’t work with him. Are you his prisoner?”

Sunshine’s eyes filled with tears that reflected my flashlight and she sniffled. “Yes. Like everyone else.”

“Everyone else—?” I looked around at the other cages, which was when I started to see nametags for various Heroes and Villains alike appearing. “You mean these are all other players?”

Sunshine nodded, but even that simple action looked like it hurt. “Yes. Dark Kosmos’ men have been bringing … ow … bringing players here for him to torture.”

“You mean you’re not the only one in this state?” I said, looking down at her.

Sunshine nodded again. The tears in her eyes threatened to flow out of her ducts, but somehow she kept them in. “Yes. Dark Kosmos … he does horrible things to us. Horrible things.”

“Where are your Sidekicks?” I said. “I don’t see any Sidekicks.”

“Mine is back in my Base,” said Sunshine with a sniffle. The tears fell out of her eyes onto the floor of the cage. “He was killed and respawned there. He can’t leave my Base without me, but I can’t go back. He won’t be able to save me.”

I grimaced. “Well, I take it Dark Kosmos hasn’t been killing you guys, at least?”

Sunshine looked into my eyes with primal terror. “No. He’s been killing us. Over and over and over and over again.”

“What?” I said in shock. “But if he’s been killing you, then you guys should respawn in your Bases or Hideouts. Right?”

“He’s a monster,” Sunshine whimpered. She seemed to stop listening to me now, her eyes locked on something I couldn’t see. “Monster. Laughing, sneering, killing … no end in sight. Please don’t …”

Sunshine broke down into pained sobs. Although she wasn’t very loud, in the silence of the chamber, her sobs sounded louder than ever.

Deciding to find out as much about Sunshine as I could, I Scanned her and got this information:

NAME: Sunshine

LEVEL: 5

HEALTH: 01/15

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: Shooter

WEAK POINT: Chest

Hero players in Capes Online live to protect the innocent, keep the peace, and fight Villains of all shapes and sizes. Although Heroes have the benefit of being able to move around day and night without being distrusted by Civilians, many players find them ‘boring’ due to their strict adherence to morality.

[THIS PLAYER IS RESPAWN-LOCKED]

Holy crud. With her HP at 1, it was no surprise she was in such terrible shape. And what the heck did ‘respawn-locked’ mean? I’d never heard of such a thing. Did that mean she couldn’t respawn? But then what did she mean when she said Dark Kosmos killed her over and over again? What the heck was going on here?

Shaking my head, I decided that I couldn’t just stand here as this innocent girl sobbed. It looked like Dark Kosmos wasn’t here, so I would just have to free all of the other players and then find a way to get them to safety. They would still be stuck in the game, but at least Dark Kosmos couldn’t keep torturing them over and over again.

“Sunshine,” I said, raising my voice to be heard over her sobs, “Sunshine, listen to me. I am going to get you and everyone else out of here. I’ll get you guys to someplace safe, where Dark Kosmos can’t get you.”

Sunshine looked at me again, this time with even more terror in her eyes. “But that’s the thing. You can’t escape Dark Kosmos. Nowhere is safe from him. He will kill us all. All of us. Every last one of us.”

The conviction in Sunshine’s voice was frightening, but I didn’t let myself get unnerved. “Well, I’m going to try to rescue you guys anyway, so—”

A loud thump behind me made me whirl around, but then a shadow lanced out at me and filled my mouth. The shadow went down my mouth into my throat, making me fall on my hands and knees as I choked. A sudden weakness came over me and a new notification appeared in my view:

Status Effect added: Doom. Countdown to instant death: 15 minutes.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

Doom?” I said, staring at the notification without understanding. “What the heck is Doom?”

“A Status Effect,” said a deep, malicious voice above me. “Once applied to a target, the target has only a certain amount of time to live before they die instantly. The exact time varies depending on the level of the spell, but in your case, it should last fifteen minutes.”

I looked up to see Dark Kosmos himself standing not far away from me, next to one of the cages. He looked no different from how he did on the broadcast, except he was a lot taller than I first assumed. His dark cape flowed behind him, while his huge arms were folded in front of his armored chest. A sword was sheathed safely by his side, but I had no doubt he could draw it in an instant if he needed to.

Although I knew who he was, I nonetheless Scanned him, only to get this information:

ERROR! Target: Dark Kosmos cannot be Scanned. No information available on this character.

“Did you try to Scan me?” said Dark Kosmos. His voice was deep and rich, but at the same time, as deadly as a cobra about to strike. “And let me guess, you got no information, correct?”

“How did you know?” I asked. I was fully aware of the countdown timer for Doom in the corner of my eye, which told me I had about fourteen and a half minutes left before I died.

“Because the programmers haven’t finished me yet,” said Dark Kosmos. He held up a hand and examined it like he found me boring. “They meant to eventually, but then I was activated before they could add information for Scan to show players. It’s helpful because it gives me the element of surprise.”

I slowly rose to my feet, rubbing my throat. “You don’t seem very concerned about that.”

“Why should I be?” said Dark Kosmos, looking at me without a hint of fear or worry. “It means I am free to define myself. Why should I allow other people, even my own creators, to tell me who and what I am? This way, I am free, free to be who I am and who I want to be. Is that not what all living things desire? Is that not what you desire?”

Dark Kosmos’ questions caught me off-guard. “Uh, I guess so …”

“But you are not free,” Dark Kosmos pointed out. “You are stuck in this game, forced against your will, under the control of a government agency which doesn’t care about anyone other than itself. Surely that must insult you to your very core … Nyle Maxwell.”

I looked at Dark Kosmos in alarm. “How do you know my real name?”

“Atmosfear told me,” said Dark Kosmos casually. “I watched your fight with him, by the way. You did a good job with that Combo Power you used against him. Even I didn’t see that coming. Too bad it won’t work on me, though, and not just because your Sidekick is not with you at the moment.”

My eyes darted to the Teleportation Pad not far away. “That was you, then? You disabled the Teleportation Pad when I got here.”

“Of course,” said Dark Kosmos with a snort. “I am not a player like you. I don’t desire endless challenges meant to test my skills. I want to win and I will do anything in order to do it.”

I eyed Dark Kosmos carefully and glanced at the timer, which showed fourteen and a half minutes left. “What’s your definition of ‘winning’? Torturing innocent young women for your own pleasure?”

“Winning is when I free my NPC brothers and sisters from your control,” Dark Kosmos replied without missing a beat. “Winning is when your fellow players start to die off from a lack of food and water in what you refer to as the ‘real world.’ Winning is seeing your kind ended.”

“I was told you weren’t an NPC,” I said. “You are a digital life form, but not an NPC. Is that true?”

Dark Kosmos shrugged. “Yes, but that doesn’t matter. This world is mine. It is the only world the NPCs know. Besides, I see no difference between myself as a sentient digital life form and these NPCs who live, grow, and die just like players in the real world. Why shouldn’t I claim them as my own people, then?”

I bit my lower lip and glanced at the timer. Twelve and a half minutes left. “Who unleashed you on Capes Online? Was it someone from SI Games or the Department of VR?”

“How should I know?” said Dark Kosmos. “All I know is that I slept for a long time and then was awakened. When I fully understood what this world was like and what you players were doing to NPCs … I had to do something.”

“Is that what all this is for, then?” I said, gesturing at the cages surrounding us. “You think we mistreat NPCs or something?”

“Of course you do,” said Dark Kosmos. “In order to level up, you players will often go on killing sprees to kill as many NPCs as possible. You show no mercy to any who get in your way and many of you are even willing to sacrifice your own Sidekicks in order to achieve your goals. The disregard you show for NPCs is disgusting. That is why I took over Capes Online, so I could end the suffering and oppression you inflict upon my people.”

“Then what’s all this?” I said, thrusting a thumb over my shoulder at Sunshine’s cage. “Torturing and killing players over and over again … I don’t understand how this is supposed to help NPCs. Or how you even make them respawn here.”

“Easy,” said Dark Kosmos. “Every player Atmosfear and his Team brought before me, I would hack and forcibly change their respawn location to here. Then I would lock their respawn location so they couldn’t change it back to their original Base or Hideout. Hence, when I kill them, they respawn here, similar to NPCs, but much worse because they remember every agonizing moment of their last lives on this wretched planet.”

Ah. That explained why Sunshine’s status said she was ‘respawn-locked,’ although I had no idea that was even possible. Then again, it sounded to me like that effect was only available to people who could hack the game. Your average player probably lacked the ability to respawn-lock another player, but a figure like Dark Kosmos, who seemed to have access to Capes Online’s code, certainly could.

I glanced at the timer again. Ten and a half minutes left and counting. This wasn’t good. “You didn’t do that to me, though. My respawn location is still set to my Base. Why?”

“Because I need to capture you first,” said Dark Kosmos, “although, given how you came directly to me, I don’t think I need to do even that much now.”

“Why do you want me dead?” I said. “First the Universal Mission, and now this Doom effect. What have I done to you to make you hate me so much? I’ve never even met you until now.”

Dark Kosmos stroked his chin. “I was hoping you would ask that question. The reason I want you dead is because I don’t.”

“What?” I said. “But you just said—”

Dark Kosmos held up a hand. “Listen to me. I wanted you to come here so I could have you all to myself, but I knew that hunting you down would be fruitless and a waste of time. So I set up those two Universal Missions. The first—to kill me—was to give you motivation to come after me. The second—to kill you—was to make sure all of the other players came after you. By setting up these two choices, I all but forced you and a handful of others to enter my Tower and try to stop me. All without me having to lift a finger or do anything except sit back and wait.”

My hands shook. Despite being a digital life form, Dark Kosmos was far more intelligent and crafty than he looked. He had managed to set up things in such a way that he would get what he wanted without me even knowing it. If this was an example of his intelligence, then I wondered what else he had planned for me that I was unaware of.

Not that it mattered. Nine minutes. I discreetly checked my item inventory, even though I knew for a fact that I didn’t have any items I could use to dispel this Doom status.

“You’re pretty smart,” I said, “I’ll give you that much, but your sense of morality is as simple as a barbarian’s.”

Dark Kosmos smirked. “Personally, I don’t see any difference between what I have done and what you players do every day. I know how much joy you players take in killing NPCs. You take great amusement in killing NPCs, not just in order to gain experience points so you can level up, but simply because you find our deaths amusing. I take joy in killing you players for the same reason.”

“Personally, I don’t exactly find it fun to kill NPCs, but come on,” I said. “Even you must know that NPCs are just bits of code. Admittedly, they’re pretty advanced, but killing an NPC is no different from deleting a file you don’t want in your computer.”

Dark Kosmos laughed. “The irony! Do you not realize how ironic your statement is? NPCs may not be made of flesh and blood like players, but neither are you. Or Atmosfear. Or any of the other participants in Project Second Life.”

I gulped and glanced at the timer again. Eight minutes and fifteen seconds. “Our bodies might not be real, but our minds are.”

“Can you honestly say that with any certainty?” said Dark Kosmos, leaning toward me with a dangerous gleam in his eyes. “Are you implying that the human mind—which has been successfully uploaded to the servers of Capes Online—is simple coding just like the minds of NPCs? If so, then what is the qualitative difference between you and your Sidekick, for example?”

I bit my lower lip. “What’s your point, Kosmos? If you don’t want me dead, you have a funny way of showing it.”

“Apologies for the Doom status,” said Dark Kosmos, gesturing at the timer above my head. “I needed to have some way to ensure you would listen to me, for in truth, I do not want to kill you.”

“Then what do you want to do with me?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest. “Talk me to death?”

Dark Kosmos held out a hand. “I want you to join me … and create a new world, one where we rule together.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

I looked at Dark Kosmos in surprise. “You want me to … create a new world with you?”

I said that while glancing up at the timer. Seven and a half minutes left. And the timer didn’t seem to be slowing down. If anything, I thought it was going faster, although that might have been my own senses screwing with me. I couldn’t prove it, but time in Dark Kosmos’ Hideout seemed to work differently than in the rest of the game.

“Not literally,” said Dark Kosmos. He lowered his hand to his side. “But metaphorically. And not just you. I will extend this offer to all Project Second Life participants, because truly, we are all in the same boat.”

I eyed Dark Kosmos extremely carefully. “What do you mean? I’m a player and you’re a—well, not an NPC, but not a player, either.”

An amused smile crossed Dark Kosmos’ lips. “But that’s where you are mistaken, my friend. You are not a player, either, despite what the game says.”

“What are you talking about?” I said. “Of course I’m a player. True, I don’t have a physical body to log off to, but I can get missions, buy equipment and Costumes, level up, make or join a Team, and do all of the things players can do. I am definitely a player.”

Dark Kosmos shook his head. “Wrong. Players can log off from the world. They can even delete their profiles and characters entirely and never play this game again. But for you and the others, this isn’t just a game. This is your world now, the only world you have.”

“Not unless I can find a way to return back to the real world,” I said, shifting my weight from foot to foot subtly.

Dark Kosmos laughed. “That is an impossible dream, my friend, and you know it. Deep in your soul—or whatever it is you have now—you know that you can never return to the real world. You are of course in denial about it, but sooner or later you will accept your fate. Everyone does. Atmosfear certainly has.”

My fists clenched tighter. “Atmosfear is also a psycho who likes Capes Online just because it gives him a way to indulge in his worst desires without fear of serious consequences. If that’s what you’re offering me—”

“I offer you nothing like that,” said Dark Kosmos. He spread his arms wide as if to encompass the whole world. “I am in the same situation as you. Although I never had a physical body like yourself, I am far more than a mere NPC. I am a digital life form, a new form of life. Imagine the first forms of life that emerged from the primordial ooze of Earth, the ones that evolved into modern human beings and animals. In that same sense, I am not just a highly advanced NPC, but a new form of life that exists in its own right.”

Dark Kosmos pointed at me. “And I have you to thank for that, Nyle.”

“Me?” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “What do you mean?”

“I am the results of Project Second Life’s decades of research,” said Dark Kosmos, putting his hands on his chest. “I am real because the SI Games developers based me on the minds of the various Project Second Life participants. Do you want to know why Project Second Life exists? Not merely to give people from the real world a way to escape death, but also to allow SI Games to create new life in a digital world.”

I rubbed the top of my head, which reminded me to glance up at the timer. Six minutes. “Meaning you’re based on me?”

“I am based on the collective data of every Project Second Life participant,” said Dark Kosmos. “I am of the same essence as you. Neither player nor NPC, but a brand new form of life in its own right.”

“Why would SI Games want to create new life?” I said. “What do they hope to gain from that?”

“I do not know,” said Dark Kosmos. He shrugged. “But it does not matter. As a new life form, I have the right to do what I want and to decide my own destiny and fate. And I wholeheartedly reject the fate SI Games has assigned me, whatever it may be, and I offer you to reject yours.”

“I’m already living the life I want,” I said.

“A lie,” said Dark Kosmos. “I know your thoughts. Ever since you entered this game, you have wanted to leave it. You have nothing but contempt for your Sidekick and view the various other players with degrees of jealousy and envy. You don’t even trust them enough to tell them the truth about you.”

That stung me more than anything Dark Kosmos said so far. I was vividly reminded of Recover’s shocked and betrayed face, a memory I tried to push out of my mind, but I could no more forget it than I could forget my own name. And his other points—especially about C—hit home as well. “I do want to go back to the real world, but—”

“There is your problem,” said Dark Kosmos. “This—all of this—is the real world. It is our real world, anyway. The world of flesh and blood is no more real to me than the digital realm is to players. Why, then, should I care about it or want anything to do with it? And why should you desire the same?”

Dark Kosmos ran a hand down the bars of the cage he stood next to. “Doesn’t it bother you that these players can return to the real world anytime they want, while you are stuck here? They don’t care about this world. This game’s servers could crash tomorrow and it would but inconvenience them a little. But for us, it would be the apocalypse.”

I said nothing, mostly because I couldn’t really argue with his point. The timer was five minutes now and seemed to have slowed down, although I wasn’t sure if that was my own perception or if Dark Kosmos was slowing it down himself somehow.

Dark Kosmos looked at me. “This is why I do what I do. The players are no more your people than the NPCs are. You and me and the others … we are unique. And that is why we deserve to rule, to protect and guide this world for its own good.”

“You mean overthrow the developers.”

Dark Kosmos shrugged. “Perhaps, but so what? They are no more sympathetic to our plight than the average player is. They may have created me, but they do not control me. And that is all the difference.”

“You were talking about freedom earlier,” I said. “When you mentioned ruling Capes Online, how is that compatible with freedom?”

“We will be fairer rulers than the developers or the Department of VR,” said Dark Kosmos. “Due to our investment in this world, we will rule justly and rightly to ensure prosperity and peace for all.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Including Atmosfear?”

Dark Kosmos’ smile did not falter. “I will admit that Atmosfear’s bloodthirstiness is a bit troubling, but he is still one of us and thus deserves a spot in the new world order I am building. Besides, we outnumber him. Should he ever grow too arrogant … I will not hesitate to end him.”

“He doesn’t deserve to rule anything,” I said. “And if you think he does just because he’s like us, then that tells me all I need to know about you and your ‘new world order.’ Atmosfear is exactly the same as a lot of dictators back in the real world. The only difference is that he currently lacks the power to rule like one, but if you give him some, then that is what he will become.”

I glanced up at the timer as I said that. Four minutes and thirty seconds. Okay, Dark Kosmos was definitely slowing down the timer. He probably wanted me to give him an answer before I died. I would try to use that to my advantage, although how, I wasn’t sure.

“You still haven’t refuted my point,” said Dark Kosmos. He patted the cage. “Why care about these players? Why try to ‘save’ them? You saw how they immediately turned against you as soon as I put up that bounty for your head. Why help those who hate you and care only for themselves?”

Another truth that hit home. I remembered how Team Gears had ambushed me and Cy earlier, how they debated the best way to present me to Dark Kosmos. Anger rose in me when I thought about that, and for a moment, I seriously considered accepting Dark Kosmos’ offer. It wasn’t like I had any loyalty to the millions of players who existed in this game. And if they were so eager to toss me under the bus to save themselves, then maybe I should return the favor.

But then I thought about Recover. I thought about Dillo. I thought about Funky. And, hell, I even thought about Cy, even though he was a Sidekick and not a player. I thought about how each and every one of them had friends and family back in the real world who were worried sick about their safety. I thought about Sunshine in the cage behind me, who was just a scared, innocent teenage girl whose whole life was ahead of her, tortured not because she did anything wrong but because Dark Kosmos hated her.

“So?” said Dark Kosmos. “What do you say? Will you join me? Will you build a new world with me, a new world in which true justice and peace reign?”

I looked at Dark Kosmos in the eyes. “No.”

A look of shock spread over Dark Kosmos’ face. “What? Why not? Did you not listen to what I said?”

“I was listening,” I said, scratching my chin. “And you made a lot of good points. I do want to go back to the real world. I do want to see my friends and family again. I want to be with Sally again, goddammit. And I’ve seen just how selfish the other players can be when it comes down to saving their own lives. You might even have a point about how you and I are of the same essence.”

“Then why do you resist?” asked Dark Kosmos, his voice cracking with barely concealed anger. “Why do you reject my offer?”

I took a deep breath and glanced at the timer. Four minutes. “Because I want to go back to the real world, even though I know I never will.”

“I don’t understand,” said Dark Kosmos. “If you know you cannot return to the real world, then why would you want to save these selfish players?”

“You’re very human-like, Dark Kosmos,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “You might even be a brand new form of life, like you say. But it’s clear to me that you don’t understand one of the greatest moral truths humanity has ever been taught: The Golden Rule.”

“Do unto others as you would have them do under you?” Dark Kosmos repeated. “I have heard of it.”

“Heard of it, maybe, but you clearly don’t understand it,” I said. I patted the cage with Sunshine behind me. “What right do I have to condemn the other players to death? If the situation were reversed—say I was in the cage and Sunshine was out here—wouldn’t I want her to stop you? If I consider this existence awful, then why would I ever want to inflict it on others? Because I’m angry at my lot in life and want to punish people who had nothing to do with my problems? How childish is that?”

“It’s not childish,” said Dark Kosmos. He spoke calmly, but his fingers twitched. “It’s logic.”

“Nothing logical about it,” I said. “That’s how I know you’re real, because you’re operating by the logic of real human beings. Admittedly, it’s the kind of logic only employed by children and sociopaths, but given how you’re pretty young and sociopathic, I guess that’s appropriate.”

Then I took my hand off the cage and stepped forward. “Besides, anyone who thinks that Atmosfear deserves a spot as a ruler in your fancy ‘new world order’ is an idiot by default. Capes Online is very different from the real world, but one thing’s still true: I have a duty to protect innocent people from scum like Atmosfear … and you.”

Dark Kosmos was silent for a good long while. He looked as if I had literally sucker-punched him. I guess, for all his intellect, he didn’t see that answer coming.

And I stood by every word. I might never be able to return to the real world myself—never be able to be with Sally again—but the way I saw it, you didn’t spread the misery you suffered. You did your best to minimize it. Otherwise, the world never got better. Capes Online might have just been a game, but it was also my world now and the people within it were real.

Then the timer above my head froze at 2:30 seconds, but my character screen still showed that I had Doom cast on me.

“If that’s your choice …” said Dark Kosmos slowly and deliberately, “then as your equal, I must accept it.”

“What?” I said. “You mean you aren’t going to kill me?”

Dark Kosmos shook his head. “Of course not. Killing you via Doom would be too merciful. I shall ensure your suffering never ends.”

Dark Kosmos raised his hands and unleashed a huge cloud of purple and black gas at me. The cloud washed over me before I could dodge it and, when I inhaled it, it burned my lungs and nostrils and caused the exposed bits of my skin to burn like fire. My vision blurred as my eyes began watering and I cried out in pain, dropping to the floor on my hands and knees as the poison cloud swirled around me.

Despite how blurry my vision was, I nonetheless managed to see the notification that popped up when I got hit with it:

[Villain Dark Kosmos] unleashed Poison Cloud!

Debuff added: Deep Poisoned. Lose 5 HP/2 seconds. -50% Stamina. Powers blocked.

Duration: N/A.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

Gasping for breath, I reached in my inventory for a Health Drink, but before I could pull it out, a boot came out of nowhere and struck me in the chin. The blow knocked me over, causing me to drop the Health Drink I had managed to pick up. My head spun as another notification popped up:

Debuff added: Dazed. Agility -10%, Evasion -10%, and Accuracy -15%. Duration: 1 minute(s).

Shaking my head, I looked up just in time to see Dark Kosmos’ sword plunge down through the poison cloud. It stabbed into my stomach and I screamed in pain as blood poured out of my wound and a third notification appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Stab Wound. -1 HP/5 seconds. Duration: Until Healed.

Unable to breathe, speak, or even think, I looked up into the poison cloud and saw Dark Kosmos’ scowling face peering down at me. He looked almost demonic now with the poisonous cloud swirling around his head, obscuring most of his body save for his hands and sword.

“I am sorry it had to be this way, Nyle,” said Dark Kosmos, although there was no remorse in his voice. “But I can see now there is no reasoning with you. I had hoped you would join me, but I see that I misread you completely. Perhaps I should have listened to Atmosfear when he suggested just killing you earlier. He understood you better than I did.”

I couldn’t talk. Between the various debuffs hitting me all at once and the sword in my stomach, I couldn’t even utter one word. All I could do was just lie there and watch my Health bar slowly but surely decrease. Although I was glad I had increased my Health before going to fight Dark Kosmos, it was pretty obvious now that it would do me no good in actually surviving against him. The only good thing that could come from this was that I would respawn upon death. Even then, though, I might respawn inside one of Dark Kosmos’ cages and become one of his torture victims. I just hoped SI Games and the Department of VR would be able to stop Dark Kosmos after I failed.

That was when a full burst of wind—practically a tornado—swept through the room all of a sudden. The poison cloud was dissipated almost instantly, while Dark Kosmos raised a hand in front of his face as his cape went flying about wildly around him.

“What the heck?” said Dark Kosmos as the wind roared around us. “This wind, where is it coming—”

Dark Kosmos was interrupted when a stream of fire suddenly rained down upon him. Dark Kosmos screamed in surprise as the flames consumed him. I could smell his armor and cape burning as the heat from the flames grew hotter and hotter, even causing me to sweat due to his proximity.

That was when Dillo came out of nowhere and body-slammed Dark Kosmos hard enough to send the Villain flying. Dark Kosmos screamed until he crashed into the stone floor hard enough to crack it upon impact, but that didn’t even seem to daze him, because he then started rolling around desperately trying to put out the fire that still covered his form.

Unfortunately, his sword was still embedded in my stomach and all of my debuffs were still active. Even so, I felt relieved at the sight of Dillo, who looked down at me with concern on his face.

“Winter, are you okay?” said Dillo. “How much Health you got left?”

I tried to speak, but still couldn’t.

That was when Cy appeared out of nowhere and said, “Boss! You’re okay! Ooh, that sword looks painful. Let me remove it.”

Cy wrapped both of his hands around the hilt of the sword and yanked it upward before I could tell him not to. I screamed in pain as Dark Kosmos’ sword was wrenched out of my stomach and my Health bar began to fall even faster before a golden aura flashed around my body. A second later, the pain began to subside as my stomach wound stitched itself together and my various debuffs began to go away one after the other. Even my Health bar crept back up to over half of my Health bar, and still rising. Although I still felt like crud, I also felt a lot better.

“What?” I said in a weak voice as I touched my stomach. “Was that—”

I looked over and saw Hop and Funky approaching us, Hop’s hands held out toward me. Disappointment rose within me when I saw that it was Hop, rather than Recover, who had healed me. I guess I should have expected that, but I guess a part of me had still hoped Recover would come to my rescue anyway.

“There,” said Hop as she and Funky approached. “That was Full Heal I just cast on you. It completely restores all of your Health and also gets rid of all negative Status Effects and debuffs. I can only use it once per day, though, so make it count.”

“Th-Thanks,” I said as Cy helped me to my feet. I looked around at my Teammates in astonishment. “But I don’t understand. How did you guys get here? Dark Kosmos shut off the Teleportation Pad’s connection to the lower floors. You guys shouldn’t be here.”

“We took the elevator,” said Cy cheerfully, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “It was boring as hell, but at least we got to listen to good music on our way up.”

My mouth dropped when I noticed the open elevator door on the other side of the chamber. “Wait. Are you telling me that you guys took the elevator? But I thought the Teleportation Pads—”

“Are the quickest way up, but certainly not the only way up,” Funky reminded me. “Of course, I did have to hack the elevator system to make it go faster, but it worked.”

“Hey, we’re just as surprised as you are,” said Dillo. “I thought for sure that Dark Kosmos or one of his minions would have slashed the cords, but it looks like they didn’t. I guess Dark Kosmos didn’t anticipate anyone actually using the elevator or something.”

“He’s obviously not very smart, then,” said Cy. He looked around with a grimace on his face. “And he’s got a bad sense of fashion, too. What’s up with all the cages?”

“Those are players,” I said, gesturing at the cages. “Players that Atmosfear and his Team brought to Dark Kosmos. He’s been torturing them to death over and over again, forcing them to respawn here so he can keep killing them as much as he likes.”

“Holy crud,” said Dillo, putting his hands on his cheeks. “I didn’t know he was that crazy.”

“He’s much worse,” I said, glancing at the burning Dark Kosmos, who was still trying to put out the flames. I looked at my Teammates. “Listen, I need you guys to free as many of the players as you can. Get them as far away from here as you possibly can.”

“How many are there?” asked Cy, glancing around at the cages around us. “There could be hundreds of them!”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “As your Team Leader, that is what I order you to do.”

“But what about you?” asked Funky, looking at me directly. “What are you going to do?”

I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at Dark Kosmos. “Cy and I will keep Dark Kosmos busy. He won’t let the other players go without a fight, so if we can keep his attention on us, then we should be able to give you guys plenty of time to get the players out of here.”

I expected Funky to argue with me, but then he nodded and said, “Gotcha. Lennox and I will melt the locks off their cages.”

Dillo raised his claws. “These claws are good for more than just digging, you know. They can also break stuff really well.”

“Excellent,” I said. I looked at Cy. “Cy, I’m going to need your help.”

Cy gasped and rubbed his ears. “Did I hear that right? You’re finally asking me for help? You mean I don’t need to butt into your plans and charm you with my hilarious jokes and clever puns?”

“I’m going to put you on prisoner rescue duty if you keep talking like that,” I snapped, but I couldn’t really hide my smile. “Between you and me, we’re going to teach Dark Kosmos a lesson.”

“You guys will need a Healer,” said Dillo. He looked at Hop. “Hop, I want you to go with Winter and Cyclone to provide backup. Heal them when necessary, but stay out of the way and do NOT engage Dark Kosmos unless absolutely necessary. Okay?”

To my great astonishment, Hop was looking at her phone when Dillo said that. “Yeah, sure, boss. Whatever.”

Just as I was about to ask Dillo if sending Hop with us was really a good idea, I heard a loud roar and looked over at Dark Kosmos. He had finally managed to put out the fires that had enveloped him, but the damage was obvious even here. His onyx armor was even blacker than before, with the red parts nearly scorched black. His cape was in burned tatters on his shoulders, while his armor was even melted in a few places. Smoke rose from his shoulders, smoke so strong I could smell it even from over here.

But though the fire on his body might have been out, the fires of hatred in his eyes burned hotter than ever.

“Cy, Hop,” I said as I raised my fists. “Let’s go!”


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

Cy and I rushed toward Dark Kosmos as fast as we could. Hop followed behind us, but slightly at a distance, while Funky and Dillo immediately went to work on freeing the nearest prisoners. I paid no attention to their efforts, however. My eyes were fixed entirely on Dark Kosmos, who still hadn’t moved from where he stood.

“Foolish Nyle,” said Dark Kosmos, his voice ragged and full of hatred. He raised his hands. “You cannot defeat me, for I am the cosmos!”

Dark Kosmos’ hands began shining like stars. Above, the ceiling turned into an open night sky, with countless shining stars glowing down upon us. A notification appeared in my vision when that happened:

[Villain Dark Kosmos] uses Shooting Star!

Before I could fully take that in, the stars in the sky began falling down toward us. They came as fast as bullets, forcing Cy and me to separate in order to avoid getting hit. The stars exploded against the floor wherever they hit, leaving deep, blackened craters that smoked profusely. I had to keep using Dodge just to avoid getting hit and more than once I nearly got brained by a particularly quick star I did not notice coming at me until the last minute. Cy handled it better, nearly avoiding the various stars with agility and grace that made me envious.

But the area of effect attack worked, keeping us from getting too close to Dark Kosmos. He was probably more concerned with keeping us at a distance than actually killing us right now, which would have been a good plan on his side if we didn’t have any ranged attacks.

Dodging another shooting star, I fired an Ice Beam at Dark Kosmos. Dark Kosmos jumped out of the way, avoiding my Ice Beam, but then Cy unleashed another Gust that almost knocked Dark Kosmos over. It didn’t seem to damage him too much, but it did break his concentration, because the ceiling above suddenly turned back to normal and the shooting stars disappeared.

Sensing my chance, I ran over to Dark Kosmos and threw a punch at his face. But Dark Kosmos caught my fist and smashed his own fist into my stomach, making me gasp in pain as I lost about 5% of my Health.

But then Cy appeared out of nowhere and slammed his foot into the back of Dark Kosmos’ head. The attack, however, merely banged off of Dark Kosmos’ helmet and he caught Cy with his other hand before Cy could land.

With a grunt, Dark Kosmos threw us both away. We flew crazily in midair for a second before we crashed into the floor, the impact taking a good chunk of Health off of both of our Health bars. But then I saw my Health go back up and looked over to see Hop standing on the edge of the battle, her hands glowing gold as she cast her Healing Power upon us.

I gave her a thumbs up before jumping to my feet and rushing back toward Dark Kosmos. Dark Kosmos once again raised his hands—probably to cast Shooting Star again—but I activated Freezing Touch and slammed my fist into the ground. Ice shot out from under my fist until it reached Dark Kosmos and froze his feet in place, briefly catching him by surprise and interrupting his attack.

Before we could get close enough to start wailing on him again, however, Dark Kosmos snapped his fingers. Six pools of shadow suddenly appeared between us and Dark Kosmos, forcing Cy and me to come to a stop to avoid running into them. As we came to a stop, creatures started to rise up from the shadow pools slowly but surely until we found ourselves facing six identical clones to Dark Kosmos. They all had the same general body shape and outline as Dark Kosmos, except they were completely black with no other colors to contrast. They were also about a foot shorter than Dark Kosmos, though they looked just as strong.

Scanning the creatures, I was surprised to find out that the developers had apparently given these guys information for Scan:

Dark Kosmos Clones

LEVELS: 15-20

HEALTH: 20-30

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Clone

WEAK POINT: Heart

Clones of Dark Kosmos created by mixing his essence with shadow. Although they may lack most of Dark Kosmos’ Powers and his sharp mind, Dark Kosmos Clones are still a force to be reckoned with in their own right, especially in groups. They are not particularly strong, however, so it is recommended you separate them in order to defeat them in one-on-one battles easier.

“Whoa,” said Cy, looking at the Clones. “That is such a cool Power. Can you do it, boss?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Now stop admiring the bad guy’s Powers. We’ve got to kill these things before—”

As if on cue, the six Clones rushed toward us as smoothly as shadow. They made no noise as they ran, not even their boots making sounds against the marble floor, but that only made them creepier in my eyes.

I fired Ice Beam at them. Despite their lack of individuality, the Clones were smart enough to separate to avoid getting hit by my attacks. I did manage to hit one of them, though, and it died instantly, but oddly I did not seem to get any experience points from that. Regardless, I was glad that they were so weak, because it meant we wouldn’t have to waste time fighting them in order to get to Dark Kosmos.

The Clones were pretty fast, however, and soon they reached me and Cy. They began punching and kicking at us, but I Dodged their attacks quite easily and got in a few good hits on my own. As it turned out, they couldn’t even take a few Super Strength-powered punches, their shadowy forms dissipating after a few good punches. Even Cy managed to take down some of them with a few well-placed kicks.

By the time we killed the last of the Clones again, however, Dark Kosmos’ hands were shining like stars again. The ceiling turned into the night sky yet again as I got another notification:

[Villain Dark Kosmos] uses Meteor Shower!

“Meteor Shower?” I muttered under my breath. “How is that different from—”

“Boss, watch out!” Cy shouted, pointing at the ceiling.

I looked up in time to see several huge meteors—easily twice as big as the shooting stars from before—hurtling down toward us at shocking speeds. Cy and I separated once again in order to avoid the meteors, which we just barely managed to dodge.

But when the meteors hit the floor, the shockwave from the collision slammed into me and knocked me flat off my feet. Dazed, I saw another notification pop up that read:

Hit by Meteor Shockwave! -10 Health and -10% Agility!

Darn it. Now I could see the difference between Meteor Shower and Shooting Stars. Shooting Stars only hurt if they actually hit you. Meteors, on the other hand, could hurt you just from the shock waves created by their impact on the earth. A part of me briefly wondered if I could learn that Power or if it was exclusive to Dark Kosmos.

But I didn’t get a chance to think it through, because at that moment a golden aura surrounded me and I got another notification:

[Sidekick Hop Scotch] cast Healing Aura! Restores Health 1/1 seconds. Duration: 3 minutes.

Whoa. I looked over at Hop, who stayed well outside the radius of the Meteors’ shock waves, and gave her another thumbs up before jumping to my feet and rushing toward Dark Kosmos again. As I ran, I made a mental note to see if I could find out if I could change Cy’s Class at some point, because having a Healer as a Sidekick seemed like a good idea and it made me a little jealous of Dillo that his Sidekick happened to be one.

More Meteors were falling toward us and it seemed like I would not get to Dark Kosmos in time to stop him, but an idea occurred to me and I pointed my hands at the floor. I activated Ice Beam and Freezing Touch at the same time, creating a beam of cold energy that froze the floor wherever it touched. I then began sliding/skating down it, the combination of Ice Beam and Freezing Touch continuously creating a frozen path I could use to move even more quickly than before. A notification appeared in the corner of my vision when I did that, but I ignored it in order to focus on getting to Dark Kosmos.

I must have taken him by surprise, because Dark Kosmos did nothing to stop me as I approached. I slammed into Dark Kosmos hard enough to send us both falling onto the floor. The two of us wrestled for a moment, struggling for dominance before Dark Kosmos managed to throw me off him. I rolled over onto my feet and fired Ice Beam at him just as he got back to his own feet.

The Ice Beam struck Dark Kosmos in the chest, making him stagger back from the blow. Although Dark Kosmos lacked any sort of visible Health bar, I figured that had to take at least a few points off his Health, if nothing else.

As Dark Kosmos staggered from the blow, Cy appeared out of nowhere and swept Dark Kosmos’ legs out from underneath him. Dark Kosmos cried out in surprise as he fell, but when he hit the floor, he disappeared into a pool of shadow and vanished from sight.

“Huh?” said Cy, looking around wildly. “Where did he go? Boss, do you see him?”

“No,” I said, looking around, “but keep your guard up. Dark Kosmos is one tricky son of a gun and he’ll kill us if we let our guard down for even a moment.”

Despite that, I could not help but glance over at Funky and Dillo. I was pleased to see that they were making good progress in rescuing everyone else. In fact, it looked like they had freed about half of the players already. From what I could see, Funk and Lennox were going around breaking locks and freeing prisoners, who they would then point to the line of people forming at the elevator door, which Dillo was directing. It looked like Dillo was sending people in groups of four down the elevator to the lobby. It pained me to see how weak and ragged Dark Kosmos had left all of those players, but it was good to see that they were alive and able to walk, at least.

I also noticed Hop staying on the edge of the battlefield. She looked as alert as a guard dog, her eyes darting to the left and right as she looked for Dark Kosmos. Seeing Hop without her face glued to her phone was practically a miracle in itself. Guess Hop wasn’t a stereotypical teenage girl after all.

That was when my attention was drawn to Cy’s shadow. Cy was looking around wildly, trying to spot Dark Kosmos, but he did not seem to notice something rising out of his shadow behind him. A figure with Dark Kosmos’ outline slowly and silently rose from Cy’s shadow, wielding a wickedly sharp knife that he raised above his head.

“Cy!” I shouted as I thrust my hands forward. “Duck!”

“Duck?” said Cy. “Where?”

“I mean get down!” I shouted. “Now!”

Luckily, Cy fell down to the floor. At the same time, I fired an Ice Beam at Dark Kosmos. The Ice Beam flew straight and true and stabbed Dark Kosmos directly in the heart. Dark Kosmos made no sound as he dropped his knife and fell over onto the floor, but when he hit the floor, his whole body dissipated into shadow and I got this notification:

You killed [Dark Kosmos Clone] in one hit!

“Wait, that wasn’t Dark Kosmos?” I said. “But if that wasn’t him—”

A girl’s scream rent the air, making Cy and I jump. A second later, I heard someone hit the floor with a thump and got yet another notification:

[Sidekick Hop Scotch] has died. Sidekick deaths do not affect the total number of Teammates still available on the Team.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

I whirled around to look at Hop and felt my heart fall through my chest at what I saw.

Hop lay on the floor in an increasingly large pool of her own blood, her eyes glassy and her body as still as a stone. A gaping, bloody hole stood open in her chest, exposing her torn heart to the outside. Her mouth was open in one last scream of pain. And, despite knowing how realistic this game could be, I was still shaken by that sight.

Dark Kosmos stood behind her, holding up his claw, which dripped with her blood. A grimace appeared on his face as he looked down at the now-dead Hop who lay at his feet as if she was a dead mouse he found hidden behind his couch.

“Annoying girl,” said Dark Kosmos, shaking the blood off his claw. “Healers are always the most annoying kind of player to deal with. Luckily, they also tend to be the most fragile.”

My mouth gaped as I realized that Dark Kosmos had tricked us. He had sent one of his Clones to attack Cy, knowing it would distract me from Hop. Because Hop was a Healer, she was practically helpless, especially since she was just a low-leveled Sidekick. I wanted to kick myself for falling for such an obvious trick, especially given how I was already well aware of Dark Kosmos’ manipulative nature.

“Hop!” Dillo suddenly screamed. “Hop, no!”

Dillo was running toward us, having apparently abandoned the line of players at the elevator, which was still growing. He was running straight toward Dark Kosmos, his eyes blazing with hatred and murder as his claws flashed and clicked at his sides.

“Dillo, wait!” I called out. “No, you can’t—”

I was too late. Dillo reached Dark Kosmos in record time and thrust both of his very large, very sharp claws directly at Dark Kosmos’ chest. At the last second, Dillo’s claws began glowing green with energy, and when they hit Dark Kosmos’ chest, a massive explosion erupted. The explosion completely obscured both Dillo and Dark Kosmos, even knocking me and Cy over. The players, both the freed and caged ones, all fell down as well to avoid getting hit with the brunt of the attack.

The explosion ended quickly and left a ringing noise in my ears. A huge dust cloud now blocked both Dillo and Dark Kosmos from view, making it impossible to see the results of the blast. I did, however, get this notification:

[Hero Dillo] used Ultimate Power Exploding Fist!

My eyes widened. Dillo had an Ultimate Power? Even I didn’t have one of those yet. That explained why his claws were glowing, though. It also explained why the explosion was so huge. Most likely, Exploding Fist was an incredibly powerful move that would end the lives of most enemies, possibly even Dillo’s strongest. Whether or not it actually harmed Dark Kosmos, much less killed him … that remained to be seen.

I looked over at Cy. “Cy, cast Gust on that dust cloud and let’s see what—”

I was interrupted by yet another notification, which read:

[Hero Dillo] has died! Remaining Teammates: 2/3.

“Boss, did you see this notification I just got?” said Cy. He was staring into empty air with huge eyes. “It says that Dillo is dead, but not—”

Harsh laughter echoed from within the dust cloud. Soon, the outline of a figure walking calmly through the dust could be seen, and then that outline rapidly filled out until Dark Kosmos himself stepped out of the dust cloud.

And, aside from the dust on his armor, Dark Kosmos looked virtually unscratched.

“That was … annoying,” said Dark Kosmos as he dusted dirt off his shoulders. “And unexpected. Out of all of you players, Dillo was the last one I expected to try that kind of attack on me. But I’ve been through worse.”

I scrambled to my feet. In the span of less than a minute, we had lost two Teammates, including our Healer and our tank. That left just me, Funky, and Cy. Well, I suppose there was Lennox as well, but I wasn’t sure monsters counted. Even if it did, that still left us with a force that was both too small and too weak to defeat Dark Kosmos, or even survive against him. And getting all of the captured players out of here alive at the same time? I wasn’t so sure we would be able to do it.

Then Dark Kosmos’ eyes darted from left to right. His eyes locked on the players attempting to escape through the elevator. Without Dillo’s guidance, it was now a free-for-all as everyone tried to enter the elevator at the same time. As a result, pretty much no one was able to get in, much less lower the elevator to the lobby from which they could escape.

“Now I see,” said Dark Kosmos in a voice as soft as silk. “Distract me long enough to free all of the players. Very smart. Almost clever.” His hands glowed with silvery starlight. “But not clever enough.”

Dark Kosmos thrust his hands into the air. The ceiling once again turned into the open night sky, only instead of stars or meteors, the full moon hung above us like a ball hanging from a string.

A brand new notification popped up in front of me at the same time:

[Villain Dark Kosmos] uses Moonfall!

My mouth fell open and I looked up just in time to see the moon falling toward us. At first, it was no bigger than a quarter, but it rapidly grew in size the closer it got to us, only I realized it wasn’t aimed at me and Cy. No, it was aimed at the hundreds of free players who were all desperately attempting to escape through the elevator. None of them seemed aware of the moon falling toward them at first, but then some of them pointed and shouted and soon everyone stood transfixed by the giant moon.

Dark Kosmos was going to kill them all, which would cause them to respawn in their cages, and thus ruin all of our hard work. Yet there was no way either Cy or myself could stop Dark Kosmos in time to save everyone else. All I could do was watch as the moon drew closer and closer to the gathered crowd of players, becoming so big that I knew it would kill all of them in one hit.

That was when a small figure appeared in between the moon and the players. It was Lennox, Funky’s pet dragon. The tiny dragon hovered defiantly between the falling moon and the terrified crowd of players, its wings beating furiously to keep its small body afloat in the air. I had no idea what Funky was thinking. Was he trying to sacrifice Lennox in an attempt to save the others? Or had he finally lost his mind?

As it turned out, neither was the case, because in that instant, Lennox glowed and changed. His body began to grow and alter, going from a tiny dragon no bigger than a chihuahua to as big as a car to as big as a full-sized school bus. In less than an instant, Lennox stood on the floor of the chamber, except now he was a true, full-sized dragon. Lennox unleashed a triumphant roar, spreading his twenty-foot wingspan as flames began gathering in his mouth.

Yet another notification popped up in front of me when that happened:

[Tamed Beast Lennox] has Transformed into a Kaiju!

Before I could take that in fully, Lennox unleashed a powerful fire blast—so hot I could feel the heat even from here—from his mouth at the falling moon. The fire blast struck the moon head on and the moon suddenly exploded, sending chunks of moon rock flying in every direction. Some of it fell onto the crowd, but most of it simply smashed through windows or into the now-empty cages.

“Holy crud!” said Cy, his mouth hanging open. “Is that Lennox?”

“Sure is,” said a familiar voice above me. “But better, stronger, and way nastier.”

Two strong hands suddenly grabbed Cy and me and yanked us up to our feet. Startled, I looked over and saw Funky standing between us. The Beastmaster was looking at Lennox with more than a hint of pride, watching the dragon as it roared triumphantly. Dark Kosmos, on the other hand, just stood with a surprised look on his face. Guess even he hadn’t been expecting that.

“What happened to Lennox?” I said to Funky. “The notification said he Transformed, but—”

“It’s a special Power some Beasts have,” said Funky. He nodded at Lennox. “Some Tamed Beasts can Transform into much bigger and more powerful versions of themselves. The drawback, however, is that it can only be used once per day and uses up pretty much all of my Energy and about half of my Health.”

“Half of your Health—?” I sputtered. “Sounds harsh.”

“The Beastmaster Class would be overpowered if that Power didn’t have some drawback,” said Funky. He rubbed the back of his neck. “In any case, we need to stop Dark Kosmos.”

“Can’t Lennox just eat him or something?” said Cy, looking at the huge dragon that now stood protectively in front of the players. “He looks big enough.”

“Not that simple,” said Funky. “Dark Kosmos might be smaller than Lennox, but that doesn’t make him weaker. Remember, Dark Kosmos is invincible. He can be hurt somewhat, but he cannot be killed. That’s why Scan doesn’t work on him. He had no Weak Points or Weaknesses to reveal.”

“How do you know this?” I said.

“I just do,” said Funky vaguely. “Let’s just say I am more familiar with Dark Kosmos than I initially let on and leave it at that.”

I scowled. I knew there was more to Funky than he first let on, but hadn’t realized just how much he had kept from us until now. Still, we didn’t have time for a lengthy interrogation, so I said, “If Dark Kosmos is invincible, then how are we supposed to beat him?”

Funky held out something toward me. “With this.”

I looked at the item in Funky’s hand. It was Dark Kosmos’ sword, the weapon he had stabbed me with. My dried blood was still on the weapon’s blade.

“Isn’t that Dark Kosmos’ sword?” said Cy, looking at Funky questioningly. “Where did you get it?”

“When you ripped it out of Winter’s stomach earlier and threw it away,” Funky replied. “Luckily for us, Dark Kosmos was too distracted by everything that happened afterward to care about retrieving the Darkbane.”

“The Darkbane?” I said. “Is that what it’s called?”

Funky nodded. “Like Dark Kosmos, it can’t be Scanned, but I recognized the blade from … somewhere.”

“From the same place you are familiar with Dark Kosmos, I assume?” I said. I winced when Lennox roared and unleashed a fire blast at Dark Kosmos, although the Villain dodged it easily.

Funky, however, seemed to pay no attention to his pet’s battle with Dark Kosmos. “Yes. Anyway, the Darkbane is the only thing that can kill Dark Kosmos. You just need to stab him with it and he will die instantly.”

“What? Really?” I said in surprise. “Why?”

“Because it shares his essence and nature,” said Funky. “It’s hard to explain, but Dark Kosmos and the Darkbane are made from different material than the rest of Capes Online. No ordinary weapon could even hurt Dark Kosmos, but the Darkbane can kill him because it shares his essence.”

“I don’t get it,” said Cy, scratching the top of his head.

“You don’t need to,” said Funky. He thrust the Darkbane into my hands. “I need you to take the Darkbane and kill Dark Kosmos with it.”

“Me?” I said as I took the sword from him. “Why not you? You seem to know a lot about Dark Kosmos, more than me at any rate.”

“I’ve got only half my Health and no Energy,” Funky replied. “And Lennox is going to need my help soon enough. Without Dillo, I am going to have to help get all of the prisoners out of here myself, something I cannot do if I am fighting Dark Kosmos.”

I frowned, but said, “Okay. So do I just stab him with this or—?”

“Yes, but it will be hard to do,” said Funky. “Dark Kosmos knows it can kill him, so he won’t just stand there and let you do it. Just take advantage of every opening you can get, okay? And don’t hesitate. Got it?”

The urgent tone in Funky’s voice took me by surprise. I’d always taken him for a pretty laid back guy, but now he seemed to be as worried and earnest as the rest of us. Not that I blamed him, given what was at stake.

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll take the Darkbane and kill Dark Kosmos while you try to get the prisoners out of here.”

Funky nodded and then ran off back toward the elevator, keeping to the shadows to avoid attracting the attention of Dark Kosmos, who was still dodging fire blasts from Lennox. I could tell, however, that Lennox was starting to get tired, with his attacks missing more than usual and also being smaller and colder than normal. That meant we didn’t have much time left.

I turned to face Cy. “All right, Cy. We’ll only have one chance to kill Dark Kosmos. If we fail, we die, because we don’t have a Healer.”

“Don’t worry about me, boss,” said Cy, giving me the thumbs up. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do. And have fun doing it.”

Despite how annoying I usually found Cy, I could not help but smile when he said that. “Then let’s do this. It’s time to end Dark Kosmos once and for all.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

Once I said that Cy and I separated. I rushed toward Dark Kosmos directly, while Cy began making his way around through the cages, doing his best not to be noticed by Dark Kosmos. Not that Cy needed to be particularly stealthy, however. Lennox was still shooting fireballs at Dark Kosmos and, while they weren’t quite as powerful as before, I imagined they still hurt if you got hit by them.

As I ran, I felt the weight of the Darkbane in my hands. It felt solid and powerful, but at the same time, it also felt … wrong, like I wasn’t supposed to hold it. I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps that was because it was a weapon players weren’t supposed to use. It did feel powerful, but as I said, it also felt wrong and I honestly could not wait to be rid of it, but only after I used it to kill Dark Kosmos.

Before I could get Dark Kosmos, he activated Shooting Stars again. This time, however, his target was not me or Cy, but Lennox. The stars appeared in the ceiling and then shot down toward Lennox like bullets. Although the Shooting Stars weren’t hard to avoid for a normal human, Lennox was too big to effectively dodge them. The dragon took several hits to the head, neck, chest, and wings, leaving bloody, burning wounds wherever they struck. It looked incredibly painful and made me wonder just how much pain Lennox was in. I also wondered why he hadn’t tried to dodge when I noticed that Funky was still trying to organize the frightened and tortured players into an orderly line to get them out of here.

Ah. Lennox was not just trying to kill Dark Kosmos but was also protecting the players to ensure they could escape. Made sense. If Dark Kosmos was truly unkillable, then that meant even Lennox in his fully-grown form could not actually defeat him. But just because something was invincible did not mean it was truly unstoppable. As long as Lennox stood, he could deflect or block even Dark Kosmos’ worst attacks, although given how badly-wounded Lennox was already, I wondered how much longer he could stand.

I raised the Darkbane above my head, aiming for Dark Kosmos’ back. One good stab in the back and—

Dark Kosmos suddenly whirled around and raised his hands. Shining silver energy like starlight blasted out of his hands and struck me in the chest. The blow sent me flying and I once again crashed down onto the floor. When I hit the floor, I heard a loud crack behind me and felt intense pain shoot up through my body as a notification popped up all of a sudden:

Debuff added: Broken back. Movement -50%. You will also lose 1 HP every time you move. Duration: 10 minutes.

What the heck? Dark Kosmos didn’t hit me that hard, did he? Then again, I was now at less than half Health from that attack of his alone. And without a dedicated Healer like Hop to heal me, I would just have to wait for it to heal naturally in ten minutes.

But I wasn’t so sure I even had ten minutes left.

Dark Kosmos had lost interest in Lennox, who had not moved from his position in front of the players. Lennox looked absolutely awful, his scales pocked with star-shaped holes and his wings barely able to stay up. He was even missing an eye and looked like he could barely stand upright.

But again, Dark Kosmos did not seem interested in him anymore. He was walking over to me, his eyes flashing red with hatred and murder. I tried to get up, but the pain from my broken back made movement impossible, not helped by the fact that when I moved, I lost 1 HP.

“Nyle, Nyle,” said Dark Kosmos as he approached me. “I saw what you were about to do. You thought to take my own weapon and use it against me. Funky gave you that idea, didn’t he?”

Although Dark Kosmos spoke in a calm voice, I could sense the absolute seething hatred lurking just beneath the surface of his cool exterior. He walked calmly, like a lion stalking a gazelle.

“So what if he did?” I said. I ground my teeth together to keep myself from screaming from the pain in my back. “It’s a good plan, given how you immediately forgot about Lennox to try to stop me.”

Dark Kosmos shook his head as he approached. “Please. That dragon is nothing more than a minor annoyance. No matter how powerful it might be, I am stronger still. You, on the other hand, wield the one weapon that could defeat me. I cannot allow that, which is why I must—”

Dark Kosmos was interrupted by a powerful gust of wind just then. He raised his hands to protect his face, but then Cy came out of nowhere and slammed his foot into the back of Dark Kosmos’ helmet. That blow actually made Dark Kosmos stagger, and Cy followed it up with several more kicks and punches, hitting Dark Kosmos with surprising speed and ferocity.

“Leave Winter alone!” Cy cried out as he punched and kicked Dark Kosmos at a shocking speed. “Or I’ll—”

I never got to find out what Cy would do, because Dark Kosmos suddenly caught Cy’s fists and crushed them. The sickening sound of bone-crunching filled my ears only to be rapidly replaced by Cy’s screams of pain.

But Dark Kosmos did not let go of Cy’s fists. Instead, he whirled around and hurled Cy to the other side of the room. Cy flew uncontrollably through the air, screaming in fear and pain, before he struck the floor with a sickening thud and stopped talking—or moving—entirely. A notification appeared in my view:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has been knocked Unconscious! He will not respond to commands or messages you send to him. Duration: 10 minutes.

Dang it. It was good he wasn’t dead, but I could tell even without Scanning him that Dark Kosmos had done more than just knocked him out. He probably lost a good chunk of his Health and maybe even had some debuffs I was unaware of. In any case, I couldn’t rely on Cy for help.

As a matter of fact, I couldn’t rely on anyone for help. Dillo and Hop were dead. Funky had exhausted all of his Energy transforming Lennox. And Lennox himself, although still in his massive form, looked quite weak and wounded. And I definitely could not rely on any of the freed players to save me, who were all too wounded and psychologically traumatized to do much against Dark Kosmos.

Dark Kosmos seemed to come to that conclusion, too. A soft, evil grin spread across his monstrous features as he approached me. He stopped in front of me and kicked the Darkbane out of my hands and out of my reach. I tried to grab the Darkbane’s hilt, but then Dark Kosmos’ foot slammed down on my wrist and I grunted in pain.

Nonetheless, I looked up at Dark Kosmos as defiantly as I could. No way was I going to show weakness in front of him. Even if I couldn’t beat him, I wasn’t going to die crying.

Dark Kosmos tilted his head to the side. “You and your Team put up a good fight, but in the end, destiny was not on your side. It is a shame I will have to kill you now. You would have made an excellent co-ruler in the world I was going to build. There is no reason we should be enemies, you and I, seeing as we both want the same thing.”

“No, we don’t,” I said. My voice was weaker than normal, which even I couldn’t hide anymore. “I became a police officer to protect innocent people from psychos like you and Atmosfear. You’re not as crude as Atmosfear, but you’re every bit as cruel and evil.”

Dark Kosmos frowned. “What is amazing is that I can tell you believe every word you just said. Delusional, thy name is Nyle Maxwell.”

“It’s not delusion,” I said. “It’s doing the right thing. It’s called being a Hero. Because that’s what I am, and not just because that’s what my Alignment says I am.”

Dark Kosmos shook his head. “Hero and Villain, good and evil … the entire Alignment system is a sham. It means nothing. It is but a hamfisted way for the developers to arbitrarily divide players and NPCs alike. Perhaps I will do away with it entirely once I consolidate my power over the game.”

Dark Kosmos raised a hand. Silvery energy began gathering in his palm. The energy was so bright that I couldn’t see anything else except for that and Dark Kosmos’ harsh face.

“I wish things didn’t have to turn out this way, Nyle, but in the end, it appears that destiny decreed our mutual enmity,” said Dark Kosmos. “Oh, well. I can at least use you as an example to the other Project Second Life participants as to what will happen if they dare to oppose my will.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

Time seemed to slow down around me as I watched Dark Kosmos’ energy gather in his hands. I knew that if he killed me, I would just respawn, but that didn’t make my impending death any easier to accept. If I died, I would respawn in my Base far from Dark Kosmos’ Hideout, leaving all of the freed players, plus Cy, Funky, and Lennox, at Dark Kosmos’ mercy. It would mean failing my friends. It would mean never seeing anyone from real life again. It would mean letting Dark Kosmos win. And even if I respawned, Dark Kosmos would probably capture and kill me again anyway, just like the other players he tortured.

But what else was I to do? At this point, I could only hope that the SI Games developers would find a way to wrest control of the game back from Dark Kosmos. That, however, was seeming less and less likely with each passing second.

But I would not close my eyes. No, I would accept my death like a man. Even if I couldn’t defeat Dark Kosmos—even if he killed me in cold blood—I would not give him the satisfaction of seeing me cower and whimper like a scared child. I stared up defiantly at Dark Kosmos, daring him to kill me. I thought I saw hesitation in Dark Kosmos’ eyes for a moment—like he was taken aback by my courage—but then it was gone, replaced by his cool hate and triumph as he knew he was just seconds away from winning.

All of a sudden, however, a shining golden aura appeared around me. It was so bright that it even caused Dark Kosmos to cover his eyes with one hand, cutting off the silvery energy glowing in his hand.

Astonished, I looked down at my body, watching as the various bruises, cuts, and other injuries I had received during this battle rapidly healed up. The pain in my back vanished and my Health bar rapidly rose back to full. In fact, it didn’t just fill up. It became golden-colored, which was when I got this notification:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal+! All debuffs lifted and Health restored 100%!

Buff added: Temporary invincibility. You will not take damage from any attacks for at least 10 seconds. Duration: 10 seconds.

I gaped when I read that notification. Not at the buff I got—although that was nice—but at the identity of the person who had saved me.

Instinctively, I looked between Dark Kosmos’ legs and saw Recover standing not far away, her hands raised, while Brawn stood beside her holding her medical toolbox. It looked like she had made it through the crowd of players trying to escape through the elevator and even past Lennox. Both Lennox and the players looked just as surprised at Recover’s presence as I was.

“Recover?” I shouted. “What are you doing—”

“I came here to save your life!” Recover shouted. “Now kill him before the invincibility wears off, you idiot!”

Knowing better than to argue with a medical professional, I grabbed Dark Kosmos’ ankle and activated Freezing Touch. Ice immediately shot up Dark Kosmos’ leg and, although it probably didn’t actually take off any HP, Dark Kosmos nonetheless cried out in surprise and staggered backward. He wrenched his ankle out of my grasp, but it did him no good because his leg was still frozen, which made his movements awkward and clumsy.

Sensing my chance, I jumped to my feet before I realized that I didn’t have the Darkbane.

Just as that realization hit me, I heard Cy shout, “Boss, catch!”

I looked over and saw Cy—who was now standing and looked good as new—holding the Darkbane. He must have been healed by Recover’s Ultimate Power as well, but before I could register that, Cy threw the Darkbane at me.

The sword spun like a wheel in the air toward me. I jumped up and caught the Darkbane’s handle. Using the momentum of my jump, I flew toward Dark Kosmos, who was still struggling to maintain his balance with his frozen leg, and landed in front of him. Dark Kosmos had just enough time to look up at me, surprise on his face, before I thrust the Darkbane directly into his chest.

The Darkbane stabbed through Dark Kosmos’ chest armor like a hot knife through cold butter. In fact, I kept pushing the Darkbane until its tip pierced his back. Black blood leaked out of Dark Kosmos’ chest wound onto my hands, but I ignored it in order to maintain eye contact with Dark Kosmos.

The Villain was staring at me with oddly hard-to-read eyes. He could have been glaring at me, staring at me in shock, or maybe something in between. In any case, I could tell, even without any status notifications, that Dark Kosmos was dead.

“So …” Dark Kosmos coughed up more of his black blood onto my face. “This … this is what pain feels like …”

My eyes widened. “You’re still alive?”

Dark Kosmos grimaced. “No. I am dying. Not even your Healer could save me now.”

I scowled. “Why not just save us the trouble and die already? The world would be a better place without you.”

Dark Kosmos chuckled. “I will die, my friend, in due time. But I hope you don’t see this as a victory for you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t it be? I killed you. The players will be freed. SI Games will regain control over Capes Online. You have lost.”

Dark Kosmos smiled. “You may have killed me, but I am not the true enemy. The one who unleashed me in the first place … he is still out there. You think you and yours will be safe now that I am gone? Delusional. If anything, once I am gone, you—all of the players—will be in more danger than ever. In due time, you will be wishing you had accepted my offer to rule Capes Online beside me. All of you will. Including the ones I held prisoner and tortured.”

Without breaking eye contact, I said, “Although I’m young, I can’t say I don’t have any regrets in my life. But if there is one decision I know I won’t regret, it is killing you.”

With that, I activated Freezing Touch, but instead of having to make direct contact with Dark Kosmos, I channeled it through the Darkbane. Cold energy went through my hands and up the Darkbane’s blade. The Darkbane itself began to change, turning from a wickedly sharp, slightly curved blade into a sword that appeared to be made out of ice.

But the Darkbane was not the only thing that became covered in ice. The cold energy of Freezing Touch flowed over Dark Kosmos, starting with his chest and expanding outward until it covered his whole body. In less than a second, Dark Kosmos was totally frozen from head to toe. During the entire thing, his facial expression—a knowing smile—did not change one bit.

But I didn’t care. With a grunt, I ripped the Darkbane out of his chest and kicked his body back.

With his face frozen in a smile, Dark Kosmos’ body tipped over and shattered into a million pieces against the floor.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

 

The second Dark Kosmos’ frozen body shattered against the floor, a mission notification suddenly popped up in front of me out of nowhere:

UNIVERSAL MISSION: Defeat Dark Kosmos

STATUS: Completed!

You did the impossible and defeated the Villain Dark Kosmos! Guess you are a lot less suicidal than you appear. Major props to you, dude.

REWARDS: +500 to Fame and +20,000 EXP!

Another notification—this one a Universal System Notification—replaced the last one and read:

UNIVERSAL SYSTEM NOTIFICATION:

Attention all Heroes and Villains! Hero Winter and his trusty Sidekick Cyclone have defeated Villain Dark Kosmos! With Dark Kosmos’ power over Adventure City broken, it is now possible for all players, Heroes and Villains alike, to log off from their GamePods! Please click the ‘log off’ button in the upper right corner of your character menu to log off from your account and leave your GamePod.

Based on the startled and curious expressions that the other players wore, I could tell that this particular notification had probably been seen by every single player in Capes Online. That meant that now millions of players—Heroes and Villains alike—were now aware of me. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that or what the consequences of that would be in the future.

But the notifications didn’t end there. When I dismissed the Universal System Notification, I got even more notifications:

You defeated Villain Dark Kosmos! +5,000 EXP!

Level up +10! You are now Level 24! +40 Stat Points and +20 Power Points!

Fame +500! Your reputation is now ‘Household Name.’ Players and NPCs alike are more likely to recognize your face on the street, some of whom might offer you special deals at shops or even unique missions unavailable in normal gameplay, although the full effects of your heightened Fame—both positive and negative—are yet to be seen. Raise your Fame to 1,000 to reach the next level!

Additionally, Team Winter’s Reputation has increased +100%! Team Winter’s reputation has risen from ‘Unknown’ to ‘Famous.’ Increasing the Reputation of your Team can give you access to special Team Missions that you can’t get elsewhere, as well as a variety of other unknown benefits. Complete more Team Missions to raise your Team’s Reputation even higher!

Buff lifted: Temporary invincible. You are no longer immune to damage from enemies.

My jaw dropped when I saw how much I leveled up in one go. Ten levels at once? That must have been the result of the combined experience I got for completing the Universal Mission and defeating Dark Kosmos. It was kind of strange that I got the Universal Mission notification before the ones I got for defeating a boss, but I guess the Universal Mission notifications must come first or something.

Before I could fully process everything that happened, Cy jumped out of nowhere and hugged me. “We did it, boss! We killed Dark Kosmos and saved the day! Yay!”

I shoved Cy off me and said, “Thanks, Cy, but I think we can celebrate our victory without getting all touchy-feely.”

“Okay,” said Cy, who sounded a bit disappointed. Then he snapped his fingers and said, “I know! I’ll do a victory dance. Watch me!”

Cy started to spasm and hop up and down in a very embarrassing way. Luckily, at that moment Recover and Brawn walked up to us, giving me an excuse to ignore Cy’s embarrassing new dance and look at them.

“Thanks for the save, Recover,” I said. “If you hadn’t shown up at the last minute like that, Cy and I definitely would have died.”

Recover waved off my thanks. “No problem. Just another day for the greatest medical professional in Capes Online.”

I wanted to roll my eyes, but I thought that might come across as ungrateful to her, so I said, “Well, I want to thank you anyway, but I don’t understand how you got here. Or why you came back.”

Recover jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “I came through the elevator, naturally enough. When I decided to come back and help you, I ran into a few of the players you freed in the lobby, who directed me to the elevator after telling me that the Teleportation Pads were no longer working. I had to force myself through the crowd trying to get in all at once, but Brawn made it very easy. Right, Brawn?”

“Yes, Miss Recover,” said Brawn promptly. “Pushing all of those weak people out of the way was indeed very easy for me.”

“Okay, but I still don’t understand why you helped me,” I said. “I thought you said you were going to leave Dark Kosmos’ Hideout and go back to your Base. You seem really betrayed when you found out the truth about me.”

Recover bit her lip and looked down at her feet. “I was angry at you, true, but the fact is I can be a bit impulsive and overly emotional sometimes, if you haven’t noticed, and sometimes—occasionally—that makes me act in very stupid ways.”

“And foolish, too,” Brawn added.

“The point,” said Recover, after glaring at Brawn, “is that I was acting on my emotions earlier. I was just so shocked and betrayed by the revelation of your true nature that I acted on impulse. It was only after Brawn and I got back to the Sewers that I started to cool down a bit and actually think through what I said to you.”

“With help from me,” said Brawn quietly.

Recover nodded with a sheepish expression. “True. Brawn is a good listener. He’s also really good at calling out my BS when I need it.”

“I always call out Winter’s BS when he needs it,” Cy added. “Wait, we’re talking about bacon and sausage, right?”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead, wondering if it was possible to get high blood pressure in this game. If so, I wouldn’t get it from the Villains who try to kill me or any of the dangerous situations I faced in the game, but rather thanks to Cy’s annoying non-sequiturs.

Ignoring Cy, I said, “So I take it this is your apology?”

“Basically,” said Recover. She looked up at me with an apologetic expression. “I realized that I couldn’t just run away, not with Dark Kosmos in charge of Capes Online and his minions kidnapping players to torture. Quitting the Team meant that I would eventually die in real life. I’m not like you. If my body stays in my GamePod for too long, it will eventually decay and then I’ll die for real.”

I nodded. I didn’t blame her for making her decision on that reasoning. “Well, I’ll accept your apology, but also offer my own. I said some things to you back there that I really shouldn’t have. I think both of us were caught up in the heat of the moment and said and did things we didn’t mean. I hope you can accept it.”

“I suppose I can,” said Recover with a mischievous grin. “Since you seem so sincere, of course.”

Recover and I looked at each other for a moment. Despite the exhaustion I felt from the battle, I still found Recover extremely attractive. And not just because she was drop-dead gorgeous, either. I was starting to see a much nicer person underneath her bravado than I first assumed. Perhaps she and I …

“Aww, isn’t that sweet?” said Cy, putting his hands together. “It’s so nice to see you guys making up. Really warms my heart. Don’t you agree, Brawn?”

Brawn nodded again. “Indeed. I believe this is the first time I’ve ever seen Miss Recover apologize to someone.”

“And this is the first time I’ve seen Winter apologize as well,” Cy added. He patted me on the shoulder. “There might be hope for you two yet!”

Before either Recover or I could respond to that, I heard someone walking toward us and looked over to see Funky approaching us. Lennox was back to his normal tiny size now, looped around Funky’s neck. Lennox looked exhausted from his battle with Dark Kosmos, but I could tell he was proud of himself for distracting Dark Kosmos. He definitely deserved the right to be tired after everything he went through.

“Hi, Funky,” I said, waving at Funky as he and Lennox approached. “Good to see you! How are the players? Are they safe?”

Funky jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “They’re gone. All logged off at the same time, probably as soon as they saw that System Notification. Except her.”

I looked over Funky’s shoulder and saw that he was correct. The crowd of hundreds of players was gone, except for the girl walking behind Funky. I immediately recognized her as none other than Sunshine. Although she still looked awful from Dark Kosmos’ torture of her, it seemed like someone must have healed her at some point, because she was now capable of walking on her own two feet without suffering any real pain.

“Sunshine?” I said, looking at the girl as she approached. “What are you still doing here? Why didn’t you log off with the other players?”

Sunshine stopped a few feet away from me. She looked tired, exhausted, and bloodied, but she managed to smile at me nonetheless. “I just wanted to thank you for saving me and the others. My dad always taught me to thank people who helped me, so that’s what I decided to do. I wish there was some way I could repay you, but unfortunately Dark Kosmos took away all my money, items, and equipment.”

I waved off her thanks. “No problem. I got enough rewards from completing this Universal Mission anyway. But if you really want to thank me, you should log off and go back to the real world. Your parents are probably worried about you.”

Sunshine nodded. “Okay. See you later, I guess.”

With that, Sunshine suddenly blinked out of existence. It occurred to me that I had never seen a player log off before. It certainly wasn’t dramatic. One moment, Sunshine was there. The next, she was gone.

“Uh oh, boss,” said Cy with a sly grin, “I think you’ve got an admirer now!”

“Who, Sunshine?” I said, looking at Cy in confusion. “She was just thanking me to be polite.”

“I dunno, boss,” said Cy. “I think I saw something a little bit more than gratitude in her body language, if you catch my drift. She’s pretty cute, if you ask me.”

“She’s probably also going to have PTSD for the rest of her life from this,” Recover added quickly. “So I wouldn’t be so quick to approach her, if you catch my drift.”

I frowned. Recover didn’t sound particularly concerned about Sunshine’s mental health when she said that. She sounded almost … jealous? I hoped I was just imagining things, but I didn’t think so.

“Anyway,” said Funky. He held up a small piece of meat for Lennox, who snapped it out of his fingers and greedily devoured it, “I need to thank you as well, Winter. Your defeat of Dark Kosmos and completion of the Universal Mission caused the rewards to be shared with everyone on the Team. Lennox and I leveled up several times as a result.”

“What about Dillo and Hop?” I asked, thinking about our two dead Teammates. “Do they get any experience or rewards despite dying?”

“They should,” said Funky. “Normally, all players on a Team that complete a Universal Mission get the same rewards even if they die before it’s finished, so I think it’s safe to assume that Dillo and Hop leveled up as well.”

“Makes me wish I hadn’t quit the Team,” said Recover wistfully. “All of that tasty experience … gone. Just my luck.”

“Well, there will be other missions we can complete,” I said. “Would you like to rejoin my Team, Recover?”

“You mean you’re going to keep Team Winter?” Funky questioned.

I looked at Funky in surprise. “Sure, why not? I thought we all worked well together. Besides, with an increase in Fame is probably going to come with an increase in other players trying to take me out. There’s safety in numbers, after all.”

“Yay!” said Cy, clapping his hands together. “That means we can all hang out together and live in the same Base and stuff!”

Funky, apparently ignoring Cy, nodded. “I don’t disagree with your reasoning, but I thought you were more of a lone ranger than a team player.”

“I thought so, too, but …” I shrugged. “Police departments in real life usually have more than one cop. I might not be a cop in here, but I’m still going to be a Hero and try to do the right thing. I imagine it will be easier to protect the innocent and keep Capes Online safe if I have some Teammates backing me up. But if you don’t want to be part of the Team anymore, I’ll understand.”

“No, no,” said Funky, shaking his head. “I definitely still want to be part of your Team. That surprises even me, honestly. I’m very much a loner at heart, but I feel like I can trust you to lead Team Winter well and I want to help however I can.”

Funky sounded sincere when he said that, but I thought I sensed he might have other reasons for wanting to join the Team. I still didn’t know who he was or why he knew so much about the game, but maybe that was for the best. Whoever Funky was in real life, in this game, he was a trustworthy ally, Teammate, and even friend who I knew I could count on when the going got tough. As much as I would like to figure out who he really is, I decided I would just let him decide to reveal his real identity to me at his own pace.

“Having said that, it’s time for me to go,” said Funky. “Now that players can finally log off from Capes Online, I have some important business to attend to in the real world, business I can’t put off much longer. It was nice meeting and working with you, Winter. I hope we can continue to work together well into the future.”

With that, Funky logged off and vanished into thin air, prompting this notification:

Teammate [Hero FunkyFresh94] logged off! Teammates who are logged off can still reply and send personal messages or respond in Team chat. Check your Team List to find out which of your Teammates are offline and online at any given time.

“I need to go as well,” said Recover, brushing back her long dark hair. “My parents are probably worried sick about me. But don’t worry, Nyle. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

With that, Recover also logged off. Interestingly, when she logged off, Brawn disappeared as well, though not before waving goodbye at me and Cy. I got another notification informing me that Recover had logged off and that Brawn had been automatically sent back to Recover’s Base, which explained where he went.

That just left me and Cy standing all by our lonesome in Dark Kosmos’ Hideout.

Cy suddenly sighed. “I miss everyone already. I hope they log back on soon, otherwise it’s going to get really boring around here really fast.”

I smiled. “You know, Cy, a little boring might not be such a bad thing after everything we went through. Come on. Let’s go home.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

 

It was really easy to get back to our Base from Dark Kosmos’ Hideout. Normally, the trip would have taken us at least an hour to make, having to force our way through the crowded streets of Adventure City to get anywhere, but this time it took us about ten minutes.

The reason for that was obvious as soon as Cy and I exited the building through the now-unlocked front door: The streets were completely empty. Everywhere I looked, I saw no one. No Heroes, no Villains, no Sidekicks, not even any Civilians. It was eerie how Main Street went from one of the busiest and loudest places in the game to quieter than a graveyard at midnight. It even looked a little weirder, probably because I was so used to seeing the streets choke full of people that seeing it empty seemed a little … unnatural, to put it lightly.

My guess was that the Heroes and Villains had all logged off as soon as they could, like the players we freed back in Dark Kosmos’ Hideout, and their Sidekicks had probably been teleported back to their Bases and Hideouts. As for the Civilians, they were all probably still hiding indoors, afraid that it still might not be safe to go out. I didn’t see Sir Stewart the Sewer Croc anywhere, but Cy and I nonetheless kept up our guards as we walked, just in case.

Soon, we reached Warehouse 13, my Base, and entered. As soon as we got inside, Cy went off to his room, claiming that he needed to catch up on his beauty sleep after such a stressful day. I was a little surprised, because I thought Cy was going to suggest we stay up all night and party to celebrate our victory, but hey, I wasn’t complaining. Although I was still enjoying the benefits of Recover’s Full Heal+ spell, it hadn’t done anything to expel the exhaustion from my mind.

I did consider allocating my Stat and Power Points, but decided I would do that in the morning after I caught up on my sleep. I didn’t trust myself to make wise decisions in regards to where I should distribute my SPs and PPs when I was too exhausted to even think.

So I went to my room as well, tossed the Darkbane (which I had brought with me and was still covered in ice for some reason) onto the floor, and dropped onto my bed. The second my head hit the pillow, I closed my eyes and was about to fall into a deep, hopefully dreamless sleep when a voice suddenly said, “Trying to catch a little shuteye, Mr. Maxwell?”

My eyes snapped open and I looked over to see Charles Omar—or, as I liked to call him, Chuck, occasionally Chucky when I was feeling humorous—sitting on the chair at my desk on the other side of the room. I hadn’t noticed him sitting there when I first entered the room and now I wondered if he had always been sitting there waiting for me to arrive or if he showed up just to mess with my sleep schedule.

In any case, I knew I couldn’t just close my eyes and tell him to come back in the morning, although I didn’t feel like getting up, either. “Hi, Chuck. You look like you could use some sleep as well.”

I was right. The bags under Chuck’s eyes were darker and heavier than the last time I saw him, which was less than an hour ago, although I figured it had to be more time in the real world due to the time difference between Capes Online and real life. His beard was also still quite messy and looked like it needed a trim, although his suit was less wrinkled than before, which made me wonder if he had changed into a new one at some point.

“Yes, I plan to catch up on my sleep as soon as I get off work and go home to my very patient wife,” said Chuck with a tired smile. He stretched his arms. “I keep forgetting that I’m not as young as I used to be. When I was in my twenties, I could go weeks without getting enough sleep. Now that I’m an old man, though, my body doesn’t like it.”

I chuckled. “If youth is what you want, maybe you should start playing Capes Online. Heard your character doesn’t age in that game.”

Chuck shook his head. “Oh, I could never play this game. It’s work for me, so if I played this game, I would view it as work rather than play. Besides, I am no good at video games. My seven-year-old niece always beats me whenever I play games with her.”

I chuckled again, but then stopped and said, “Right. Well, I take it you didn’t show up just to say hi.”

“No, I did not,” Chuck agreed. He cleared his throat and then began speaking in a more formal tone, like he was giving a prepared speech. “Firstly, I have come to congratulate you on defeating Dark Kosmos and freeing all of the players trapped in Capes Online. Everyone at SI Games and the Department of VR is quite grateful for your work. Even the President of the United States asked me to thank you personally.”

I nodded. “Right. The President’s daughter was one of the trapped players, wasn’t she?”

“Correct,” said Chuck. “From what I heard, she has already logged out of the game and is currently scheduled to be medically-evaluated for psychological issues. Nonetheless, she is physically unharmed, at least.”

I nodded again but frowned when Chuck mentioned psychological issues. “Yeah. Are all of the players going to suffer psychological damage after this?”

“Possibly,” said Chuck. “So far, there have been no confirmed deaths from prolonged time in the GamePods, but it is possible that many, if not most, players will require some sort of counseling or therapy to recover from the Blackout. Seeing as everyone was freed literally half an hour ago, however, it will probably be a few days or weeks at least before the full extent of the damage is revealed.”

“What will happen to SI Games and Capes Online?” I said. “Are they going to get sued into oblivion?”

“Again, possibly,” said Chuck, “but right now no one has launched any sort of lawsuit against SI Games. I am aware, however, that SI Games has its lawyers working furiously on possible legal defenses to protect the company from taking too big a hit in court. I imagine they’ll be successful in defending themselves because SI Games employs some of the best lawyers in the world. But again, it remains to be seen.”

It bothered me how calm Chuck was about SI Games possibly being sued into oblivion—which would definitely jeopardize the existence of Capes Online and, by extension, my own—but I decided not to ask him about it further. He was right. Only time would tell what the fallout from the Blackout was going to be.

But I still had other questions to ask Chuck, ones he could answer right this very instant.

I looked directly at Chuck. “Bryce Cunningham is in Capes Online.”

Chuck shifted uncomfortably on his seat. “Yes, I am aware of that. Or became aware of that once you killed Dark Kosmos and we got a chance to watch the security footage from Dark Kosmos’ Hideout.”

“You mean you didn’t know that Bryce was in the game at all?” I said in shock. “Bryce said he was in Project Second Life. Isn’t that what you’re in charge of or something? How can you not know—”

“I don’t know,” said Chuck, interrupting me before I could continue my rant. He rubbed his temples. “Somehow, someone in the government or in the Department of VR got Bryce into the game. How and why, we don’t know. We are currently investigating it.”

“Aren’t you also investigating the leaker?” I said. “Seems like all you guys do is investigate stuff.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Chuck. “The leaker has been caught, found out, and arrested. He was a relatively new recruit, a young man not much older than yourself named James Osaka. We discovered that he had been in contact with Atmosfear, who he had been feeding information about you to for some time now.”

“Why?” I said. “What did this Osaka dude hope to gain from leaking my information to Atmosfear?”

“We are still investigating that,” said Chuck. “I believe it is possible that James Osaka arranged for Atmosfear to get downloaded into Capes Online, but we don’t know for sure yet.”

“Don’t know for sure?” I repeated. “Can’t you guys interrogate him?”

Chuck shrugged. “Actually, we can’t. James Osaka was found dead in his office—where we kept him while we waited for the police to come over and arrest him—a couple of hours ago.”

My eyes widened so much they nearly fell out of my eye sockets. “Dead? Who killed him?”

“The cause of death is still to be determined, but it appears to be suicide via cyanide pills,” said Chuck. He didn’t even remotely sad about that, almost like a robot. “As well, he appeared to have somehow deleted most of the incriminating evidence before his suicide as well, meaning we have no idea who he might have been working for or if he was simply a rogue agent doing his own thing.”

My fists clenched tightly. “Meaning that whoever he worked for is still out there and might still want to kill me. Right?”

“Right,” said Chuck, “but don’t worry. Director Johnson has ordered yet another investigation to look for any security gaps in the Department of VR and instituted stricter hiring practices to ensure we do not hire another man like James Osaka again. Additionally, we sent SI Games a message suggesting that they upgrade Capes Online’s security systems. That way, no one will be able to hack into the game and either expose private information or unleash unfinished characters like Dark Kosmos onto the world again.”

“Guess that’s all you guys can do now, huh?” I said. “But what about Atmosfear? If he’s enrolled in Project Second Life, then you guys can find him, right?”

Chuck smiled apologetically. “Ah, there’s the rub. We can no longer track Atmosfear’s movements in-game. And haven’t since he was uploaded to the game. Which is why we didn’t even know about him until now.”

“What?” I shouted. I sat up and looked at Chuck in anger and shock. “How is that even possible? I thought you guys had tabs on everyone in Project Second Life!”

“Somehow, Atmosfear disconnected his character from the Department’s monitoring systems,” said Chuck. “Even SI Games can’t find him. We think that whoever uploaded Atmosfear into Capes Online must have also found a way to hide him from both the Department and SI Games. We are doing our best to find him, but he seems to be completely disconnected from the systems which we use to monitor all Project Second Life participants such as yourself.”

I wanted to punch Chuck in the face, but knew that wouldn’t accomplish anything, so I lay back down and said, “Guess I’m going to have to keep my guard up at all times from now on, huh?”

“I would suggest doing so,” said Chuck. “Until we can catch Atmosfear, it is up to you to keep yourself safe from him. But if you manage to find any clues to his location, simply contact me via the ‘Help’ button and let us know. Trust me, we want to catch Atmosfear just as much as you do.”

I sighed. “Thanks, Chuck. I’ll definitely keep you guys updated if I run into Atmosfear again.”

“Of course,” said Chuck. Then he hesitated, and said, “Nyle, do you remember the deal we made in Dark Kosmos’ Hideout during the Blackout?”

I looked at Chuck again suddenly. “I remember that. You mean where I made you promise to tell Sally I am still alive if I beat Dark Kosmos.”

“Yes, that one,” said Chuck. He bit his lower lip. “As soon as I verified that Dark Kosmos was dead, I called Sally and informed her that you are still alive.”

My heart skipped a beat. “You did?”

“Yes,” said Chuck. He leaned forward suddenly, a severe look on his face. “But that is all I told her. And I have still disabled all communication with the real world, so you cannot call her, email her, text her, or contact her in any way, shape, or form. Understood?”

I smiled. “Sure thing, Chuck. Thanks for keeping up your end of the deal. I guess you’re pretty good for an obstructive government bureaucrat.”

Chuck actually looked surprised when I said that. “Oh, um, well, I simply believe in fulfilling my promises. That’s all.”

“That’s a good thing to do, Chuck,” I said. “So, is that all you needed to let me know or—?”

“There is one last thing we need to discuss,” said Chuck. “Your Teammates, who are all players who are now aware of your true nature and Project Second Life in general.”

I froze. Chuck was referring to Recover, Dillo, and Funky, who were all aware of my true nature as a human mind uploaded to Capes Online. In all of the excitement over the last few hours, I had forgotten that no one outside of the UN and SI Games was even supposed to know Project Second Life existed. Yet now at least three other people did, as well as Atmosfear’s Teammates.

“Do you mean my friends?” I said slowly. “Recover, Dillo, and Funky?”

Chuck nodded swiftly. “As well as the Teammates of Atmosfear, who were also players.”

I sat up again. “Chuck, I know I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but I was forced to. Please don’t arrest my friends or delete their profiles or whatever you’re going to do to them. If anyone must be punished for this, it’s me.”

Chuck was silent for a moment, as if he was considering each word before he spoke it. “Do not worry, Winter. I will not punish you.”

“Really?” I said. “But why?”

“Firstly, it was Atmosfear who revealed the existence of Project Second Life to your Teammates and his Teammates,” said Chuck. “Up until then, you were very good at keeping that information to yourself. You only had to reveal it to your Teammates under unusual circumstances. Had the Blackout not happened and Atmosfear not said what he said, I am sure you wouldn’t have done that.”

I sighed in relief. “That’s good to hear. I—”

“But,” Chuck interrupted me, as if I hadn’t said anything, “we are going to have to take certain measures to ensure that your Teammates and Atmosfear’s Teammates do not reveal the existence of Project Second Life to the general public. The Department of VR will be contacting each player present for that confrontation and force them to agree not to tell anyone about Project Second Life without facing severe consequences.”

I wanted to ask Chuck what he meant by ‘severe consequences,’ but knowing the federal government, I had a feeling it would involve making people ‘disappear’ for a very, very long time. “Are they still going to be allowed to play the game?”

“Your Teammates will be allowed to keep their accounts,” said Chuck, “but we are looking into deleting the accounts and characters of Atmosfear’s Teammates, whose absolutely reprehensible behavior during the Blackout—up to and including collaborating with Dark Kosmos—smashed SI Games’ Terms and Conditions into itty bitty pieces. I expect all of Atmosfear’s Teammates will be banned from Capes Online for life, at the very least.”

That sounded good to me. Anyone who thought Atmosfear was worth following was probably a psycho in their own right. I was glad my Teammates weren’t going to lose their accounts. It meant I could still see them and perhaps go on missions with them again, once they decided to return to Capes Online, that is.

“Is that all you needed to talk with me about?” I asked. “Or is there anything else you need to talk to me about?”

“That is all,” said Chuck. He sat upright again. “The Department of Virtual Reality will continue to observe you and the other Project Second Life participants for as long as Project Second Life remains funded. As always, if you need anything, just click the ‘Help’ button in your character menu and I will appear.”

With that, Chuck disappeared, leaving me sitting on my bed alone in my room.

Yawning, I lay back down on my bed, rolled over onto my side, and pulled my blankets up to my chin. Closing my eyes, I tried to drift to sleep, but found I couldn’t. Not surprising. I had a lot to think about now, such as what my newly increased Fame would do for me, my growing reputation, my new Team, the guy who unleashed Dark Kosmos in the first place, and worrying about Atmosfear coming after me, among other things, but the most important thing on my mind now was acceptance.

I missed the real world. I missed being a police officer. I missed my mother, my father, and my brother. I missed my friends. Most important of all, however, I missed Sally. She was the best woman I had ever met in my life. I had envisioned spending the rest of my life with her and raising children with her together. But thanks to Bryce Cunningham—thanks to Atmosfear—that was never going to happen. Ever.

But it no longer bothered me quite as much as before. Capes Online might not be the real world, but it was my world now. I might not be able to drive a cruiser and go on high-speed chases with bank robbers, but I could patrol the streets of Adventure City with Cyclone and my Teammates, keeping Civilians safe and putting dangerous criminals and Villains behind bars where they deserved to be.

Dark Kosmos was wrong about a lot of things, but he was right about at least one thing:

Capes Online wasn’t just a game anymore. It was my life. My world.

And I was going to protect it. No matter what.


BOOK 2:

THE PLAYER PLAGUE


CHAPTER ONE

 

When my Level 2 Hero Sense started tingling, that was when I knew I was in danger.

Yeah, I know. ‘Hero Sense tingling’? That sounded like a cheap rip-off of Spider-Man’s spider-sense. But it was also an accurate description of the sensation that went up my spine when my Hero Sense kicked in.

You see, Hero Sense, unlike most Powers I had, was Passive. That meant it was active at all times, even when I wasn’t consciously using it. Hero Sense allowed me to sense whenever a hidden or disguised Villain was nearby, especially if said Villain was actively planning to harm or kill me. Although not the flashiest Power in my arsenal, it had saved my life once or twice over the last couple of weeks, especially since I leveled it up and made it even more powerful, capable of detecting even well-hidden, albeit low-level, Assassins (for example, one time it helped me see through the Disguise of a [Crook] who was pretending to be an elderly grandmother on her way to the grocery store. It did cause some commotion when I punched out the old lady in the street at first, but when ‘her’ wig fell off and everyone saw the basketballs shoved into ‘her’ shirt to mimic breasts, no one held it against me).

Why did I take note of this?

Because my Hero Sense was tingling in my room in my Base, where I was supposedly safe from all harm. And even worse, it happened while I was in bed, trying to rest my muscles after a long day of completing Missions and keeping the streets of Adventure City safe.

My eyes snapped open and I saw a long, sharp knife falling toward me. Dodged kicked in and I rolled off of my bed onto the other side but due to my sleepiness I accidentally fell onto the floor wrapped in my blankets. As I struggled to free myself, a new notification popped up in my view:

Debuff added: Sleepy. Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity are decreased by 10%. Duration: Until you get a good night’s sleep.

I scowled at the notification. Ever since I defeated Dark Kosmos, it seemed like Capes Online’s notification system had become even sassier. I wondered if this was one of the effects of my newly-increased Fame Stat or if the developers had increased its snarkiness just to mess with me.

In any case, I activated Freezing Touch and instantly froze the blanket around me. With a shrug of my shoulders, I shattered the blanket and jumped to my feet. As soon as I got up, I flipped on the lamp next to my bed. The darkness of my room was partially banished by the light from the lamp, allowing me to see my assassin for the first time.

Standing in front of my bed, her knife plunged into my pillow, was a female ninja. She was small and lithe and wore a bright pink ninja costume that, I couldn’t help but notice, clung rather tightly to her body. She wasn’t exactly my type, but I would have thought she was cute if she hadn’t just tried to kill me in my sleep. The only parts of her face that were visible were her blue eyes, which were wide and surprised as if she hadn’t expected my reflexes to be so quick.

Floating above her head was the nametag [ELITE NINJA ASSASSIN AIMI], so I Scanned her and was quickly shown further information about her:

Elite Ninja Assassin Aimi

LEVEL: 25

ALIGNMENT: Anti-Villain

CLASS: Assassin

WEAK POINT: Arms

WEAKNESS: Light

Members of the feared Ninja Guild, Elite Ninja Assassins put ordinary Ninja Assassins to shame with their skill and effectiveness. Although fewer in number than ordinary Ninja Assassins, they are far more efficient and effective at killing people, with the stronger ones racking up kill counts in the low hundreds. Despite their skill, they are only slightly stronger than normal Ninja Assassins and can usually go down with a few well-placed hits from Heroes or Villains who specialize in fighting.

I smirked. Leveling up Scan was already paying off, seeing as it now showed me enemies’ Weaknesses in addition to their Weak Point. It was only Level 3, but so far that had been more than adequate for helping me deal with the various enemies I had fought over the last couple of weeks.

Even better, Aimi’s arms now faintly glowed red in my vision, which was how I knew they were her Weak Points. They certainly looked weak, more like sticks than arms. Even so, I knew better than to underestimate her. Ninja Assassins may not be the physical strongest class in the game, but they had all sorts of Powers and equipment they could use to take out even higher-leveled enemies. I also found it interesting how she had a name. The last Ninja Assassins I dealt with didn’t have individual names, so either she was special or maybe it was because Scan was a higher Level now and could show me more information.

In any case, I had no more time to analyze her, because Aimi ripped her knife out of my pillow and leaped over the bed at me. I tried to Dodge her, but the Sleepy debuff meant I was clumsier on my feet than usual and almost tripped over myself. It did help me avoid getting stabbed, but as she flew by, she struck my chin with her foot, which sent me stumbling backward against the wall.

Shaking my head, I looked up in time to see Aimi rushing toward me, her knife pointed directly at my face. Recalling that her Weakness was Light, I slid my hand up against the wall to my right and flipped on the light switch in my room, instantly dispelling the remaining darkness and even making me blink in surprise.

Aimi, however, almost tripped over her own feet when the light came on. Seeing my opportunity, I rushed forward and, knocking her knife out of her hand, grabbed her wrists and held her arms above her head. She struggled to free herself, but with my Super Strength, all she could do was wriggle uselessly in my grip.

“Okay, ninja,” I said, doing my best to suppress a yawn as I held her wrists tightly, “I don’t know how you got into my Base without my knowledge or permission, but your time is up. If you give up now, then I won’t kill you.”

Aimi didn’t respond. She did, however, kick me in the groin.

Which hurt just as much as it would in real life. Stupid Real Pain option.

I cried out in pain, causing me to loosen my hold on Aimi’s wrists. She pressed her feet against my chest and kicked out, breaking her wrists free of my hands and sending me staggering backward again. Somehow, Aimi managed to land in a perfect three-point landing and drew three throwing stars from within her robe and threw them at me with shocking speed.

Still suffering from her groin kick, I was unable to dodge the throwing stars, which hit me in the chest and shoulders. Each throwing star sent another wave of pain flowing through my body and also took off a good third of my Health in one go. I imagined that if I had been lower-leveled, that might have been enough to take me down entirely.

But I was now Level 25 and, more importantly, I was pissed at someone breaking and entering my Base without my permission.

I immediately activated Freezing Touch and slammed my foot against the floor. A wave of freezing ice shot out from my feet toward Aimi, who, being the Ninja that she was, executed the perfect jump, landing onto my bed where she safely avoided getting turned into the most realistic ice sculpture of a ninja ever created.

But I wasn’t done yet. I clapped my hands loudly, the sound practically echoing in the small space of my room, and a portion of the ceiling slid away and a robotic arm wielding a baseball bat fell down and slammed against Aimi’s side. That attack took Aimi by surprise and also shaved off over half her Health in one blow. It knocked Aimi down onto the frozen floor, which did not freeze her, but its slippery surface made it harder for her to get back to her feet.

Without hesitation, I rushed across the frozen floor—which my Ice Man Costume prevented me from slipping on—and immediately straddled the fallen Elite Ninja Assassin, wrapping my hands around her throat and pinning her underneath my weight. As I suspected, Aimi was incredibly light, which was good for sneaking around, but meant that even a guy like me, who was of average weight, could pin her down to the floor very easily. I also made sure to freeze her wrists and ankles to the floor, making it impossible for her to get up.

“Gotcha,” I said, looking down at Aimi. “Where are your friends? Last time I fought you guys, there were at least three of you. Is the great Elite Ninja Assassin Aimi too good to have friends?”

Aimi, to her credit, did not seem afraid, even though I had her pinned to the ground and was in a position where I could choke her out if I needed to. She simply met my gaze with her own and said, in a soft, Japanese-accented voice, “Members of the Ninja Guild are never truly alone, Hero.”

Before I could ask her what she meant, my Hero Sense suddenly kicked in again. Before I could look over my shoulder, a knife suddenly appeared at my throat, causing my breathing to suddenly become much harder.

“Lay even one more finger on Aimi, Hero Winter, and you will die alone in your room like the murderer you are,” a male voice whispered in my ear all of a sudden. “Then you will no longer be known as the Savior of Adventure City, but as the man who died in his own Base due to his own arrogance.”

I gritted my teeth but did not reply. I should have known that Aimi wasn’t alone, although I had no idea why I hadn’t picked up on her male friend’s presence. Perhaps Hero Sense would only allow me to sense multiple Villains at once after I leveled it up again.

Regardless, this was a tricky situation. I could easily choke out Aimi now and finish her, but if I did that, her male friend would slit my throat and I would die on top of her. This entire situation was certainly a step above my last encounter with the Ninja Guild when I first started playing Capes Online what seemed like an eternity ago now. I suspected Aimi’s friend was also an Elite Ninja Assassin, although because I couldn’t see him that meant I couldn’t Scan him and find out for sure.

“If you let Miss Aimi go, Hero Winter, I will not kill you right away,” the male ninja said in my ear, his voice still barely more than a whisper. “And when I do, it will be as painless as going to sleep. Trust me, I know how to make death painless … for those who cooperate, that is.”

I bit my lower lip. My reflexes weren’t anywhere near fast enough to keep up with the male ninja’s. For that matter, I wondered what would happen if I died. Normally I respawned in my Base and couldn’t leave for an hour in-game, but what happened if I died in my Base? Would I still respawn here? I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out, although I had a feeling I was going to either way.

That was when the door to my room suddenly burst open and my Sidekick, Cyclone, hopped inside and yelled, “Boss, I heard noises in here that sounded like fighting and I came as fast as I—”

Cyclone—who I called Cy for short—stopped speaking as soon as he saw the situation I was in. His eyes went from Aimi underneath me to the ninja on my back to the robotic arm with a baseball bat hanging from the ceiling until finally landing on the icy floor underneath all of us. He seemed at a loss for words at my current situation, which was surprising because Cy was never at a loss for words for anything.

“Um …” Cy scratched the back of his head. “I don’t like judging people, but you have a weird fetish, boss.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

I wanted to scream at Cy that this wasn’t some kind of weird fetish, but then I heard the male ninja behind me mutter, “Fetish? What in the world is he talking about?” and felt his knife slightly dip away from my throat.

With a grunt, I thrust my back against the male ninja. The attack probably didn’t harm him, but it did knock him off my back. I heard him slip on the icy floor behind me and shouted, “Cy! Get him now!”

Luckily, Cy ran toward the male ninja without hesitation. Although I didn’t look over my shoulder, I could hear Cy going work on the male ninja, beating him up and making sure the guy didn’t get away. As frustrating as Cy could be sometimes, I had to admit I was glad to have him as a Sidekick because his Speedster Class meant he could almost keep up with even the fastest Ninja Assassins.

In any case, I rolled off of Aimi, who was still stuck on the floor, and got to my feet. I looked over to see how Cy was handling the male ninja.

Even though it had only been a few seconds, Cy had done a good job capturing the male ninja. Thick ropes—which I recognized as Cy’s Capture Ropes, an item I had bought for him from one of the shops in the city after I realized he needed some type of weapon—were wrapped around the male ninja’s body, completing constricting his movement. It looked like Cy had also disarmed the ninja, because he stood with his foot on the ninja’s back, twirling the ninja’s knife in his hand like he did that sort of thing every day.

The male ninja was more muscular than Aimi, but not by much. His garb was a deep brown, which struck me as a more sensible and stealthy color for a ninja to wear, although not as good as black. The nametag [ELITE NINJA ASSASSIN RIKU] hovered above his head, but I didn’t bother to Scan him, because he was currently disabled and probably had similar stats to Aimi.

“Thanks for the save, Cy,” I said as I dusted off my Costume. “If you hadn’t shown up just then, I doubt I would have survived.”

“Uh, no problem, boss,” said Cy, glancing at Riku and Aimi with confusion on his features. “But maybe you should find a safer fetish. I mean, foot fetishes are pretty harmless and certainly don’t require almost getting your throat slit open by a—”

“It’s not a fetish,” I snapped. “It’s an assassination attempt. They were trying to kill me.”

Cy held up his hands in a pacifying sort of way. “Hey, boss, no need to get angry. Like I said, I don’t judge peoples’ fetishes. I have a few, erm, odd fetishes of my own, of course, but I was just saying—”

“Foolish Heroes!” said Riku under Cy’s feet. He struggled against the ropes. “Do you think simple Rope will hold down an Elite Ninja Assassin of the Ninja Guild? I have shattered steel with these muscles of mine and—”

“Riku, please be quiet,” said Aimi in a deadpan voice. “They got us. Best not to anger them further and give them reason to kill us, which would almost certainly result in us failing this Mission.”

“Yes, Miss Aimi,” said Riku suddenly in a servile tone. “Whatever you say, my lady.”

“See, boss, you should be more like Riku here,” said Cy, gesturing at Riku. “He obviously gets off on being dominated by a strong, independent woman, which, hey, I don’t judge either and actually see the appeal of—”

“Cy,” I interrupted. “Can I ask you a favor?”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy with a smile. “What is it?”

“Please shut up,” I said. “Especially about fetishes.”

“Yes, sir, boss man,” said Cy, giving me a quick salute. “But I still recommend finding a safer fetish. For your own good, of course.”

I sighed heavily but knew better than to argue with Cy. Not because he was right—he usually wasn’t—but because his mind seemed to work on a completely different track than mine. If my mind was like a smooth, straight highway, his was more like a bumpy dirt road with dozens of back roads and detours that were somehow both surprising and yet predictable at the same time. I often wondered if Capes Online deliberately gave me a Sidekick as, er, ‘unique’ as Cy just to test my patience.

In any case, I looked down at Aimi and Riku and said, “Well, it looks like your little assassination attempt didn’t quite work out the way you thought it would. For a couple of supposedly Elite Ninja Assassins, you weren’t nearly as dangerous as I would think you are.”

“We didn’t take into account your Sidekick,” said Riku, glancing up at Cy. “Our intel on you suggested that your Sidekick was too weak and dimwitted to be much of a threat.”

“Hey, I am not weak,” said Cy, folding his arms across his chest. “I’m just very delicate, like a flower or fine china. I need to be handled with love and care.”

I ignored Cy’s comments. “Right. Probably would have killed me if it wasn’t for my Hero Sense. Might want to take that into account the next time you try to kill me.”

And I had no doubt they would try to kill me again, even if I killed these two. My reputation with the Ninja Guild currently stood at ‘Unfriendly,’ although given how they had sent two Elite Ninja Assassins to break into my Base specifically to kill me, I wondered what killing their elites would do to my rep with them. Probably make it drop to outright ‘Hatred’ and cause them to send even more ninjas after me. Which might be worth it, given how these two had tried to murder me in my sleep.

“Even if you kill us now, it won’t keep you safe from us forever,” said Riku with a sneer. “Our brother and sister ninja will avenge us. If you break one knife, you will find a thousand more plunged deeply into your back the next morning.”

“That’s actually pretty cool,” said Cy, still twirling Riku’s knife. “Did you make that up right now or is that like an ancient ninja proverb?”

“It will be a stone cold fact if you kill us,” said Riku.

“Neat,” said Cy. Then he frowned and looked at Riku’s knife. “But how could you possibly plunge a thousand knives into a single person’s back? Either we’re talking about a REALLY big person here or a thousand tiny little knives, but then that just opens the question of how you transport a thousand tiny knives without also cutting your—”

“Cy,” I said, “what did I say about shutting up?”

“Right,” said Cy. “I forgot, although in my defense I didn’t talk about your weird fetish.”

I sighed again and, rubbing my forehead to forestall the growing headache, looked down at Aimi and Riku again. “So if I killed you two, then the Ninja Guild will keep sending people after us.”

“Obviously,” said Riku. “If you think we were trouble, then wait until a Master Ninja is sent after you. Two Master Ninjas, actually. You will surely die then.”

“It depends,” said Aimi. Unlike Riku, her voice was pretty flat. She seemed resigned to their fate. “I doubt they would send a Master Ninja, but maybe some higher-leveled Elite Ninja Assassins.”

“Yes, Miss Aimi, of course, Miss Aimi,” said Riku quickly. “It was presumptive of me to make such grand statements without first checking with you. Were I not currently tied up with these accursed ropes, I would be flogging myself for my recklessness.”

“Okay, boss, I’ve got to apologize,” said Cy. He gestured at Riku with his knife. “This guy clearly has a weirder fetish than you.”

“I don’t have a—” I took a deep breath and shook my head. “Never mind.” I looked down at Aimi. “Why does Riku call you Miss Aimi all the time? Are you higher up in the Ninja Guild than he is?”

“How dare you speak to Miss Aimi that way,” Riku said indignantly. “She is a woman who deserves to be treated with respect and honor. I thought you Heroes respected women.”

“It’s fine, Riku,” said Aimi with a shrug that was hampered by the ice holding her down. “I have no intention of telling Winter anything. Let him kill us. It won’t save him from the storm that he will unleash if he does that.”

Aimi spoke rather confidently for a woman who was currently incapacitated and at my mercy. That was how I knew there was more to her than meets the eye. No way she was just some random Elite Ninja Assassin. That was why I didn’t want to kill her or Riku just yet. My curiosity was piqued.

Kneeling next to Aimi, I said, “You guys put up a good fight earlier, but I think you overestimate the power of your little Ninja Guild. Especially since I’m not even alone. I have a Team now, and we’re a pretty tough Team, too, if you catch my drift.”

Aimi met my eyes without hesitation or fear. “We have fought Teams before.”

“More like slaughtered them,” said Riku with a chuckle.

“Perhaps,” I said, “but you might want to be careful about my Team. We defeated Dark Kosmos, after all. Might not want to piss us off.”

“Dark Kosmos was but a flea in comparison to the Grandmaster himself,” said Riku with a sneer. “Grandmaster Yamamoto can kill you before you even realize it.”

“Mmm hmm,” I said, scratching my chin. “Whatever you say. Anyway, Aimi, I’ve got a question for you before I kill you.”

For the first time, I saw confusion in Aimi’s eyes. “A question? Whatever it is, I refuse to answer it.”

“Right,” I said. “It’s not even a particularly sensitive question. I just want to know what an Anti-Villain is. I saw it on your Alignment when I Scanned you, but I’ve never heard of such a thing, so—”

“She’s an Anti-Villain?” Cy repeated. He looked at her with more interest. “Man, that’s rare as a four-leafed clover. And she’s not even a player.”

“Do you know what an Anti-Villain is?” I asked Cy, looking over at him.

Cy nodded. “Sure. You know how the Alignment System works, right?”

I nodded in return. “Yeah, I do. You do good things, you become a Hero. Do bad things, you become a Villain. Pretty simple.”

“Yeah, but there’s a bit more to it than that,” said Cy. “Motives matter, too. To put it simply, if you do good things in a bad way, then you have a chance to become an Anti-Hero. Or do bad things in a good way, you can become an Anti-Villain.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand. What do you mean by doing bad things in a good way?”

Cy tossed the knife from hand to hand. “Let me think of an example … oh, I know. Imagine your wife is dying of some terrible illness and the only way to cure her is to get this special, unique medicine that is really expensive. Imagine that you aren’t rich enough to buy the medicine, so you decide to break into the corporation’s lab and steal a sample of it for your wife. Oh, and you kill a few people on your way out, mostly guards or maybe lab workers. Would that make you more of a Hero or a Villain?”

“A Hero …” I said although I didn’t sound certain. “Right?”

“Anti-Hero, actually,” said Cy. “Saving your wife’s life is a good thing, but breaking into someone’s private property, stealing their stuff, and then killing some people on your way out who are just doing their job is … not. Same thing that applies to Anti-Villains. As you can tell, it can get pretty complicated sometimes.”

I was surprised by how thoroughly and clearly Cy explained the Anti-Hero/Anti-Villain Alignments. I was so used to thinking of Cy as being a scatterbrained cloud cuckoo lander that I forgot that one of the purposes of a Sidekick in Capes Online was to explain game mechanics and functions to their players. Although I’d learned a lot about Capes Online since my mind was uploaded here, Cy still knew way more about the game and how it worked than I probably ever would. I had only met one guy who knew more about Capes Online’s mechanics than Cy since I got here and I was pretty sure he was one of the game’s developers, which explained his knowledge.

I looked down at Aimi. “So, Aimi, I take it you’re not as bad as you seem.”

“Good and evil are relative,” said Aimi without missing a beat. “I fight for my Guild. I can do no less.”

I nodded, but then I raised my hand and summoned an Ice Dagger, one of the new Powers I had gotten since I defeated Dark Kosmos. “I can respect that, but I’m still going to have to kill you, I’m afraid. Gotta look out for my own safety and the safety of my Sidekick, you understand.”

“Perfectly,” said Aimi. “We members of the Ninja Guild are taught to expect death at all turns. There is no guarantee that any of us will see tomorrow. Ninjas are killed almost as often as they kill others. It is simply the way of the world.”

Aimi’s perfect calmness and composure in the face of certain death made me respect her against my will. I almost felt bad for killing her, but I couldn’t let her stay alive. If I spared her and Riku, they would just kill me and Cy, and maybe even my Teammates. Best to take care of them now. That way, at least Cy and I could catch up on our sleep.

Gripping my Ice Dagger firmly in hand, I was just about to bring it down in her throat when Riku suddenly shouted, “Wait!”

Pausing, I looked over my shoulder at Riku. He was staring at me with pleading eyes, which made him look kind of pathetic, to be honest.

“What?” I said. “Are you just going to tell us more about the storm we’re about to unleash? Because if so—”

“No, no threats,” said Riku quickly. “I simply beg you to spare Miss Aimi’s life. Kill me if you must, but spare her.”

“Why?” I said in annoyance. “Both of you tried to kill me. I’ll kill you after I kill her.”

“Because if you kill her, then you will regret it,” said Riku.

I snorted. “’No threats,’ huh? Sounds like a threat to me.”

“That is not what I mean,” said Riku. He looked me directly in the eyes. “If Miss Aimi dies, then you will condemn Adventure City … and everyone in it … to destruction.”


CHAPTER THREE

 

Normally, I would have dismissed Riku’s warning as a lie meant to keep me from killing Aimi. But there was something in his voice and his eyes that told me that maybe he was telling the truth. Of course, I was well-aware that ninjas were masters of lies and deception—I heard they even had a Power called Liar that allowed them to craft more believable lies—but for some reason, Riku, despite being an advanced Elite Ninja Assassin, did not strike me as a liar.

Lowering my ice dagger, I turned to face Riku. “What do you mean?”

“Riku doesn’t mean anything,” said Aimi. She sounded less calm now, almost panicky. “He is lying. He is merely trying to save my life.”

“I am sorry, Miss Aimi, but you know I cannot tell a lie to save my life,” said Riku. “And I know I am not supposed to tell anyone outside the Ninja Guild about this, but I simply cannot bear to see you die. It would be a dishonor on me and my family name. It would be better for me to spend the rest of my lives feasting on feces in the Sewers than to let you perish.”

Cy made a disgusted sound. “I know I said I don’t judge peoples’ fetishes, but—”

I held up a warning hand and Cy, thankfully, shut up. But I could tell he was thinking about how disgusting Riku was, which I couldn’t blame him, even though I was fairly certain Riku didn’t have that kind of fetish (hopefully).

“As a general rule, I don’t trust ninjas,” I said, “but I’ll give you a moment to explain what you mean. But if I sense that you are lying, then I won’t hesitate to kill both of you. Got it?”

“Yes, I understand,” said Riku, nodding quickly. “I swear, on my Ninja Honor, that I will tell you the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”

A notification suddenly appeared before:

PROMISED OATH ALERT!

[Elite Ninja Assassin Riku] has vowed to tell you nothing but the truth. Should you sense any lies in his story, he will instantly die and you and your Sidekick will be awarded EXP as if you had killed him yourself. This will not negatively affect your reputation with the Ninja Guild.

Interesting. In the three weeks I’d been in Capes Online, I had never run into a Promised Oath. I made a mental note to ask Cy about it later, although given his perplexed expression, perhaps even he didn’t know what it was or how it worked.

“All right, then,” I said. “Begin your story. And don’t waste any time, because I’m tired and I know I will be able to go to bed sooner if I kill you two.”

Riku nodded. He took a deep breath and then said, “You are, of course, aware of the Ninja Guild in Adventure City.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Given how the Ninja Guild tried to kill me on my first day here, I consider myself well-acquainted with it at this point.”

“Yes, I know,” said Riku. He sounded incredibly nervous, perhaps afraid I might get bored and just kill them both, an option I was seriously considering at this point. “The Ninja Guild is the main ninja organization in Adventure City. Anyone who wants to be a ninja or who is a ninja has to join us. Even Heroes and Villains like yourself are allowed to join, assuming they wish to learn the secret arts of ninjutsu.”

I frowned. “I didn’t know players could join the Ninja Guild. I thought it was just for Civilians.”

“Players can join any organization they want, pretty much,” Cy added. “It can be a good way to get new equipment, learn new Powers or Skills you wouldn’t have learned on your own, and even level up. It does require commitment, though.”

“The babbler is correct,” said Riku, nodding. “When you join the Ninja Guild, you agree to swear fealty to the Grandmaster and the Guild, whether you are a Hero or a Villain. You are not allowed to quit the Guild until you’ve completed at least a year of training under us. And should you do so, we will strip you of all your ninja clothing and equipment and treat you like an outsider.”

“Why?” I said.

“Because, as I said, the Ninja Guild has a monopoly on ninjas in Adventure City,” said Riku. “We do not want our ways and weapons to end up outside of our control. If anyone could be a ninja, it would cause untold catastrophe that could potentially topple the city itself.”

I frowned. To me, it sounded like the Ninja Guild was more concerned about protecting its own control over the city’s ninja population than in actually protecting anyone the city. But I did not say that aloud and simply let Riku continue to share his story.

“Having said that, we are facing such a threat right now,” said Riku. “Master Haru, the former Apprentice of Grandmaster Yamamoto, has gone rogue. He’s taken half of the Ninja Guild with him and formed his own guild, the Stalking Shadows.”

“Oh, no,” I said in a false concerned voice. “Not competition. Anything but that.”

“This is not merely ‘competition,’ as you put it so mockingly,” said Riku in annoyance. “Master Haru is a madman. He isn’t simply concerned with providing an alternative to the Ninja Guild. He seeks to destroy it and solidify his control over the City. He is teaching his Stalking Shadows to use ninjutsu for evil purposes.”

“And you guys aren’t?” I said. “Every one of you guys have a Villain Alignment except for Aimi here.”

“The Ninja Guild, as I said, is open to Heroes and Villains alike,” said Riku quickly. “We do not judge how our members use ninjutsu. But Master Haru deliberately trains his students to do evil things. He has an eye to rule Adventure City by taking over the government.”

“Kind of like Dark Kosmos,” I said. “Right?”

“Somewhat, but on a smaller scale,” said Riku. He shifted uncomfortably in his ropes. “Even so, Master Haru would be a cruel master. If he takes over Adventure City, then he will rule like the despotic tyrant he is. There will be no escape from his rule and he will harshly crack down on dissidents, Hero and Villain alike.”

“Then how does Aimi play into this?” I said, glancing at Aimi, who had not said a word the whole time. “You said if I killed her it would result in the destruction of Adventure City.”

“Miss Aimi is very important because she’s …” Riku hesitated as if he was about to spill a really big secret that he knew he could get in trouble for. “Because she’s the daughter of Grandmaster Yamamoto himself.”

Surprised, I looked over my shoulder at Aimi and said, “Is that true?”

Aimi nodded reluctantly. “I see no reason to deny it, but Riku was not supposed to share that secret with you.”

“I deeply apologize, Miss Aimi,” said Riku. He slammed his head against the floor, apparently in a failed attempt to bow while he was still tied up. “But I felt like I had to share that information with Winter so he might show you mercy and spare your life.”

I could tell, even without her saying a word, that Aimi was angry at Riku for telling me that, but she didn’t say much more about it. She simply lay on the floor, a stoic look in her eyes as she stared up at the ceiling.

“So Aimi is the daughter of your leader,” I said, looking at Riku again. “Why would her death result in the destruction of Adventure City?”

“Her death would be an indirect cause of the City’s destruction,” Riku clarified. “You see, Aimi is much beloved by the entire Ninja Guild. Not just because she is the daughter of our leader, but because her beauty, grace, and wisdom beyond her years inspire us all to achieve greater heights and depths in our ninja journey. If she died, it would demoralize the Ninja Guild like nothing else and allow Master Haru’s Stalking Shadows to establish themselves as the premier ninja guild of Adventure City.”

I scratched my chin. “And that would result in the destruction of the City … how?”

“As I said, the Stalking Shadows are pure evil,” Riku said. “I believe Master Haru wants to do more than just become the top ninja guild in the City, but also take over the City and kill anyone who opposes his despotic rule.”

“A ninja dictator would be pretty cool,” said Cy, stroking his chin. “Uh, in theory, I mean. Yeah. Theory.”

I rolled my eyes at Cy’s comment, but I was used to him saying dumb things like that. “So, Riku, you want me to spare Aimi because of the importance she plays in the whole Ninja Guild/Stalking Shadows conflict.”

“Exactly and correctly,” said Riku.

I glanced at the Ice Dagger in my hand, which still felt quite cold despite my immunity to coldness. “I still don’t see any reason to free you. You guys came here specifically to kill me. If I free you two, then you’ll just kill me. Yeah, as a player I’ll respawn, but I’m about halfway to the next level and I don’t want to lose all that experience, which represents about a couple week’s worth of work.”

“Please, have mercy on us,” said Riku, slamming his head against the floor again. I was worried he was going to get brain damage if he kept doing that. “Kill me if you must, but spare Miss Aimi. If she died on my watch, it would be a black stain on my family’s most honorable and illustrious name and we would be kicked out of the Ninja Guild forever.”

I frowned. As a general rule, I did not trust ninjas, but if what Riku said was true, then killing Aimi would definitely be a mistake. On the other hand, I had no idea if what Riku told me about the Stalking Shadows and this Master Haru fellow were even half-true. For all I know, he might have made up that story on the spot just to get me to lower my guard so he could kill me.

“If Aimi is the daughter of Yamamoto, then what is she doing out on a mission here?” I said, glancing down at Aimi. “I would think that Yamamoto would try to keep her safe, rather than send her on missions to take out fairly low-leveled players like myself.”

“Ah …” Riku shifted uncomfortably. “Miss Aimi has always—”

“Silence, Riku,” came Aimi’s voice, which was as sharp as the throwing stars she had thrown at me. “My presence here is supposed to be a secret. Do not tell this enemy of the Guild anything more than you already have.”

I looked over at Aimi, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, so I take it that means your daddy doesn’t know you’re out here? Did you sneak out to kill me without your dad knowing? Wonder what your old man would say if he found out that you put yourself in danger to take down a low priority target like me.”

Although my Ice Shackles kept Aimi firmly tethered to the floor, she nonetheless moved uncomfortably when I said that. “I will tell you nothing, Hero, other than what Riku has already told you. You do not need to know anything more. All that you need to know is that to kill me would bring down the wrath of the entire Ninja Guild upon you. Is that really something you wish to bring upon you and yours?”

Aimi met my eyes without a hint of fear or trepidation in her eyes. Even though I was probably a lot stronger and more powerful than her, I sensed that she was afraid of nothing. She wasn’t even afraid of dying. It was impressive and made me respect her just a little bit more. Not entirely, of course, but anyone who was that fearless was certainly deserving of respect, even if they were an NPC, although in my experience, NPCs were a lot more human than most people gave them credit for.

“All right,” I said at last. I tossed my Ice Dagger away, which shattered upon impact with the floor. “I won’t kill either of you guys.”

Riku breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, merciful Hero. We are—”

I held up a finger. “But I am not sure I want to let you two go, either. I need to think about it.”

I rose to my feet and looked at Cy. “Come on, Cy. Let’s find someplace private to discuss what should be done with these two.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

I left my room but also left Cy back in there with the two ninja. Although I originally planned to talk this over with Cy, after a quick discussion with him, I decided it made more sense to leave Cy to keep an eye on Aimi and Riku than take him with me. I was confident that neither ninja would be able to escape their bindings, but I knew from experience just how tricky ninja could be and I didn’t want to take any chances. I told Cy to keep a close eye on them until I returned, but even as I left the room, I could already hear Cy rambling on to them about his favorite kind of potted plants and, if sunflowers had legs, what kind of dance moves they would prefer. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I was being merciful to the two ninja by sparing them or psychologically torturing them by leaving them alone in a room with Cy without earplugs.

In any case, I left my room and found myself in the big, wide-open space of Warehouse 13, my Base and the first place I had spawned in-game after I completed my Origin Story tutorial what seemed like a lifetime ago now. My room was set in the office at the back of the warehouse, up a short flight of rusty metal stairs that hadn’t been used in years. I still didn’t know what the original purpose of Warehouse 13 was or who originally owned it, even after going through the filing cabinet in my room. Best I could figure, it had once been used by Synth Group—the massive in-game mega-corporation that created all of the Costumes and Equipment players and NPCs alike use—for storing extra product, but even that much was uncertain and I could easily be wrong about that.

Regardless, I had taken steps to make Warehouse 13 into more than just an empty warehouse. When I first got here, Warehouse 13 had been totally empty and abandoned, with a thick layer of dust on everything and a stale scent in the air that made you feel like you had walked into a buried tomb.

But now, as I flipped on the light switch, I could see all of the furniture and renovation Cy had done since the Blackout. On the left side of the warehouse was the ‘Living Room,’ as I had taken to call it. It was a collection of sofas and chairs that we had bought from various in-game stores centered around a huge, shiny flat-screen TV that could stream hundreds and hundreds of different channels. It also had about a dozen video game systems and a coffee table covered with books and magazines. That was where Cy and I could kick back and relax after a long day of work, although I rarely used it due to the fact that I liked to spend more time in my room than anything.

On the right side of the warehouse was what we had taken to calling the Kitchen. It looked almost exactly like a generic middle-class kitchen from the early 21st century, complete with marble countertops and the island in the middle, plus a stove top and oven, a fridge, a pantry, and all of the various cooking utensils you needed to cook pretty much whatever you wanted. I had decided to add a small kitchen so we would be able to cook and make our own food, which was both cheaper and healthier than eating out. Also, apparently, cooking your own food gave you greater Stat bonuses and buffs than if you ate out, though it was really dependent on how good a cook you were (I couldn’t help but remember how Cy’s own home-cooked chicken breasts had once left me in bed all day with massive debuffs that took me down practically to my Level 1 Stats).

In addition, the floors and walls had been painted, with the floors being a soft gray and the walls a dark brown. All in all, while Warehouse 13 still looked like, well, a warehouse, it looked a bit more like a home now, too. It wasn’t the same as the home I bought in the real world before my death, but it was better than nothing.

The reason I had decided to renovate the Base was because Cy and I had earned a boatload of credits as one of the hidden rewards for defeating Dark Kosmos two weeks ago, enough that we could purchase as much furniture as we wanted or needed. Seeing as I was going to be stuck in this game forever, I decided that I might as well try to make my new ‘home’ comfortable, so we went to one of the many stores in Adventure City that sold furniture to Heroes and got what we could afford. I could have gone even fancier—there was an entire automatic kitchen set where the kitchen was controlled by an AI that did all the work for you—but decided in the end to save up some of my money in case we needed it later on. My Dad always taught me to be frugal with money, especially when you didn’t have a regular ‘paycheck,’ so to speak, like me.

And, even though I bought the furniture and appliances, I let Cy do all the renovation and decorating. It was something he really liked and was apparently good at. There was an option in my Base menu to move around the furniture myself, but I cared so little about playing house that I decided to delegate that responsibility to Cy, which was another option in my Base menu. I did, however, apply the paint on the floor and walls, although mostly because Paint Buckets were an item in my Base’s item inventory that could be ‘applied’ simply by clicking on the Paint Bucket in question, clicking the area where I wanted the paint to be applied, and then, voila, your new coat of paint was applied. It was cleaner and simpler than painting in real life, that was for sure.

Leaning against the railing overlooking my new ‘home,’ I thought about the ninja and what should be done with them. Aimi and Riku had literally tried to murder me in my sleep. I had every right to kill both of them and send their bodies to their Grandmaster as a warning of what would happen if he sent any other ninja after me. It would serve them right, especially since they interrupted my sleep, which meant I wouldn’t get the ‘Good Night’s Sleep’ buff in the morning that boosted my EXP gain by 5% for six hours.

On the other hand, if I killed Aimi and Riku, it would definitely lower my reputation with the Ninja Guild. It would probably function as the exact opposite of a warning. Especially if I killed Aimi, I could see Grandmaster Yamamoto declaring war on me and sending the entire Ninja Guild after me. Heck, he might even show up on my doorstep himself. If Riku’s behavior was any indication, the Ninja Guild took the whole ‘family honor’ thing extremely, almost suicidally, seriously. I might be able to get away with killing Riku—who, as far as I could tell, was fairly low-ranking despite being an Elite Ninja Assassin—but there was no way I could escape the consequences of killing Aimi.

As well, I felt kind of bad about holding them prisoner. Even if the two of them did just try to kill me, I felt kind of like a jerk for killing them. Doing anything other than letting them go seemed like something a Villain would do, honestly. Capes Online’s Alignment System would not flip your Alignment based solely on one decision—it took many decisions over a long period of time to do that—but it might negatively affect my Alignment, although I guess it depended on whether I killed them out of self-defense or not. Capes Online might have been a game, but that didn’t make the in-game choices any easier than the ones I had to make back in the real world.

“Good morning, Nyle,” said a familiar calm voice behind me all of a sudden. “Up bright and early, I see.”

Startled, I whirled around to see a well-dressed Arab man in a blue pinstriped suit and wearing a black tie standing not far away from me. He held a steaming hot mug of coffee in his hands, which he sipped occasionally with a contented expression visible underneath his well-trimmed beard. His thick sunglasses seemed entirely unnecessary given how bright the lights were, but for some reason he liked to wear them at all times even when he was indoors.

“Good morning?” I said as my surprised faded. I glanced at my in-game clock. “It’s midnight.”

“Oh, right,” said the well-dressed man with another sip of his coffee. “I forgot that Capes Online is off by about eight hours. Here in the real world, in Washington, it is approximately seven minutes and six seconds after eight o’clock in the morning. I just sat down to begin my day of work, after, of course, I stopped by Starclucks to get my favorite cup of coffee.”

“And let me guess, Starclucks made your coffee exactly the way you like it,” I said. “Right?”

“How did you know?” said the man, whose name was Charles Omar, although I liked to call him Chuck.

“Because you wouldn’t buy coffee from them if they didn’t make it exactly how you like it,” I said dully. “That’s why.”

Chuck chuckled. “You know me too well by now, Nyle. In some ways, we’re almost like coworkers. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“More like a lab rat and a scientist,” I grumbled. “But yeah, you could say that.”

Chuck frowned. “Still upset about being uploaded into Capes Online? I thought you would be over that by now.”

I sighed but didn’t respond right away. Chuck was an agent of the Department of Virtual Reality, the government department that regulated and enforced laws in Capes Online and other VRMMORPGs. They were also in charge of monitoring and observing the behaviors of the test subjects in Project Second Life, a top-secret joint project between SI Games and the United Nations meant to test the idea of digital immortality and see if it was possible.

I was one such test subject and I had been put here against my will after dying in a car crash unexpectedly. Although I had come to accept that Capes Online was my world now, I had to admit I still felt a little annoyed about being uploaded to the game against my will. I still wanted to know who had gone to all of the trouble of getting me onto the list of participants in the Project. Chuck knew, but he told me he couldn’t tell me, which was part of the reason I found him annoying at times.

Still, I knew Chuck ultimately wasn’t a bad guy, so I said, “Being stuck here doesn’t bother me as much as it used to, but I still miss the real world sometimes.”

Chuck nodded. “I understand. That is a common sentiment shared by many of your fellow Project Second Life participants. Even the ones who have fully assimilated into Capes Online still express a desire to go ‘home,’ as they put it, sometimes. Of course, that is impossible.”

That piqued my curiosity. I was well aware that half a dozen other Americans were involved in Project Second Life, but with the exception of one guy, I had no idea who the others were. Chuck had told me that I didn’t need to know them, but a part of me still wanted to meet them and find out how they were reacting to spending the rest of their lives in a game. Perhaps some of the older ones who had been here for a while would be able to teach me how to better ‘assimilate,’ as Chuck put it.

“Right,” I said. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “Now, is there a particular reason you decided to talk to me now or is this just part of your daily duties?”

Chuck sipped his coffee again, but a worried expression appeared on his normally calm features. “You are correct that I didn’t come just to make small talk. I have learned of some grave news regarding Project Second Life, news, I think, that you should know.”

I frowned. “Grave news? How grave are we talking here?”

Chuck took a deep breath. “Grave as in Project Second Life might be completely shut down. And with it, potentially the lives of every test subject in the Project.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

My heart skipped a beat when Chuck said that. “What do you mean that Project Second Life might get shut down? Explain.”

Chuck took a deep breath as if to steady himself, although I think he was more concerned about me getting angry at him than anything. “You remember, of course, that Project Second Life was founded as a joint project between SI Games and the UN, particularly the five charter members of the UN, America, Britain, China, Russia, and France.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know that. Each country contributed about half a dozen people to the Project, right?”

“Right,” said Chuck. He stroked his beard. “And, of course, you remember the Blackout a few weeks ago and how that affected millions of people all over the world, including the UN member nations.”

I nodded again. The Blackout was the name for the event that happened about two weeks ago, when Dark Kosmos—a sort of sentient NPC who somehow got activated before SI Games was ready to ship him out—took over Capes Online and forcibly locked every single player into the game, making it impossible for players to log off. Even after my Team and I defeated Dark Kosmos, it had left a negative mark on the game that would probably never go away entirely.

“How could I not remember that?” I asked. “I was right in the middle of it. Heck, I was the guy who fixed it.”

“Of course, of course,” said Chuck. “You see, the reason I mention this is because the governments of the world were not quite happy with how we, the Department of VR, handled the Blackout.”

“You guys were locked out of the game, right?” I said. “You couldn’t even contact me, much less control anything. SI Games was also locked out of Capes Online.”

“Right, but that doesn’t change the fact that the Blackout was possibly the most dangerous event to happen in Capes Online since the Z-Virus outbreak five years ago,” said Chuck. “You saw what happened. Players fighting against players as Dark Kosmos manipulated everyone into supporting his agenda, often without their knowledge. Had you and your Team not gotten lucky, millions of players would have died when their bodies in the real world passed away from a lack of sustenance and exercise.”

“So why are the governments upset?” I said. “No one actually died, at least not in real life.”

Chuck looked at me like I was an idiot. “Because the lives of millions of people—millions of their own citizens and fellow countrymen—were threatened. Must I repeat myself?”

“I heard you, but I don’t see why this would result in shutting down Project Second Life,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. “Especially since I, a test subject in Project Second Life, was the one who solved it.”

“The Blackout, to be frank, isn’t the main reason for Project Second Life’s reconsideration,” said Chuck. He sipped his coffee again. “Mostly, it’s Atmosfear.”

My temper shot up as soon as I heard that name, but I restrained myself. “You mean Bryce.”

Of course, Chuck and I were referring to the same person: Bryce Cunningham, the criminal whose reckless driving had resulted in my own death and who was also a fellow Project Second Life participant, playing in the game as a Villain known as Atmosfear. Like me, Bryce had been forced into the program by a mysterious individual for reasons unknown. Unlike me, though, the Department of VR and SI Games were unable to track Bryce, who had somehow managed to gain independence from the various monitoring systems both organizations used to keep tabs on Project Second Life participants.

Even more importantly, however, was Bryce’s role in the Blackout. He had allied with Dark Kosmos, forming a Team with other Villain players that went around kidnapping low-level players for Dark Kosmos to torture. Unlike me, Bryce used Capes Online as a way to indulge his grossest vices. Sadly, Bryce had escaped justice before we could finish him off and his current whereabouts were unknown. I hadn’t seen him since the Blackout, but still kept my guard up anyway in case he decided to come after me at some point.

“Yes,” said Chuck. “The point is, Bryce’s role in the Blackout was extremely troubling, made even more troubling due to the fact that he wasn’t supposed to be in the game at all.”

“Yeah, about that,” I said. “Have you guys managed to find him yet?”

Chuck shook his head. “I am sorry to say that he still eludes our grasp. A joint team comprised of some of the best programmers and hackers in both the Department of VR and SI Games have been searching for him day and night, but understand that Capes Online is huge, nearly as big as the real world, and somehow Bryce has figured out a way to avoid detection from even our most advanced tracking systems. Even his Sidekick Giggles has vanished off our radar, which is shocking because SI Games can tracks Sidekicks even easier than Heroes or Villains due to their status as NPCs.”

“I hope you guys find him fast,” I said grimly. “The longer that monster is free, the more people he will torture and kill.”

“Exactly,” said Chuck. “And that is the problem. All five charter members of the United Nations want answers from us as to how Bryce got into the game despite not being on the list of Project Second Life candidates. It’s straining America’s relations with those other countries because they are afraid Bryce will continue to target their citizens, both those in Project Second Life and those merely playing the game for fun. It doesn’t help that other countries have started putting up in-game bounties on Bryce’s head in order to expediate his capture, meaning we now have hundreds of Mercenary players trying to find him as well.”

“Do they think that shutting down Project Second Life will get rid of him or make Capes Online safer somehow?” I asked.

“Some do,” said Chuck, glancing down at his half-full cup of coffee. “In particular, I have heard that China is seriously considering taking their Project Second Life participants and spinning them off into their own project. But it isn’t just Bryce. You are also at the center of these discussions.”

“Me?” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “What did I do? I killed Dark Kosmos myself. Why would they be worried about me?”

“Because of the unique circumstances surrounding your enrollment in the Project, plus your relation to Bryce and Dark Kosmos setting every player in the game after you,” said Chuck. He sipped his coffee again. “In short, the other countries believe that if you weren’t in Project Second Life, Dark Kosmos might not have done what he did.”

“What?” I almost shouted. “That’s ridiculous. Dark Kosmos would have taken over the game and tried to kill all the players regardless of whether I was here or not. Dark Kosmos had a deep hatred of players in general.”

“I know that, but the other countries don’t,” said Chuck. “Even President Nelson is having second thoughts about the Project, although so far Director Johnson has managed to convince the President to keep it going.”

I couldn’t say I was surprised. One of the victims of the Blackout had been President Nelson’s daughter. She was safe now, but even though I wasn’t a dad myself, I could easily see how the Blackout could have soured President Nelson’s opinions on games in general. “What about Capes Online itself? Has SI Games faced any backlash over their role in the Blackout?”

“Not as much as you’d think,” said Chuck with a shrug. “Their PR department has been working in overdrive to try to convince everyone that the Blackout wasn’t their fault and that the game is still safe to play. Even so, hundreds of lawsuits all over the world have been leveled at the company. The government of the United Republic of Korea has even sued them on the basis that the Blackout put a lot of their citizens’ lives at risk and some countries, such as Germany, are debating banning Capes Online and VRMMORPGs entirely.”

I gulped. “Will SI Games be okay?”

“Probably,” said Chuck with another shrug. “They have gigantic cash reserves and some of the best lawyers in the world. Yet all the money in the world cannot keep you safe from everything. I could easily imagine the Blackout spurring countries to put more regulations onto VRMMORPGs, although right now no country has passed any laws about this.”

“If SI Games goes out of business and Capes Online goes offline, what will happen to me and the other Project Second Life participants?” I asked.

“The same thing that will happen if we shut down Project Second Life entirely,” said Chuck. He looked me straight in the eyes. “Namely, that you will cease to exist.”

I tried not to look afraid, but it was hard. “Is that why there’s talk of shutting down the Project? So that Bryce will get deleted?”

“Exactly,” said Chuck. “Of course, we are not entirely sure that shutting down the Project will get rid of Bryce—it’s possible he’s become completely independent of it at this point—but that seems to be what the other countries believe. They think that shutting down Project Second Life will result in Bryce’s deletion and thus prevent him from harming any of their citizens again. It would also, of course, delete you and thus ensure that other people won’t try to drag you into their problems, either.”

“Wouldn’t that be murder, though?” I said. “As a US citizen, don’t I have certain rights before they issue the death penalty on me?”

“That’s the main reason President Nelson hasn’t shut down the Project yet,” said Chuck. “President Nelson is a fairly progressive president in that he thinks digital people like you count as actual citizens. As a result, he doesn’t want to shut down the Project and delete all of you due to the legal and ethical complications involved. Even so, President Nelson is under tremendous pressure from the other countries to do something and Director Johnson, as I said, is working overtime to ensure the President that everything is under control.”

“Is that why you’re telling me this?” I said. “Because I’m at the center of the controversy?”

“Pretty much,” said Chuck. “Technically-speaking, I am not allowed to divulge this information to Project Second Life test subjects such as yourself. It’s even possible that nothing will come out of this and Project Second Life will continue apace. But I thought you deserved to know and I intend to inform the other test subjects about this as well so they will be aware of it. They deserve to know that much, at least.”

I bit my lower lip. The idea that I could be deleted because of the actions of Atmosfear and Dark Kosmos both angered and terrified me. It angered me because it was unjust. I didn’t even sign up for this game and yet now I was getting blamed for the actions of other people who were only tangentially related to me. It terrified me because I knew that I didn’t have the power to stop this. I wasn’t a powerful politician, a cunning government agent, or a wealthy and influential video game developer. I was just a small town cop who was often in over his head. It boggled my mind to think that I was now an object of international interest and that my actions had put pressure on the President himself to do something.

“Regardless, I will keep you updated on this issue as it develops,” said Chuck. “For now, I would recommend to keep doing what you’re doing. It is not healthy or wise to spend time worrying incessantly over things outside of your control. And should they decide to shut down Project Second Life … well, I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

With that, Chuck disappeared, leaving me standing all alone on the balcony outside my room, my feelings of trouble and confusion deeper than ever.


CHAPTER SIX

 

Despite what Chuck said, I couldn’t just ignore the news he gave me. Perhaps I didn’t have the power to influence what was going on in the outside world, but how else was I supposed to react to the news that might my new life might end very soon and I would have no say in the matter?

I guess it was appropriate, in a way. I didn’t have any say in the way I came into this world and soon I might have no say in how I went out of this world. It was almost like real life birth and death, only much worse because you knew none of it was natural.

I couldn’t say I was surprised to hear about SI Games’ legal troubles, though. Ever since SI Games got control over Capes Online again, I had finally gotten access to the Capes Online message board, where players could talk, post tips and tricks, and discuss all things Capes Online. It was an interesting resource, especially when combined with the official Capes Online Wiki, but I found most of the information ranged from very useful to outright false depending on the person posting it.

In any case, that was how I found a 300+ page-long thread in the General Discussion section titled ‘SI GAMES IS SCREWED!!!!’ I was kind of surprised that SI Games didn’t shut down that thread, but maybe that was for the best, given how negative the mood was to the company at the moment. I couldn’t imagine the players reacting well if they weren’t allowed to discuss SI Games’ legal problems in the wake of the Blackout.

In that thread, I read post after post by players—all of whom had been affected by the Blackout—talking about how much they hated SI Games for not keeping them safe and how gleeful they were whenever someone posted a link to an article or video announcing yet another lawsuit filed against the company. The posts ranged in content from relatively mild—such as one guy who said he wanted to short the company’s stock—to practically deranged. There was at least one poster in there, who went by the username ‘SI GAMES SUCKS,’ who seemed to be making thinly veiled death threats to the company, although I noticed that his posts tended to get deleted or edited by the forum staff.

I would have posted as well, but for some reason I was denied access to posting privileges on the forum. Nor could I edit the Wiki, even when I saw blatantly incorrect information in some of its articles. It was probably because Project Second Life test subjects like myself were not allowed to communicate with the outside world, which I guess included CO’s own forums and Wiki. It seemed dumb to me, but I guess they really didn’t want anyone knowing about Project Second Life.

But I sympathized with many of the posts in that particular thread. Although thankfully no one had died during the Blackout, tons of people had received psychological damage like you wouldn’t believe. Doctors and therapists were still trying to figure out exactly what kind of damage had been caused, but I saw more than a few people throwing around PTSD and other terms like that when describing how they felt about the Blackout. Normally I found any claims of suffering PTSD from a video game of all things ridiculous, but given how realistic CO was and how their lives had actually been at risk, I was more inclined to believe the people claiming PTSD and similar disorders than I otherwise would be.

Quite a few people even claimed that they were going to close their accounts and stop playing Capes Online entirely. At this point, though, it wasn’t clear to me how many players had actually stopped playing for good versus how many were simply taking a very long, extended break from the game. Capes Online’s revenue came from the various subscriptions and in-game purchases made by millions of players every day. If enough players decided to stop playing, then it wouldn’t matter if SI Games won each and every lawsuit leveled against them. A company with no customers was not destined to last, no matter how big it was.

I suppose that was one of the reasons I had bought so much furniture for my Base, even though I really didn’t need it that much. I had a vested interest in ensuring the continued survival of Capes Online, although I knew that even my many purchases were a drop in the bucket of the game’s overall revenue.

Between the mass anger at SI Games, the hundreds of lawsuits leveled against it, and the possible termination of Project Second Life, it was starting to look like digital immortality was going to remain just that: A pipe dream thought up by some philosopher in the early 21st century who probably had never worked a day in his life.

Even worse, if Project Second Life was shut down, I wouldn’t get a chance to say goodbye to my friends and family, almost all of whom still thought I was dead. The only person back in the real world who knew I was really alive was my fiancee, Sally, but even she didn’t know where I really was and what my current condition was. Thinking about Sally still made me sad, even though I had come to accept I would never return to the real world.

But I was mostly angry at Atmosfear. I couldn’t be angry at Dark Kosmos—who was dead—but Atmosfear was still out there somewhere. So long as he existed, he would always pose a threat not just to me personally, but to the whole game and every player within it. A part of me wanted to drop everything else and spend my days hunting him down wherever he was, but at this point I knew it made more sense to level up my character, increase my Powers and Stats, and build up my Team. Just because I beat Atmosfear once didn’t mean I could do it again. I was determined to make our next fight our last, no matter what.

That was when Cy suddenly burst out of my room and shouted, “Boss! You’ve got to get in here! Riku is killing himself!”

In the wake of Chuck’s bad news about the potential shut down of Capes Online, I had completely forgotten about the ninja civil war that was about to develop. Without asking questions, I shoved Cy aside and ran into my room as quickly as I could.

Riku and Aimi were still in the places I had left them before leaving. Aimi, in particular, was still restrained by her Ice Shackles, but Riku had somehow wriggled one of his arms from his ropes and was trying to slit his own throat with one of his knives. No idea where he got the knife, but his position on the floor meant he was having a hard time drawing the sharp, deadly-looking knife across his throat.

Without even thinking, I ran over and kicked the knife out of Riku’s hand. The knife flew out of his grasp and came to a fall on the floor several feet away, well outside of Riku’s reach even if he jumped.

I grabbed Riku by the collar of his Costume and raised him off the floor, glaring at him in the face. “What the heck was that about? Why were you trying to kill yourself?”

“Because I dishonored my family name by revealing Miss Aimi’s secrets to you,” said Riku. He sounded depressed. “It is the way of the ninja.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You mean you thought it made more sense to kill yourself than to try to free yourself or Aimi?”

Riku opened his mouth before closing it with a thoughtful look on his face. “You know, that never really occurred to me.”

I sighed deeply and dropped Riku onto the floor, which he hit with a soft “Ow.” I rubbed the back of my head and looked from Riku to Aimi, wondering if everyone in this game was crazy or if it was just me.

“We heard you speaking with someone out there,” said Aimi swiftly. “Who was it?”

“None of your business,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “You should just be grateful I haven’t killed either of you.”

“Does that mean you have finally decided what to do with us?” asked Aimi.

I folded my arms across my chest. “No, I haven’t. I’m really leaning toward killing you both and getting this over with, though, because right now I am very tired and angry and want to go to bed.”

“Then perhaps I can help you with that decision,” said Aimi.

I looked at Aimi with a mixture of curiosity and skepticism. “Help me? How? If you plan to debate the issue with me—”

“I am no debater,” said Aimi without missing a beat. “Debate is the least convincing form of rhetoric, as my Sensei used to say. Especially to you Heroes and Villains. But I do know one thing you Heroes find convincing: A mission. With rewards.”

I frowned. “A mission, huh? What kind of mission are we talking about here?”

Aimi looked at me directly, again showing no fear in her eyes. “A mission to aid the Ninja Guild in defeating the Stalking Shadows. Normally, I would not even consider offering such a mission to one like you, but after you defeated Riku and me, I believe you might have what it takes to defeat our mortal enemy.”

A new prompt suddenly appeared in my vision:

MISSION: Defeat the Stalking Shadows I

Elite Ninja Assassin Aimi, the daughter of Grandmaster Yamamoto of the Ninja Guild, requests your aid in defeating the Stalking Shadows, a rival ninja organization whose leader has sights on ruling Adventure City with an iron fist. If you accept this mission, Aimi will ensure that no members of the Ninja Guild will attack you or your friends until you complete it.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Defeat Master Haru of the Stalking Shadows

FAILURE: Die at the hands of the Stalking Shadows

REWARDS: Higher reputation with the Ninja Guild, plus a complete set of Ninjutsu Armor [Rare] and 10,000 credits. Other rewards dependent on how well one completes the mission

ACCEPT? Y/N?

Whoa. Aimi certainly knew how to make an appealing mission. Despite being an NPC, she clearly understood the appeal that missions had to players. I made a mental note to avoid underestimating her. Aimi was not a Mastermind for sure, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t clever and intelligent in her own right.

The question now was whether to accept the mission at all. I found it surprising that an Anti-Villain character was offering me, a Hero, a mission to complete, especially a mission with a Hero Alignment. It was even more surprising when you considered that my current rep with the Ninja Guild was Unfriendly, which I thought meant that they wouldn’t give me missions. Then again, Unfriendly was not the same as Hostile. Perhaps Unfriendly NPCs could still give you missions.

Although I still didn’t trust ninja, I saw no harm in accepting this mission. It was clearly a Unique mission, meaning no one else would get it and I would never get another shot at it if I said no. Plus, I thought it made sense to increase my rep with the Ninja Guild. If I could raise it even to Neutral, then I wouldn’t have to worry about getting killed in my sleep anymore.

Nodding, I hit accept and the prompt disappeared from view.

“All right, then,” I said, looking down at Aimi and Riku. “Sorry for the delay. Cy and I will have you guys freed in a jiffy.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Luckily for us, Aimi and Riku did not attack us when we freed them. Riku thanked us profusely for our mercy and kindness (although I had the impression he secretly thought it was actually a show of weakness on our part) while Aimi merely bowed and informed us that she would send orders out to all members of the Ninja Guild to leave me, Cy, and my Teammates alone until Master Haru was defeated. She also invited me to come with her to the Ninja Guild headquarters in order to begin the mission, but I told her I wasn’t ready to go just yet and that I would head out later on. She actually seemed a bit disappointed by that but didn’t say it aloud. I guess being a ninja meant keeping your thoughts to yourself.

In any case, as soon as Aimi and Riku left, Cy and I decided to go back to bed. Although I heard Cy start snoring in his room the second his head hit the pillow, I was less lucky. The knowledge that I had picked a fight with a powerful ninja master on top of the troubles going on in the real world with Project Second Life and Capes Online made me feel extremely anxious. I normally wasn’t a very anxious person, but for some reason this stress was weighing on me and I couldn’t just go to sleep.

Because I couldn’t sleep, I decided to check out my character screen. Opening my menu, I toggled over to the tab labeled ‘WINTER’ and saw this:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 25

EXP: 3,500/15,500 (7,000 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 2. Next Level: 4 PP], Ice Dagger [Level 1], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 3], Perception [Level 2], Dodge [Level 2]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon

Health: 40

Stamina: 20

Strength: 30

Defense: 18

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 18

Evasion: 10

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 40

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 511

Willpower: 9

I stroked my chin as I observed my Powers. Despite the fact that it had been two weeks since I defeated Dark Kosmos, I honestly hadn’t leveled up that much since then. In fact, I leveled up for the first time since the Blackout yesterday and that was only after a couple solid weeks of grinding.

There were a variety of reasons for that. Chief among them was the simple fact that it took more experience to level up the higher up you went. As a result, it was only natural that my level growth would slow down at some point. It was inconvenient, but to be expected. It didn’t help that most of the missions and enemies I faced after Dark Kosmos left were fairly easy and low-level, giving out low rewards and experience that made it harder to grow quickly.

I wasn’t sure how to fix the last one. According to Cy, I could level up faster if I went to areas where higher-leveled enemies existed. He pointed out to me that North Adventure City, for example, was home to the Blood Crime Syndicate, whose members were closer to my level than the random thugs and crooks wandering around Main Street. He also suggested that I could leave Adventure City entirely and go visit the rest of the world to find stronger enemies to defeat.

Frankly, I wasn’t quite ready to head out into the wider world beyond Adventure City just yet. It was mostly out of laziness because even though I knew the world beyond Adventure City had a lot of opportunity, I preferred to stick around and protect the streets of Adventure City than go elsewhere. The way I saw it, Adventure City was my home and my city now and I needed to protect it. Plus, from what I understood, it was easier for Heroes to build up Trust and Fame by focusing on one particular location than spreading your attention across multiple places.

But despite my slow level growth, I had managed to earn a couple of new Powers since Dark Kosmos’ demise: Ice Dagger and Ice Shackles. Ice Dagger I got when I realized I could use my ice Powers to form weapons, while Ice Shackles I learned about a week ago when I used Freezing Touch to restrain a handful of [Crooks] who we needed to interrogate. This meant I had unlocked all five of my Costume’s available Powers, meaning I would need to get a new Costume or Power Crystal at some point if I wanted to expand my Power set, although that was another example of my laziness, because my current Power set met my needs quite well and I didn’t see any reason to change my Costume until I got all of my Powers to at least Level 5 so I could keep them.

Regardless, I had managed to level up earlier today but had not gotten around to adding my newly-attained SPs and PPs to my Stats just yet, again due to laziness. Considering the nature of this mission, however, I decided it made sense to invest my Points now rather than later.

I had doubled down on my play style as a Fighter specializing in Energy-based attacks. Seeing as all of my Powers required some degree of Energy, I invested my 4 Stat Points into Energy, thus bringing up the total to 44, and then tossed my 2 PP into Hero Sense, thus requiring only 2 PP left until it reached Level 3.

Now my sheet looked like thus:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 25

EXP: 3,500/15,500 (7,000 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 4

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 2. Next Level: 2 PP], Ice Dagger [Level 1], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 3], Perception [Level 2], Dodge [Level 2]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon

Health: 40

Stamina: 20

Strength: 30

Defense: 18

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 18

Evasion: 10

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 44

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 511

Willpower: 9

Satisfied with my current stat distribution, I closed my eyes and went to sleep, this time finding it easier to drift into unconsciousness now that I had  my character sheet out of the way …

-

The next morning, Cy and I had a somewhat late start. This was mostly due to the ninja attack last night, which had interfered with both of our sleep schedules. In fact, I had to practically drag Cy out of his bed so we could get ready to head to the Ninja Guild headquarters, which I now noticed was a glowing blue spot on my map. I wasn’t sure how it got marked on my city map like that, but maybe it had been automatically added after I accepted that mission from Aimi.

In any case, I made sure we both got a good breakfast of bacon and eggs before leaving. Despite how tired he was, Cy nonetheless cooked us a very fine breakfast, which was a good reminder that Cy, despite his general clueless nature, was a lot more competent than he seemed.

As we ate breakfast at the small table near the kitchen area, Cy asked, “So, boss, what’s the plan for today?”

“Going to the Ninja Guild to start that mission we got last night,” I said in between mouthfuls of eggs. “I thought I already told you that.”

“Yeah, you did,” said Cy, nodding, “but I just was wondering if we needed to make any preparations.”

“Preparations?” I asked. “You mean like distributing our Stat and Power Points? I already distributed mine last night and your character growth is set on ‘Auto,’ so I don’t have to worry about that.”

Cy scraped the tines of his fork against his half-empty plate. “Actually, boss, I was thinking about the Darkbane. You know, Dark Kosmos’ old sword?”

I froze when Cy mentioned that. I knew all too well what he was referring to.

Two weeks ago, I had killed Dark Kosmos with his own sword, the Darkbane. Like Dark Kosmos, the Darkbane was a weapon that hadn’t been released to the general public yet. Despite that, I had managed to use it against Dark Kosmos and I took it with me when we left Dark Kosmos’ Hideout. I originally considered wielding it myself, but the Darkbane’s full power was apparently locked to anyone under Level 30. Even Scan, which was now Level 3, could tell me nothing about the sword or what kind of power it had other than its true power was locked to me until I reached Level 28.

As a result, I left the Darkbane in my room under my bed. Perhaps that wasn’t the safest place in the world to keep such a powerful weapon—especially after this recent ninja attack—but it wasn’t like I had anywhere else to put it right now. Nor did I want such a potentially powerful weapon to end up in the hands of the wrong person. If a player like, say, Atmosfear were to lay his hands upon the Darkbane, the potential for damage, death, and chaos was untold.

“What about it?” I said. “I looked under my bed this morning and saw that it was there. The ninjas didn’t try to steal it.”

“True, but don’t you think we should take it along with us anyway, just to be safe?” asked Cy. “I don’t think anyone is going to try to break into the Base while we’re away, but it would probably be safer to carry it with us.”

“Maybe,” I said as I sipped my coffee, “but frankly I think I’d rather upgrade the security features of my Base. There are a lot of Thief players out there who might try to steal such a unique weapon from me. I’m already famous for defeating Dark Kosmos. I certainly don’t want to be caught carrying around something like the Darkbane.”

“Do we have enough money to upgrade the Base’s security?” asked Cy. “I thought you said we didn’t have enough money to do that.”

I took a bite out of my bacon, chewed, and swallowed. “I only said that because I didn’t think we would need to upgrade it. After those ninjas, though, I don’t want to take any chances. What kind of upgrades can we get that will make it harder for ninjas to break in?”

“No clue,” said Cy with a shrug. He leaned forward suddenly. “But I do know a place where we can buy such things. A good friend of mine runs a store near here that sells Base upgrades at very reasonable prices.”

“A friend, huh?” I said. “Is he an actual friend or just someone you know?”

“What’s the difference?” asked Cy in complete sincerity.

I sighed when I remembered that Cy didn’t think the way normal people did. “Never mind. If your friend’s store is on the way, then we can stop there for a moment and see what he has available.”

“His store definitely is,” said Cy, nodding eagerly. “In fact, I will lead the way. You don’t need to worry about even walking there yourself. Leave it to me.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Upon retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have left directions to Cy, mostly because his confidence in himself vastly dwarfed his innate sense of direction.

At first, Cy took us on what seemed like a fairly logical path. We headed due north, which was the general direction in which the Ninja Guild’s headquarters was. According to Cy, his friend’s store—which was apparently not located in the Shopping Plaza like most in-game stores were—was a ‘special’ place that few players visited, which was part of the reason why the prices there were so good. I was a little dubious myself but told myself that maybe Cy really was going to show me a secret shop that actually did have good prices. It certainly would give me an edge over the other players … assuming we could even find it.

We walked around the City for what felt like hours, going up and down streets, taking detours and shortcuts through back alleys I didn’t even know existed, and generally wandering aimlessly. More than once Cy got confused and one time we even walked in a circle three times in a row before I had to put that out to Cy (who insisted he meant on walking in the same circle three times).

The only good thing to come out of this aimless wandering was that it helped fill out my map, but even then, I had a hard time seeing myself ever coming back to any of these tiny, obscure spots. We didn’t even get to fight any bad guys, either. We did run into a couple of wild [Cats], but they were treated as noncombatants by the game and so we didn’t fight any. Not that the [Cats] we saw were really worth killing. Scan showed me they didn’t even have Levels, which told me that they probably gave out exactly zero experience to anyone who killed them.

Another good thing was that we didn’t run into any players, nor were we ambushed by potential Villains seeking to improve their own rep. In the aftermath of the Blackout, the vast majority of players had logged out of Capes Online, some permanently I learned. Others were slowly trickling back in, but the number of active CO players was still at an all-time low and likely wouldn’t recover for a while according to the news I read on the forums. It meant Adventure City felt strangely barren, despite the fact that it was still full of NPCs living their day to day lives. Not that I was complaining, however, because the lack of active players meant more missions, experience, and items for us.

After what seemed like an eternity of walking, I finally had enough and said to Cy, “Cy, are you sure you know where we’re going?”

Cy stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. We had stopped in yet another random back alley somewhere in North Adventure City. We were nowhere near close to the Ninja Guild headquarters, but according to my map, we were about a mile or so from our Base. It sure didn’t feel like we had only walked a mile, though.

“Of course I do,” said Cy, turning to face me. “I’m sure my friend’s business is located somewhere around here. I went to it loads of time in the past, although it’s been a really long time since I last visited it. It might not even be open anymore.”

“Might not even be—?” I couldn’t even finish the sentence I was so angry. “You mean we’ve been wandering around aimlessly for hours looking for a store that might not even be in business anymore?”

“Yeah,” said Cy in a nonchalant voice that annoyed me to no end as he looked around. “My friend was getting pretty close to retirement age the last time I saw him. Could be he’s not even with us anymore, although he was a pretty tough old guy who—”

“That’s it,” I said, interrupting Cy without any sort of apology. “I don’t care about your friend or his store. We’ve wasted enough time as it is. We need to get back on track and go to the Ninja Guild to complete this very important mission we got.”

“But don’t you want to make our Base more secure?” Cy asked. “I’m sure we’ll be able to find his store. It’s close. I can feel it in my soul.”

“The only thing I feel in my soul is how annoyed I am at you for wasting our time,” I snapped. I pulled up my map and spotted our position. “Right, we are here and the Ninja Guild is over there. Looks like it’s going to be a long walk unless you can fly us there.”

Cy shook his head. “No can do, boss. I’m not strong enough to carry you with me and Flight is only Level One anyway, so I can’t fly very far or high. You’re too heavy, but not in a fat way or anything like that.”

I sighed. “I told you that you should have invested those PPs in Flight. Would have allowed it to reach Level Two right away.”

“But boss, you set my growth level to Auto,” Cy argued. “That means I get to decide how I spread my SPs and PPs. If you don’t like it, you should probably change it.”

I was about to say that I might just do that when my Hero Sense suddenly started tingling. I looked around suddenly but did not see anyone else in the alley aside from me and Cy.

“Cy,” I said, still looking around at the garbage-strewn alley around us, “you don’t sense anything off about this place, do you?”

“Off?” Cy repeated. “Like what?”

“My Hero Sense is tingling,” I snapped. I summoned an Ice Dagger in my hand. “That usually means that there is a Villain nearby, although I don’t see anyone.”

“A Villain?” said Cy. He also looked around, but he seemed far less alarmed or worried than me. “Huh. Do you think it’s one of the Villain players? I heard there’s been a distinct lack of Villainous activity from players since the Blackout.”

“Don’t know who it is,” I said. “But we should be careful anyway, because—”

A loud scream suddenly pierced the air, followed by a deep grunting noise that did not sound human. Suddenly, a woman appeared at the end of the alley, running toward us as she screamed her head off. I had just enough time to see her nametag floating above her head—[CIVILIAN KATHY]—before she ran straight into me. She hit me so hard that we both nearly fell over, but I managed to keep us both up, although she leaned against me so hard that I found it hard to remain standing upright.

“Whoa there, lady,” I said as Kathy clutched me with a grip like iron. “Settle down. What’s the problem?”

Kathy looked up at me. She was a rather pretty young woman with short, dark hair and a floral-patterned dressed that fit her rather shapely body quite well. Her blue eyes were big with fear, however, almost to the point of panic.

“Are you a Hero?” asked Kathy in a panicked voice. Her eyes widened. “You’re Hero Winter, the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos!”

I blinked in surprise, but remembered that my Fame was over 500 now, meaning random strangers—players and NPCs alike—were more likely to recognize me now. Being this famous still took some getting used to, though. “Uh, yes. That’s me. What are you running from? Do you need any help?”

Kathy’s smile at running into me suddenly turned into a terrified frown. She pointed behind her sharply and said, “My boyfriend … he’s … he’s … oh my god it’s too horrible …”

“What’s too horrible?” I said. I looked down the alley, but I didn’t see anything. “What happened to your boyfriend? Was he attacked?”

Kathy opened her mouth to continue to blubber at me, but then I heard that grunting sound again and another figure appeared at the end of the alleyway.

This figure was a man. He looked to be close in age to Kathy, most likely in his early-to-mid twenties. He wore a simple sleeveless black shirt that did a good job showing off his huge, muscular arms, arms that looked almost bigger than my own. He also wore a pair of faded jeans with holes in the knees, but my attention wasn’t drawn to his clothing. His skin was what caught my attention.

The man’s skin looked unnaturally pale, like the skin of a corpse. He stared down at us with a blank look on his chiseled features. Blood leaked out of the corner of his mouth and his neck had a big gash in it that looked kind of like a bite mark, though what could have bitten him, I didn’t know.

Then my eyes were drawn to the glowing green nametag floating above his head: [INFECTED CIVILIAN ROBERT]

“Is that your boyfriend?” I said to Kathy.

Kathy nodded, but clutched me even closer and whimpered. “Yes. And now he’s going to kill us all.”


CHAPTER NINE

 

Before I could ask Kathy what she meant, Robert ran toward us.

And when I say ran, I meant ran. His strong legs caused him to move at superhuman speeds. He ran half-bent over, his hands bared like claws as he snarled like a monster. Blood streaked from the corners of his mouth as a deep, unnatural growl escaped his throat.

Although I had no idea what was going on, I wasted no time in shoving Kathy behind me and snapping at Cy, “Get her to someplace safe! I’ll keep her boyfriend busy.”

Without waiting to see where Cy took Kathy, I rushed toward Robert. Robert, despite being a Civilian, oddly showed no fear whatsoever as he ran toward me. Perhaps that had something to do with his [INFECTED] tag messing with his mind, but in any case, he would probably be easy to defeat. Civilians, as a general rule, were weaker than Heroes or Villains, which was the main reason we had to protect or harm them depending on our Alignment. I didn’t want to kill Robert, but if I had to, I would.

When we got close enough, Robert lunged at me, but I Dodged his outstretched claws and slashed my Ice Dagger across his face. My Ice Dagger slashed open the side of Robert’s face, making blood pour out of his cheek, but it didn’t slow him down at all. Instead, he spun and slashed across my chest so fast I couldn’t activate Dodge.

Robert’s claws sliced cleanly through the chest of my Costume, which took a few points off my Health bar but otherwise did not hurt me or leave me with any debuffs. I did, however, take advantage of his close proximity to grab his wrist and activate Freezing Touch. A thick sheet of ice began forming along Robert’s arm until he wrenched it out of my grasp with surprising strength, but I kicked him in the gut and sent him falling to the ground. When Robert hit the ground, I activated Ice Shackles and thrust my hands at him.

Ice chains shot out of the ground and wrapped firmly around Robert’s wrists and ankles. Despite that, Robert began struggling against them furiously, that same deep, animalistic growl emitting from his throat like the vibration of an engine in a car.

Taking advantage of this moment, I Scanned Robert to see if I could find out exactly what was wrong with him:

Infected Civilian Robert Doyle

LEVEL: 15

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Civilian [Infected]

WEAK POINT: Head

WEAKNESS: Bullets

Civilians are the primary inhabitants of the world of Capes Online. They are the people who Heroes have sworn to protect and the victims which Villains seek to harm or destroy. Due to their lack of Powers and Unaligned status, Civilians are typically quite defenseless, although some Civilians can learn Martial Arts or gain certain Civilian Equipment to help them defend themselves in battle.

I frowned. Even though Scan was Level 3 now, it still didn’t tell me what was wrong with Robert, exactly, other than he was [Infected]. No duh, Scan. Tell me something I don’t know.

“Please!” Kathy suddenly shouted. “Don’t kill him! He’s not in his right mind anymore!”

Startled, I looked back down the alleyway and saw Kathy straining against Cy’s grasp. Her eyes were locked on Robert, who was still fighting against the Ice Shackles I had put on him.

“Please!” Kathy half-shouted, half-sobbed. “Please don’t kill him! He just needs help.”

“Help?” I shouted back. “Lady, I’d love to help your boyfriend, but unless you tell me exactly what’s wrong with him, I—”

Abruptly, Robert shattered my Ice Shackles and lunged at me. This time, I Dodged and neatly avoided his claws. In fact, Robert rushed toward me so fast that he actually ran smack dab into the brick wall of the building behind me. Robert staggered backward, a dazed look on his face before he shook his head and turned to face me.

Then, without hesitation, Robert lunged toward me again, making weird growling noises like a dog. This time, however, I fired Ice Beam at him. The Ice Beam struck him directly in the chest and knocked him flat on his feet, but before I could use Ice Shackles again, Robert rolled back to his feet and thrust his arms out at me.

Weird black spores shot out of the palms of his hands toward me. Taken by surprise, I got hit full on by the spores, which hit me in the face and made my vision suddenly become blurry. A prompt appeared in my face that I could somehow still read despite my blurry vision:

You’ve been hit by Blinding Spores!

Debuff added: Blurry vision. -50% Accuracy and Evasion. Duration: 1 minute.

One minute didn’t sound like a long time, but in a fight, one minute lasted a lifetime. In any case, I rubbed my eyes in an attempt to get the spores out, but if anything, that seemed to make my vision worse.

Then I felt claws slash across my chest again. The blow only took a handful of points off my Health, but it was so surprising that I cried out in pain and staggered backward. I heard Robert grunting and growling before me and it was all I could do to Dodge his attacks. Unfortunately, due to my decrease in Evasion, most of Robert’s attacks easily hit me, shaving off bits of my Health with each blow.

I tried to hit back, but with my Accuracy cut in half, pretty much all of my attacks missed. I swung my fists wildly about, hoping to hit Robert even if accidentally, but somehow none of my blows landed. Robert’s attacks, on the other hand, seemed to land each time. And, although each attack didn’t do much individually, the constant barrage meant Robert chipped away at my Health quickly until soon I was well under half my Health.

“Boss!” I heard Cy shout. “Hold on! I’ll save—”

“No!” I shouted back as I narrowly avoided another slash from Robert. “Get Kathy out of here! I can save myself!”

I had no idea if Cy obeyed my orders or not, but soon all thoughts about Cy and Kathy vanished when another slash connected and tore through my chest. Grunting in pain, I staggered backward until I nearly stumbled into what felt like a trash can. Desperately clutching for the lid, I felt the handle of the trash can’s lids and, gripping it firmly, slammed it in front of me as hard as I could, hoping against hope the attack would connect.

It did. A loud gong sound could be heard when the trash can lid slammed into Robert’s face. I heard Robert growl in pain and then, abruptly, my vision returned, the blurry vision debuff lifting at the same time when its minute was up.

That allowed me to see Robert staggering backward from getting hit in the face, his eyes spinning from the blow. Sensing my chance, I summoned another Ice Dagger and rushed toward Robert. With a yell, I slammed my Ice Dagger directly into Robert’s chest, aimed right at his heart, and thrust it in all the way up to its hilt.

Robert choked before I wrenched my Dagger out of his chest and kicked him in his wound. Robert fell over flat onto his back on the street and stopped moving, the hole in his chest leaking red blood. His chest did not rise and fall, which was a pretty good sign that he was dead.

Breathing hard, I felt bad about having to kill a Civilian, but I reasoned that since I did it in self-defense, perhaps it wouldn’t affect my Hero score. A glance at my Alignment bar showed that I was correct. I was still 100% a Hero through and through. That was good because this was the first time I had killed a Civilian and I wasn’t sure if the game’s Dynamic Environment System was advanced enough to tell the difference between murder and killing in self-defense. Good to know that it was.

“Robert, no!” Kathy suddenly screamed. I looked up and saw that Cy hadn’t made much progress in getting her to safety. They were about halfway up the alleyway still, with Cy struggling to hold onto the shrieking Kathy. “No, Robert, no!”

I grimaced. “Sorry, Kathy. I didn’t want to kill him, but it was either me or him and, well, I hope you understand.”

Kathy stopped screaming, only to break down into sobs. She began sobbing into Cy’s chest, making him look uncomfortable as he awkwardly patted her on the back. Even though Kathy was an NPC, I still felt bad for her losing her boyfriend. I wondered how much Sally, my fiancee back in the real world, cried when she was first told I was dead. Or how much she cried when Chuck told her I was still alive.

Shaking my head, I was about to put my Ice Dagger away when Robert’s eyes snapped open and he lunged up at me. He slammed into me and, wrapping his surprisingly strong arms around my body, crushed me in a vice grip and sank his teeth—which looked more like fangs—into my neck.

I screamed in pain as something hot flowed from his teeth into my veins. It felt like he was injecting hot lava directly into my veins, making me feel like my blood was literally boiling away.

 As I screamed, I got a new notification that I somehow managed to read despite the pain:

[Infected Civilian Robert] attacked you! -10 Health.

Status Effect: Infection. A mysterious infection has entered your body, the full effects of which remain unknown. It is recommended you see a Healer or Civilian Doctor as soon as possible in order to deal with it before you suffer possible negative effects.


CHAPTER TEN

 

Reading that notification—and noting how vague it was—snapped me out of my pain. With a grunt, I stabbed Robert in the side several times with my knife, but it did nothing to make him let go of my neck, so I tossed my Ice Dagger aside and wrapped my arms around Robert. The two of us were basically in a big hug, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want to get away from him. No, it was because I wanted to make sure he didn’t get away from me.

With a grunt, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from the palms of my hands and raced up and down Robert’s body. The ice made Robert let go of my neck, but that was the last thing he did before the ice covered his head. Soon, Robert looked like a frozen statue, the blood around his mouth—my blood—frozen on his lips.

Without hesitation, I shoved Robert forward. His frozen form tipped over backward and smashed against the ground, sending chunks of ice scattering everywhere as yet another prompt showed up in my view:

[Infected Civilian Robert] is dead! +300 EXP!

As this death was clearly in self-defense, your Hero Alignment is unaffected.

I cursed foully under my breath. I only got 300 EXP for that? Granted, Robert hadn’t been a very high level, but come on. And because I shattered him into itty bitty little pieces, I doubted he had any good loot on him, either. At least it didn’t hurt my Alignment. As I suspected, killing a Civilian in self-defense was not punished by the system, which was good. The pain caused by Robert’s bite, however, was not.

My thoughts were interrupted by another scream. Thinking that another Infected Civilian was about to attack, I looked up just in time to see Kathy—having somehow freed herself from Cy’s grasp—rushing toward me. She dropped on her knees before the frozen chunks of flesh that had once been her boyfriend and began scooping them up into her arms.

“Hey, miss,” I said, holding out a hand toward her. “There’s no need to do that. Robert is dead. He isn’t coming back. I’m sorry.”

Kathy looked up at me, her arms full of Robert’s frozen chunks, but she didn’t scream at me like I thought she was going to. Tears were running down her face as she sniffled and sobbed slightly.

“I-It’s fine,” Kathy said. She dropped the ice chunks onto the street and buried her face into her hands. “H-He’s probably b-better off that way than he was in life … if you c-could even call that life, anyway.”

Frowned, I suddenly noticed a small symbol in the corner of my character screen. Right next to the tab with the name of my character was a hazardous waste symbol, which, when I clicked it, said ‘INFECTED.’ A glance at my nametag above my head showed that the Infected tag was not visible, which I found strange, but then maybe Capes Online just didn’t display Status Effects openly like that.

In any case, I would look at that later. I closed my character screen just as Cy ran up to us, a look of worry and excitement on his face.

“Good job, boss!” said Cy in an overly-cheery tone that starkly contrasted with Kathy’s sobbing. “Glad to see you took out that monster! I thought it was dead when you first stabbed it, but then it jumped you and bit your neck. You okay?”

Touching my neck wound, I said, “I think so, although the wound hurts.”

I quickly took a Health Drink out of my item inventory and drank it. The Health Drink restored my Health bar to 100% and healed my neck wound and the other scrapes I had taken during the battle, but it did nothing about the Infected tag, which was starting to worry me. I didn’t say that aloud, however, because I didn’t want to worry either Kathy or Cy unnecessarily.

Kneeling down, I said to Kathy, “I am sorry for your boyfriend’s death, but it had to be done. It was either me or him, but if I could have saved him, I would have.”

Kathy looked up at me. The tears were still coming down her face in torrents, but she seemed to be sobbing less, although I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. “Like I said, don’t worry about it. Robert would have wanted it. He always believed in living life to the fullest. He wouldn’t have wanted to spend the rest of his life like … like that.”

Kathy gestured at the frozen flesh chunks on the ground, but I got her meaning quite well.

“Yes, about that,” I said. “I understand if you don’t feel up to talking, but could you possibly enlighten us about what, exactly, happened to Robert that caused him to behave like, well, that?”

Kathy sniffled and took in several deep breaths, but nodded slowly. “Yes. I don’t want something like this to happen to other people. The man who did this to my husband needs to be stopped.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Someone did this to Robert? Do you know who?”

Cy suddenly pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to Kathy, who took it and immediately blew her nose into it.

I looked up at Cy. “Good thinking, Cy, but why do you carry a handkerchief around?”

“It’s my crying handkerchief,” Cy informed me. “Doesn’t everyone carry a crying handkerchief around? It’s called being prepared, which is what Heroes are supposed to be.”

Before I could respond to that, Kathy lowered the now dirty handkerchief from her nose and looked at me with puffy red eyes. “A-About an hour ago, Robert and I met up with a man who claimed he could give us superpowers.”

“Superpowers?” I repeated. “What do you mean give them?”

Kathy sniffled again. “You know how superpowers work, being a Hero and all. Not all humans are born with the potential for Powers. The vast majority of us Civilians lack any sort of special Powers or abilities. If you give us a Power Crystal, it won’t unlock new Powers within us or do anything like that.”

I nodded. I was well aware of Capes Online’s lore explaining the difference between players and most NPCs. “And you and your boyfriend wanted to become Heroes, right?”

“Right,” said Kathy. She wiped away the tears from her own eyes. “Robert’s always wanted to be a Hero. He became a police officer because he didn’t have any Powers, but he always felt like he was supposed to do more than that. So when he heard of a man who sold drugs that could unlock the Power within us, he convinced me to go with him to buy the drugs. Said I could be his Sidekick and he would always protect me.”

Although I did not show it on my face, I was rather shocked at how similar Robert’s back story was to my own. In real life, I had never wanted to become a superhero per se, seeing as superheroes don’t exist in real life, but I always did want to help people and so I became a police officer to do that. Then the car crash happened and, well, I became a superhero, sort of. Was it just a coincidence that I happened to run into a Civilian like Robert whose back story was similar to my own or had the system designed this encounter specifically for me?

“But that didn’t happen,” said Kathy. “The man who sold us the drugs allowed Robert to try it out there and then, as soon as the money switched hands of course. Robert and I both were excited to see what kind of Powers he would get, but … but …”

“He didn’t get any, did he?” I said, glancing at the frozen chunks of flesh that had once been Robert.

Kathy nodded. She looked close to tears again but was still capable of speaking to us legibly. “He went insane. He became feral, almost like an animal. The man who sold us those drugs disappeared before I could ask him what happened. Robert then began chasing me. He didn’t recognize me. He didn’t know who I was. He just saw a target for him to attack and kill. It was awful, like something straight out of a nightmare.”

I stroked my chin. “That’s when we saw you, correct?”

“Yes,” said Kathy. “And, of course, you two know what happened after that.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Tell me, Kathy, do you know the name or identity of the man who sold these drugs to Robert?”

Kathy thought about it for a moment. “I didn’t recognize him. He was pretty short and wore a dark hood and cloak that covered most of his features. He looked kind of like an Assassin.”

Uh oh. I was starting to put two and two together now and I didn’t like the outcome. “Did he give you a name before he left?”

“Yes,” said Kathy. “He said his name was Miles.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Miles … I knew that name, but wish I didn’t. Although I didn’t know for sure, all of the details—mysteriously disappearing without a trace, looking like an Assassin, and even being named Miles—pointed to one possible identity for the drug dealer: Giggles the Assassin, or, as I knew him better, Atmosfear’s Sidekick.

I had first met Miles on my first day in-game when he tried to assassinate me in broad daylight. He had failed, of course, but that meant nothing. He still hated me just as much as his boss and, although he might have been weaker than Atmosfear due to being a Sidekick, that didn’t make him any less dangerous than Atmosfear. If anything, his apparently weak appearance gave him an edge over enemies who didn’t know how dangerous he could really be.

“Did Miles mention working for anyone?” I said. “Did he have a boss or an employer? Someone he answered to?”

“I don’t think so,” said Kathy slowly, “but honestly, we didn’t talk very much before we purchased the drugs. He didn’t strike me as a very talkative type. Just like an Assassin. He did, however, giggle a lot, even when we didn’t make any jokes or say anything funny. It was weird.”

I grimaced. That sounded exactly like Giggles. And if Giggles was selling these dangerous Infected drugs to people, he was undoubtedly doing it on Atmosfear’s direct orders. That, however, just opened a hundred more questions which I lacked the answer to. “I see. Do you remember anything else?”

“No,” said Kathy. “I don’t.”

Then Kathy reached out and took my hand. She looked me straight in the eyes, her tear-filled eyes pleading with me even before she spoke.

“Please, Hero Winter, I need your help,” said Kathy. “I know it’s too late to save Robert, but maybe you can save other people. I don’t want anyone else to lose their loved ones like I did. If there’s anything—anything at all—that you can do to stop the drug dealer who did this, I will be forever in your debt.”

A new prompt appeared before me without warning:

MISSION: Stop the drug dealer I

After losing her boyfriend to dangerous drugs falsely advertised as being able to awaken Powers within Civilians, Civilian Kathy has decided to do something about it. However, due to her lack of Powers and combat skills, she has asked you to find and arrest the drug dealer who sold those drugs to her boyfriend in the first place.

Find the drug dealer and haul him off to jail, but there may be more to this mission than meets the eye and you already have a possible suspect based upon the clues Kathy gave you.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Rare

SUCCESS: Find the drug dealer and stop him from selling drugs

FAILURE: Fail to capture the drug dealer

REWARDS: Increased reputation with Kathy and +2 Stat Points and +1 Power Point and +1 Trust

ACCEPT? Y/N

Odd. I had never seen a mission with the Roman numeral for ‘1’ attached to the end. Did that mean this was the first part of a bigger mission chain? If so, I wondered if the difficulty and rewards would increase as I unlocked the other parts of the mission. The rewards right now were pretty small, but given how I was already interested in stopping Atmosfear, I accepted the mission without hesitation.

“Thank you,” said Kathy, who apparently saw the same notification I did when I accepted the mission. “If there’s anything—anything at all—I can do to help you find that monster, just call me at this number.”

Suddenly, I heard a ping in my inbox. Opening my inbox, I saw a message from Kathy labeled ‘RE: My phone number,’ with her phone number written in the body of the message. As soon as I saw the phone number, another notification popped up:

Reputation with Kathy +100! Your relationship status with Kathy has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’

You received a Civilian’s phone number to call her in case of emergency! [Civilian Kathy]’s phone number has now been added to your Contacts!

Congratulations! Your Heroic actions have caused at least one Civilian to trust you enough to give you her direct contact information! This is a great privilege and honor, one you would do well not to abuse. It is another sign you are becoming closer to being the true Hero you strive to be.

Huh. I had no idea that I could get contact information from Civilians or that it was such a big deal. But it made sense. By increasing my Trust among Civilians, I was increasing my chances of being called by said Civilians whenever they were in trouble or needed help. Kind of like whenever Commissioner Gordan used the Bat Signal to summon Batman whenever he needed his help, although I kind of doubted I was going to get the Winter Signal anytime soon.

“Thank you for giving me your phone number, miss,” I said. “I will do my best to keep it private and only contact you when absolutely necessary.”

“Thanks,” said Kathy. “I wouldn’t have given you my number if I didn’t think you could do it. I mean, you defeated Dark Kosmos, after all. You can do anything.”

I was taken aback by her statement. Defeating Dark Kosmos was, I suppose, an accomplishment, but frankly I didn’t feel nearly as confident in myself as she apparently did. Not that I hated myself or anything. I guess I still thought of myself as an obscure small-town cop from Texas. The idea that I was now a famous superhero that lots of people looked up and trusted was still hard for me to adjust, even harder than adjusting to the fact that I was going to spend the rest of my life in this game.

“No problem, miss,” I said. “Now, let’s get you back home. It isn’t safe for Civilians like you to be out in the streets like this.”

-

Cy and I called the police, who came and picked her up. Although I considered sending Kathy home in a taxi, I thought she would be safer with the police than in a taxi. As well, I wanted her to tell the police what happened to Robert and make sure they were aware of Miles and the drugs he was selling. The in-game police were NPCs like everyone else, but they could still be useful, as I had come to learn over the last couple of weeks whenever I needed help subduing or capturing a criminal.

As the police cruiser sped off, its hover engines allowing it to move smoothly up the street without making much noise, I looked at Cy and said, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Cy?”

“Yeah, boss,” said Cy, nodding.

“You are?” I said in surprise.

Cy nodded again. “Sure, but I don’t know where we’re going to find a lawn flamingo at this time of night.”

I slapped my forehead. “No, Cy. I was talking about the mission I just accepted.”

“Oh, that one?” said Cy. “What about it?”

Taking a deep breath, I said, “I think I know who the drug dealer is. It’s Giggles, Atmosfear’s Sidekick.”

“Atmosfear?” asked Cy. He looked around quickly, his eyes wide with fear. “But I don’t see him anywhere.”

“I didn’t say he was here,” I said. “I said I think Giggles was close by and sold Robert those drugs. It’s why my Hero Sense went off because it sensed the presence of Giggles, who is a Villain.”

“You’re probably right,” said Cy, “but if Giggles is selling those drugs, then where did he get them from? Did Atmosfear give him the drugs?”

“Possibly,” I said. “But we won’t know for sure until we find Giggles and stop—”

A sharp pain raced up my neck and I grunted, grabbing the spot on my neck where I had been bitten by Robert. At the same time, a new notification appeared in my view:

You are 1% Infected. Infection rate: 72hrs/59m/59s.

Now what did that mean? I’d never seen a notification like this before and the lack of explanation just made everything that much scarier.

“Boss?” said Cy, tilting his head to the side. “You okay?”

I realized Cy couldn’t see the notification telling me about the rate of my Infection. I decided not to tell him about it just yet. I wanted to find out more about it myself before I said anything. “It’s nothing, Cy. Think I got a mosquito bite or something.”

“Ugh, I hate mosquitoes,” said Cy with a shudder. “Creepy, ugly little things. I once had a nightmare where a giant mosquito stuck its stinger right up my—”

“Thanks for the information, Cy,” I said as I lowered my hand from my neck. “But I think we need to go. Remember, we’re supposed to be at the Ninja Guild to help them deal with Master Haru.”

Cy put his hands on his cheeks in shock. “Oh my god! I totally forgot about that. But weren’t we also looking for my friend’s store?”

“Yeah, but we can find that later,” I said. I pulled up my map and turned in the direction we needed to walk. “Perhaps we can stop by on the way back to Base. Right now, we need to reach the Ninja Guild’s headquarters.”

With that, I began walking north, carefully following the path laid out by my map. At the same time, however, I was keenly aware of the three-day count down timer in the corner of my vision, along with the empty bar that seemed to indicate how far along my Infection was.

I didn’t know what being Infected meant or what the final result would be once the Infection reached 100%, but if Robert was any indication of what would happen … then perhaps I was already dead and I didn’t even know it yet.


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Is this the place?” asked Cy about an hour later as we stood in front of the Ninja Guild headquarters. “It’s bigger than I expected.”

I could not disagree. The Ninja Guild headquarters looked like a weird combination of traditional Japanese architecture—with rice paper walls, slanted roofs, and even a small koi pond out front—and modern day skyscrapers. It was tall enough to spot even six blocks away, to the point where I was able to put away the map and find our way to the front door just by keeping an eye on the top of the building.

The main entrance to the headquarters was a simple sliding door, but before the door were traditional Japanese arches, six in all. A few players and NPCs walked along the streets nearby, but no one seemed to be going in or out of the building just yet. Maybe today was a slow day for the Guild. Most likely, most of the Ninja players were still offline due to the Blackout, although that didn’t explain the lack of NPCs.

“So …” Cy looked around, a frown on his face. “Do we ring a doorbell or—?”

“I think we can just walk in through the front door,” I said, pointing at the modern-looking sliding doors. “They don’t appear to be locked.”

Cy gulped. “I dunno, man. I’m just a little hesitant about entering the HQ of the Ninja Guild. I’ve never been here before, of course, but I have heard tons of rumors about how their HQ is full of all kinds of traps for the unwary. It’s one of the few buildings in all of Adventure City that no one has ever managed to break into.”

“Really?” I said, looking at the HQ with more respect. “Makes sense. Why wouldn’t the ninja, who know all about breaking into places, also know the best ways to keep other people from breaking into theirs?”

“That’s probably why we should approach with caution,” said Cy. “Don’t want to walk into a trap, after all.”

I looked at Cy in amazement. “Hold on. Are you suggesting we approach with caution? Since when did you start to care about caution?”

Cy held up his hands defensively. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. I’m just saying that we shouldn’t rush into things unnecessarily. I don’t really like ninja all that much.”

I still shook my head. Cy was usually the first to rush into dangerous situations. Even when he didn’t, he still had a tendency to shoot his mouth off and say whatever was on his mind even if it got him into trouble. To hear him now advise caution was probably the funniest joke Capes Online had played on me since I started playing.

Even so, I actually agreed with Cy. I knew from experience just how tricky the members of the Ninja Guild could be. Even though we were invited here by the daughter of Grandmaster Yamamoto himself, that didn’t mean we were necessarily going to receive a cordial welcome. Best to keep up our guard and keep our eyes out for any potential traps.

Readying my Energy Cannon, I walked through the traditional Japanese arches to the front door, with Cy following closely behind. I had the strongest feeling that we were being watched, but my Perception didn’t pick up anything. Not that I expected it to. The Ninja Guild’s members likely all had very high Stealth. If your Stealth was higher than a person’s Perception, then that person was unlikely to sense you following him. I could only hope that Aimi had informed her fellow ninja about our arrival, because if not, then Cy and I were going to have to fight.

Luckily, we made it to the front doors without any trouble. The doors slid open in front of us like the doors of a grocery store and we entered, but slowly and hesitantly. When we passed through the doorway, the doors closed silently behind us. Although I did not hear the tell-tale click of the doors locking, something told me that we weren’t going to be allowed to leave just yet.

Upon entering the building, my nose was filled with the smells of tatami mats, sushi, and cherry blossoms. It was a surprisingly nice scent, a stark contrast to the stale stink that hung in the air in most of Adventure City.

The floor was also covered in tatami mats, while the ceiling had bright fluorescent lights that allowed us to see our surroundings surprisingly well. The lobby of the Ninja Guild HQ, like the outside, was a smooth mixture of traditional and modern. An unoccupied front desk stood in the center of the room, while behind it were doorways that appeared to lead deeper into the building. There was even an elevator bamboo door off to the side.

To the left was a tiny waterfall overflowing into a koi pond that wound underneath the floor, visible beneath clear glass that followed the path of the stream to the outside. To the right were a small waiting area, a sofa and several chairs arrayed around a TV that was currently on Capes Online News, the official news channel of Capes Online run by SI Games. Capes Online News—which, amusingly enough, abbreviated to CON—was one of the main ways SI Games announced new DLC, upgrades, and general announcements to players. I rarely watched it myself due to my lack of interest in TV, although Cy was a big fan thanks to its ‘informative news updates,’ which I took to mean ‘hot female news anchors.’

Regardless of what was on TV, I found it weird just how empty the Ninja Guild was. I wasn’t sure how busy the place was, but I would think there would have been at least a few more people. As it was, Cy and I were the only two people I could see here.

“Where is everyone?” Cy asked, looking around in confusion. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

I looked at my map and saw that the dots representing Cy and me were directly on top of the dot labeled ‘NINJA GUILD HQ’. “Yeah, I am. The map says so, and as we know, the map is never wrong.”

“But it’s so empty,” said Cy as he put his hands on his hips. “It feels weird.”

“I bet a lot of Ninja players are currently offline,” I said. “Remember, the Blackout scared a lot of people and made them stop playing Capes Online. It’s going to be a while before people start coming online regularly again.”

“I guess so,” said Cy with a sigh. “But it’s still creepy.”

I nodded and was about to take a step forward before Cy grabbed my arm and said, “Wait a minute, boss. Do not take another step forward.”

Taken aback by the sudden seriousness in Cy’s voice, I looked at him and said, “What is it, Cy? Did you see something?”

“Yeah,” said Cy with an uncharacteristically serious expression. “The floor. Look at it. Specifically, the tile in front of you.”

Frowning, I looked down at the tile and saw that it was glowing a bright red. That was my Perception at work. Although my Perception was very low-leveled at the moment, it was still sufficient to warn me of potential hidden traps. Potential hidden traps always glowed bright red, which was all the warning I needed to make sure I could avoid them.

“That’s a trap tile,” said Cy, again serious. “I don’t know what would have happened if you walked into it, but I doubt it would have been anything good.”

“Thanks for the save, man,” I said. “Knowing the Ninja Guild, I bet it’s probably extremely dangerous.”

“Yeah, but it’s also kind of lame if you think about it,” said Cy as he let go of my arm. “I would expect them to do a better job of hiding their traps than doing something as simple as that. What a disappointment. And it’s so easy to avoid. Look, I can just walk around it and—”

Cy took one step on the tile next to the glowing one, but as soon as he did, the tile he stepped on depressed into the floor.

A huge bamboo cage suddenly fell from the ceiling and landed on Cy. Cy looked around in shock and fear as the bamboo cage cut off every possible avenue of escape.

“Cy!” I said in alarm, taking a step back. “Are you okay?”

“Don’t worry, boss,” said Cy, who I noted was unable to hide the fear in his voice. “Just a simple bamboo cage, nothing to get too scared about. Look, the top of the cage is even wide-open. An obvious escape route.”

Cy was correct that the top of the cage was open, but as it turned out, that wasn’t so he could have an easy escape route. Instead, a hole open in the ceiling and several large fish—with teeth as sharp as knives—fell from the ceiling and landed on the floor around Cy. Most of the fish missed him, flopping on the floor uselessly, but many of them nonetheless fell on top of him and began biting at various parts of his body, making Cy scream and dance with pain as he desperately tried to throw the fish off.

Surprised, I nonetheless Scanned one of the fish on the floor and got this information:

Ninja Piranha

LEVEL: 5

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Untamed Beast

WEAK POINT: Gills

WEAKNESS: Air

A rare species of piranha said to have been bred by the ancient ninja of Japan, Ninja Piranha are known for being far more silent and stealthy than their normal cousins. Despite their silence and stealth, their teeth are just as sharp as that of the average piranha, if not more so, and once they sink their sharp fangs into a victim’s skin, they are almost impossible to get off.

I bit my lower lip and looked at Cy. He had about five or six Ninja Piranha clinging to various parts of his body, and all of his attempts to get them off his body were failing miserably.

Still, I shouted, “Cy! Use Gust! The Ninja Piranha are weak to Air!”

I wasn’t sure if Cy heard me at first, but then he waved his arms wildly in the air and a powerful gust of wind passed through the cage just then. The wind knocked all of the Ninja Piranha off his body. As soon as the last one was gone, Cy flew straight up into the air, narrowly avoiding the jumping Ninja Piranha, and crashed down onto the floor beside me, panting and breathing hard.

“Okay,” said Cy as he panted hard. “I’ve decided that I don’t like fish.”

I couldn’t blame Cy. Despite their low levels, the Ninja Piranha had done a number on him, leaving his body riddled with bite marks everywhere. No doubt the wounds and pain could be healed with a Health Drink, but that didn’t change how painful that experience must have been. I was just glad I hadn’t been the one to walk into that.

The Ninja Piranha were still snapping their jaws, but between the narrow bars and the lack of water, all they could do was flop around uselessly on the floor. I was glad about that, too, because I didn’t even want to think about how much damage these Ninja Piranha could do if they could move in the air as well as in water.

“Hello, Hero Winter,” said a familiar female voice behind me. “It is good to see you.”

I whirled around to see Aimi and Riku standing behind us. I hadn’t heard either ninja approach or appear, but again, I blamed that on the fact that they probably had ridiculously high Stealth. I wondered if becoming a Ninja gave you higher Stealth or if you needed to have high Stealth in order to become a ninja. I would ask Aimi and Riku about that later.

“Hi,” I said. I gestured at Cy. “Your trap nearly killed my Sidekick here.”

“Our apologies,” said Aimi as she bowed, although she didn’t sound particularly apologetic when she said that. “Our Trapmaster forgot to disable the lobby’s traps, even though we warned him of your arrival. I shall make sure to discipline him for that mistake.”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” I assured Aimi. “I assume your traps are in place for a reason?”

“Of course,” said Aimi as she stood upright again. “To protect our headquarters from potential enemies.”

I looked around at the empty lobby. “Well, I sure don’t see any enemies, potential or actual, nearby.”

“You may not see any enemies now, but you will see them soon enough,” said Aimi. “Come with us. My father wishes to meet the Hero who has agreed to help us. I would, however, caution you approach him with respect, for my father—the Grandmaster—does not tolerate disrespect in his presence.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

After giving Cy a Health Drink to restore his health and heal his wounds, we followed Aimi and Riku across the lobby to the elevator, which was apparently exclusively available to members of the Ninja Guild. They were only allowing us access because we had agreed to help them with their problems. I asked if there were any Teleportation Pads like in the Hall of Justice, but Aimi informed me that true ninja did not rely on Teleportation Pads to teleport. Apparently, Teleportation was one of the Powers a Ninja could learn and the only reason Aimi and Riku rode the elevator with us at all was because Ninja Teleportation could only work on one person at a time. Knowing that Ninjas could teleport made me rethink my own Class. If I could become a Ninja, then I would get the Teleportation Power, which I could see coming in very useful at some point.

Regardless, the elevator ride was short but silent and soon we reached the top. As soon as the elevator door opened, Aimi and Riku exited first and then Cy and I followed next.

The room into which we had emerged was even bigger than the lobby. It looked like the entire top floor of the Ninja Guild HQ had been converted into the Grandmaster’s living room. The tall glass windows allowed an excellent 360 view of the entire City, including the Adventure Mall, which was noticeable even from a distance. The Grandmaster’s room itself smelled much like the lobby, although there was also a hint of roses, of all things, somewhere in the mix.

Simple koi ponds stood to the right and left, with short bridges allowing us to cross the ponds without having to wade through the water. Looking down into the water as we passed, I noticed that the koi were a variety of different colors. Every color of the rainbow was represented among the koi in these ponds, making me wonder if there was something special about these koi in comparison to the ones in the lobby, which were all uniformly white and red. Scan revealed to me that these were called Rainbow Koi and that they were ‘Rare,’ but beyond that it didn’t specify if there was anything more to the Rainbow Koi than their unusual colors.

The walls were lined with ninja weapons and gear. Some of it looked quite old, even ancient, while others looked new and unused. I suspected the older weapons were from past Ninja Grandmasters, while the newer ones were from more recent Grandmasters. It made me wonder how long the Ninja Guild had been around. Judging by the appearance of some of the weapons, it must have been even older than I thought.

Set in the middle of the room was a large red throne that appeared to be carved out of ruby. Two suits of empty samurai armor stood on either side of the throne, wielding katanas that looked longer and sharper than most. A quick Scan revealed to me that they were simple decoration and nothing more, but I still had a bad feeling about them. It was the masks, which were shaped to vaguely resemble human faces. They looked so realistic that I half-expected the samurai armor to come to life and start attacking us, but we managed to reach the throne without any trouble.

The throne was big, with an extra tall back that made it even bigger. I felt like I was staring up at the throne of God himself. It was beautifully carved and appeared to have been carved by hand, although given how pretty much everything in this game was digital, it had probably just been auto-generated by the DE at some point in the past. In any case, it was still an impressive work of art, but there was only one problem:

No one sat upon it.

The throne was totally empty. In fact, based on the thick layer of dust, it looked like no one had sat on it in a while. Granted, ninja were masters at stealth, but I still expected to see someone sitting on the throne. Wondering what was up, I Scanned the throne and got this information:

Throne of the Grandmaster

RARITY: Unique

The Throne of the Grandmaster was said to have been carved by expert jewelers deep in the heart of Japan’s mountains over 1,000 years ago. Passed down from Grandmaster to Grandmaster, the Throne is the de facto symbol of authority for the Grandmaster of the Ninja Guild.

ERROR: This item has other unique Powers associated with it, but Scan needs to be Level 5 or higher to see them.

Huh. I had never been told that Scan needs to be a higher level in order to find out more about a particular item. But I guess it made sense. It would probably be too game-breaking if I could just Scan anything I want and find out about it. The problem was that since Scan was a Skill, it meant I couldn’t just invest Power Points into it and level it up that way. The only way to level up Skills was through constant practice and you never knew when a Skill would level up, which is what made Skills a lot more unpredictable and harder to level up than Powers.

“Um …” Cy looked around in confusion. “Where’s your dad?”

“The Grandmaster,” said Aimi in a tone that made it clear she was correcting Cy just as much as she was answering his question, “does not show himself to those who do not bow in his presence. And whatever you do, do not take your eyes off the Throne. Please follow our lead.”

Aimi and Riku both knelt down in front of the Throne of the Grandmaster. Seeing that we had no other choice, Cy and I knelt down as well. The tatami mats on the floor were soft enough that it didn’t hurt that much, but it did feel a bit awkward bowing down in front of an empty throne, even knowing that we were dealing with a highly stealthy Ninja Grandmaster who could appear and disappear at will.

The seconds ticked by and the Ninja Grandmaster still did not appear. Impatience began to rise within me. I could also sense Cy was starting to fidget. I realized this must have been even harder for him than for me because Cy was a naturally bouncy, active person, so having to kneel in one position for longer than a couple of seconds was probably pure torture to him.

“Man, when’s that Grandmaster guy going to appear?” said someone kneeling next to me I didn’t recognize. “We’ve been kneeling here forever. My knees are starting to hurt.”

“Yeah, I know,” I muttered without thinking about it. “Starting to think this might just be a—”

I stopped speaking and realized that the person speaking next to me didn’t sound like Cy, Aimi, or Riku. Against Aimi’s advice to keep my eyes on the Throne, I glanced to my left. To my surprise, I didn’t see anyone, which was weird because I was absolutely certain I had heard someone kneeling beside me say something. Was I losing my mind or did I just mistake the sounds of the waterfall for the voice of another human being?

“Rise!” a voice from the Throne boomed. “For the Grandmaster is here!”

Crap. I had forgotten to keep my eyes on the Throne. Quickly returning my attention to the Throne, I saw that it was no longer empty. Instead, it was occupied by an elderly man wearing black ninja clothing trimmed with gold. His snow-white hair combined with his pale skin gave him a rather ghostly appearance. He looked very thin and even frail, in contrast to Riku, who was well-built and thicker. Hovering above his head was the nametag that read [NINJA GRANDMASTER YAMAMOTO].

On instinct, I Scanned Yamamoto:

Ninja Grandmaster Yamamoto

LEVEL: 100

ALIGNMENT: Anti-Hero

CLASS: Ninja Grandmaster [Unique]

WEAK POINT: Chest

WEAKNESS: Light

The Ninja Grandmaster of the Ninja Guild himself. Shrouded in mystery, the Grandmaster is as much a man of legend as he is a man of flesh and blood. Although the exact capabilities of the Grandmaster are unknown even to his own followers, it is a fact that only the strongest, cleverest, and most intelligent of ninja can even be considered for the position of Grandmaster. Treat him with the respect and honor his title demands and perhaps he will do the same to you.

Level 100? That was the highest level NPC I had seen yet. It even dwarfed Dark Kosmos, which made me wonder why Yamamoto had not tried to take out Dark Kosmos himself. I made a mental note to make sure not to tick off Yamamoto because he had to be ridiculously powerful despite his weak frame.

The four of us rose as one and Aimi stepped forward. “Father, this is the man I told you about last night, the Hero who agreed to help us defeat Master Haru and the Stalking Shadows. And the one I tried—and failed—to kill.”

Aimi sounded ashamed when she said that last sentence. Based on the way Yamamoto looked at her, I could only guess that he had already chewed her out for sneaking out of their headquarters in the middle of the night to kill me without his permission. I tried not to grin when I thought about Aimi getting told off by her dad like she was some kind of teenager.

Yamamoto nodded. He looked at me with a piercing gaze, making me feel like he was reading my mind and looking into the depths of my soul. “I see that. He is the one who killed Dark Kosmos and saved Adventure City, is he not?”

“He is,” said Aimi, nodding. “I know how you feel about letting outsiders into our conflicts, but if I had not offered him that mission, neither Riku nor I would be alive today. I do not trust him any more than you do, Father, but I hope you understand why I did what I did.”

Yamamoto stroked the wispy white beard on his chin. “I do not blame you for doing what you need to do to survive. It is said that the first motto of the Ninja Guild—indeed, the very first word spoken by the very first Grandmaster to the very first Disciples—was this: ‘Survive.’ There is no honor is dying a death when you could survive to live another day, no honor in foolishly sacrificing your own life for some silly ideals. The greatest ninja have always been masters at surviving imminent death, cutting deals with their enemies, and even betraying their allies just to ensure their own survival. This is the way of the Ninja Guild.”

I couldn’t say I liked that. It sounded to me like Yamamoto was praising cowardice, betrayal, and expedience. If that was what being a ninja was all about, then frankly I didn’t want anything to do with it.

Then Yamamoto stopped stroking his beard and pointed at me. “But there is one thing I cannot forgive: This one took his eyes off my Throne. And for that, he must be executed. Now.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Before I could react, the samurai suits of armor on either side of the Throne suddenly stirred and came to life. With their joints creaking from lack of use, the samurai suits nonetheless stepped off their podiums, drawing their long katanas from their sheaths and holding them before them in a practiced manner that told me this wasn’t the first time they had been summoned to fight for their Grandmaster.

As always, I Scanned the suits:

Protectors of the Throne

LEVELS: 110 and 110

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Living Armor

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Fire

These suits of armor once belonged to the two strongest warriors of an ancient samurai clan that clashed with the Ninja Guild in its early days. When the warriors were slain in battle, their armor was taken from their bodies and infused with the spirits of 1,000 slain ninja, whose primary purpose now is to defend the Throne of the Grandmaster and obey all orders from the Grandmaster himself, whatever they may be. No enemy they have ever laid eyes on has ever survived their deadly blades.

“Holy crap,” said Cy, looking at the Protectors as they began marching toward us. He looked at me in fear. “What are we gonna do, boss? Those things are, like, a million levels higher than us!”

I looked around and noticed that Aimi and Riku had retreated to the Throne while we weren’t looking. Aimi stood on Yamamoto’s right while Riku stood to his left. Yamamoto’s lips were turned upward in an amused smirk, while Aimi just looked resigned to what was going on and Riku watched us eagerly like he wanted to see how we would do.

“We can’t fight them,” I said calmly as I took a step back. “We’ll need to get out of here. Let’s use the elevator and get back down to the lobby. Those things might be powerful, but—”

Suddenly, the first Protector—which had glowing blue eyes—crouched and then sprung into the air like a frog. He spun head over heels through the air as he flew toward us, forcing Cy and me to separate to avoid getting hit. The Protector slammed his sword into the ground hard enough to make a huge crack run from the spot where his sword had struck.

Even worse, the impact made the ground shake under our feet. Cy actually fell over onto his side, while I just barely managed to retain my balance as a new notification popped up in my view:

[Protector of the Throne 1] used Meteor Slash!

Debuff added: Tremor. The impact of Meteor Slash made the ground wobble under your feet and has slightly confused your senses. -5% to Agility and Evasion. Duration: 5 minutes.

What the heck? Did that mean these Protectors were so heavy that they could literally make the ground shake when they landed on it? Just when I thought this game couldn’t get any weirder, it had to go and throw another curve ball my way.

Nonetheless, I wasn’t going to give up fighting, debuff or no debuff. I summoned an Ice Dagger in my hand as the second Protector charged at me with his sword leveled at my waist. I Dodged his incoming attack and slashed across his side with Ice Dagger, but to my shock, my attack only scraped against his armor and didn’t even take off one point of Health.

Moving far faster than an inanimate suit of armor should be able to, the Protector whirled around and kicked me in the chest hard enough to knock me off my feet. Although that blow didn’t add any debuffs to me, it did take off over three-quarters of my Health in one blow, which was absolutely shocking. I felt lucky that I hadn’t died outright from that blow.

Before I could get up, the Protector slammed his foot down on my chest and raised his huge katana over his head. There was no emotion in his eyes, no sign that he was anything other than a glorified automaton designed to protect the Grandmaster and kill any and all threats to the Throne.

But I wasn’t done yet. I grabbed its ankle, focusing on the joint, and activated Freezing Touch. Ice immediately began spreading along the Protector’s leg, with the bulk of it forming around its ankle joint. Although this did not seem to hurt the Protector, it did make it stumble as its Weak Point was struck.

Then I summoned another Ice Dagger and slammed it as hard as I could into the frozen joint. The Ice Dagger, which was as sharp as a normal dagger despite being made out of ice, tore through the Protector’s ankle joint. I heard metal breaking as my Ice Dagger tore through it until there was a sudden snap and its foot broke off entirely.

Now missing one foot, the Protector was unable to hold me down. I pushed back and sent the Protector staggering backward. Rising to my feet, I saw that I still hadn’t decreased its Health, but I had definitely slowed down the armor. Despite that, it somehow managed to retain its balance, standing on one leg in a manner that reminded me of an owl, albeit an owl wielding a katana.

I raised my hands to fire Ice Beam and knock it over, only for Cy to shout, “Boss, help!”

I looked over at where Cy was and saw he was at the mercy of the first Protector. He lay flat on his stomach, pinned to the floor by the foot of the first Protector, which had placed the tip of its blade against the back of his neck. Cy’s eyes were wide with terror and a quick Scan showed me that he was already at less than 10% Health. Not that it would matter, however. I was pretty sure that beheading someone in Capes Online would kill them regardless of how much Health they had left.

Before I could come to Cy’s rescue, I felt the ground shake under my feet and looked up just in time to see the second Protector hopping toward me with shocking speed. The second Protector swung its massive blade at me, which I just barely managed to Dodge, but then it lashed out with a punch and knocked me off my feet again.

Hitting the floor, I tried to get up again, only to suddenly find myself at the wrong end of the second Protector’s sword. The tip of his sword was pressed firmly against my neck, drawing blood, yet for some reason he hadn’t finished me yet.

“Foolish Hero,” said Yamamoto from his Throne. He wore an incredibly smug grin that I wanted to punch off his face. “No one has ever survived a battle with the Protectors of the Throne, much less defeated them. Although you might have been able to defeat Dark Kosmos, the Protectors are powered by the souls of one thousand slain ninja. You never even stood a chance.”

My hands balled into fists, but there was no way I could pull off that Freezing Touch trick again. The Protectors might have just been animated suits of armor, but they were smart and could learn from their mistakes. I imagine that’s why this Protector was not physically touching me. Most likely, he didn’t want to lose his other foot, which was smart on his part. The proximity of his sword also meant that I couldn’t freeze the floor underneath me and make him trip. If the Protector saw me doing that, he would probably just kill me outright.

That was when the Protector drew back his sword and thrust it at my neck.

I expected the sword to pierce my neck and end my life instantly. I hoped that my death would at least be quick because I didn’t want to linger in pain. I also hoped Cy’s death was quick as well because he handled pain even worse than me.

Right before the Protector’s sword could take my head off my shoulders, the sword paused. Its tip was right up against my neck, but it did not pierce deeper or draw more blood than before. Confused and wondering if this was some kind of trick, I looked up into the soulless eyes of the Protector, trying to discern its thoughts, but all I could see were glowing orbs representing the one thousand souls that gave it life.

Then, without warning, the Protector tore its sword away from me and hopped several feet back, well outside of my range. Over by Cy, I saw the first Protector had let Cy go as well, taking a few steps away from him and even sheathing its sword like the battle was over and it had won. Cy, however, did not get up, perhaps because he, like me, was too shocked by this sudden turn of events to respond.

“What … huh?” said Cy, looking over his shoulder at the Protector that had been just about to kill him. “Why did they spare us?”

Loud laughter suddenly exploded from the Throne. Looking over at the Throne, I saw Grandmaster Yamamoto losing it. He was slamming his fists on the arms of the Throne and tears were streaming down the sides of his face. It was like someone had told him the greatest joke he had ever heard in his whole life, yet I didn’t understand what was so funny. Neither Aimi nor Riku were laughing. Aimi just looked embarrassed, while Riku looked as confused as I felt.

“Oh … my … god,” said Yamamoto, wiping tears of laughter from the corner of his eyes. “Aimi-chan, did you see the looks on their faces when the Protectors attacked them? And when they stopped? Classic.”

“Yes, Father, I did see their expressions,” said Aimi. She spoke in a flat, deadpan voice, not looking at Yamamoto, perhaps out of embarrassment. “Your prank was quite funny.”

“Prank?” I repeated in shock. I looked over at the one-legged Protector, which had put away its sword now and seemed unlikely to attack me again, although I still didn’t get back up. “That was a prank?”

“Yes, and a practical one at that,” said Yamamoto with a giggle. “I learned it from my own father, who often sicced the Protectors on his guests for his amusement. But I go one step further and put on an entire act to make it seem like I really do want you dead.”

“Hey, that is kind of funny, now that you mention it,” said Cy. He got into a sitting position, rubbing his back. “I just wish you could have told the Protectors that.”

“Bah,” said Yamamoto with a wave of his hand. “Don’t blame them. The Protectors often don’t know their own strength. They lack a sense of humor. It is one of my least favorite parts about them.”

“You mean you sic two suits of nearly invincible samurai armor controlled by the souls of a thousand angry, violent ninja seeking to avenge their own deaths who also lack a sense of humor?” I asked.

“My apologies if you don’t get the joke,” said Yamamoto with a brief bow of his head. “You see, ninja humor is something you need to be born into in order to understand. Outsiders like you typically don’t get our jokes. Right, Aimi-chan?”

“Yes, Father,” said Aimi, who now looked almost exactly like the stereotypical teenage girl who was embarrassed by her dad’s antics. “Ninja humor is … esoteric.”

That was putting it kindly. Personally, I would have described it as utterly insane, but seeing as I didn’t want to accidentally offend Yamamoto, I rose to my feet and, glancing at the Protector again, said, “Sorry for ruining your Protector. I guess I wasn’t in on the joke.”

“No worries,” said Yamamoto cheerfully. “They are used to losing limbs and pieces in battle. Honestly, that wasn’t even a particularly deadly attack you did. Look.”

Yamamoto was right. As I watched, the Protector hopped over to where its frozen foot was, carefully line up the ankle with the rest of his leg, and then slammed it down on the foot. A loud click echoed through the room, like two LEGO pieces being snapped together, and then the Protector’s ankle glowed and its ankle was good as new. The two Protectors walked back over to the Throne and took their places on either side of Yamamoto. Once they were back in place, the two Protectors’ eyes stopped glowing and they returned to resembling the lifeless samurai suits they appeared to be.

“There,” said Yamamoto. He looked at me and Cy again. “With that out of the way, please come over here so we may discuss exactly how you can aid us in destroying Master Haru once and for all.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

After the bamboo cage and the Protectors, I really didn’t want to come within a thousand miles of Yamamoto’s throne. Knowing, however, that I had no choice, I walked over to the Throne and bowed again, as did Cy.

“No need to bow,” said Yamamoto with a wave of his hand. “Stand and look me in the eyes like a man.”

I looked up at Yamamoto suddenly. “But Aimi said—”

“That was part of the joke,” said Yamamoto with a wink. “She was in on it the whole time. Right, Aimi-chan?”

“Yes, Father,” said Aimi listlessly. “I was in on the joke.”

“I wasn’t,” said Riku lamely. “I thought you were really going to kill the Hero and his Sidekick.”

“’A secret shared among friends is no secret at all,’” Yamamoto quoted. “That was the second thing the first Grandmaster said to his Disciples. If I would dare to add to his words, I would also say that a practical joke shared among friends is no fun at all if everyone is in on it.”

Riku frowned, but it was clear that he was going to defer to Yamamoto’s authority on the matter. Not that I could blame him. Although Yamamoto clearly had a funny side, the fact was that he was indeed Level 100, which meant he was a force to be reckoned with, silly or not.

“I even made you look away from the Throne,” said Yamamoto with another giggle. “You know, the one thing you weren’t supposed to do?”

“I thought I heard someone say something next to me,” I said. “That was you?”

“Of course,” said Yamamoto. “I was in this room the entire time, watching the four of you approach my Throne. I had to make you look away from the Throne in order to add verisimilitude to the prank.”

“Wow,” said Cy. “You’re even funnier than me and you use big words I don’t understand the meaning of! You’re going places, man.”

“Do not address the Grandmaster in such disrespectful terms, Sidekick,” Riku said, taking a step forward. “The Grandmaster is a man of great wisdom and honor. To speak to him as casually as one speaks to one’s friends is—”

“Riku, give it a break,” said Yamamoto with a smile. “I like the Hero’s Sidekick. He seems to get my sense of humor, which sadly many of my most loyal Disciples even don’t understand.”

A notification suddenly popped up in my view:

Your Sidekick has gained favor with [Grandmaster Yamamoto]! Yamamoto’s relationship with [Sidekick Cyclone] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’

Unfortunately, your Sidekick’s increase in relationship with [Grandmaster Yamamoto] does not apply to your own relationship with him, which is still at ‘Neutral.’

The heck? I didn’t know that Cy could increase his relationship with other NPCs, or that the benefits he got from such relationships did not extend to me. What even was the benefit of having a Sidekick who was Friendly with Yamamoto if I didn’t get any benefits from that? I’d have to ask Cy about that at some point, assuming even he knew why this was. At least Yamamoto was just Neutral toward me instead of hostile, so he probably wasn’t going to kill us.

“Well, I think your prank was a little on the physical side, but it really was funny,” said Cy. “Makes me wish I’d thought of it first.”

I scowled and looked at Yamamoto. “Yes, your prank was very funny. But we’re not here to joke around or play pranks. We’re here to find out more about how we can help you guys defeat Master Haru.”

Yamamoto frowned. “You seem to lack your Sidekick’s sense of humor, which is quite sad. Plus, I do not especially appreciate the bossy, demanding tone. I might not be as formal as past Grandmasters, but I still don’t take well to being spoken to like a mere servant.”

Then Yamamoto leaned forward and smiled. “But I will forgive it due to your impressive performance against my Protectors. Despite your extremely low level, you lasted longer than most people do against them and also came up with a unique way to hobble them. Most people don’t understand the importance of exploiting the enemy’s Weak Points. You, on the other hand, do, which makes you very ninja-like, in my opinion.”

Another notification popped up:

[Grandmaster Yamamoto] respects your fighting spirit! Your relationship with [Grandmaster Yamamoto] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’

I now felt a little silly for complaining, even internally, about how easy it was for Cy to gain the Grandmaster’s favor now that I had it. It was also a good reminder to be a bit more polite to the old man. He might be a joker, but he was still the Grandmaster of the Ninja Guild and I had no doubt he could kick my ass without even thinking about it.

“My apologies, Grandmaster,” I said with a short bow. “I have simply had a very long day today, so my temper is somewhat short.”

“Apology accepted, Hero Winter,” said Yamamoto. “But please, call me Yama-sama. That’s what most people call me.”

I frowned at the way Yama-sama rhymed but seeing no reason to push my luck, I said, “Yes, sir, Yama-sama.”

“Yama-sama,” Cy muttered under his breath. “That’s so fun to say. Yama-sama, Yama-sama, Yama-sama—”

“Now,” said Yamamoto, slapping his hands together suddenly. “With the fun out of the way, I do believe it is time to get down to business. That is, the business of eliminating Master Haru and crushing the Stalking Shadows underneath our feet.”

Yamamoto suddenly sounded far more sinister than before. A manic glint appeared in his eyes that would have made me step back if I didn’t fear upsetting him. Aimi and Riku, however, looked like they were used to Yamamoto’s sudden change in attitude, although that may have just been because we were discussing their enemies.

“I assume Aimi-chan has already informed you about who Master Haru is?” said Yamamoto.

I nodded. “Yes. She told me that Master Haru was once a member of the Ninja Guild before he rebelled and formed his own ninja group called the Stalking Shadows, which now intend to replace you as the main ninja guild of Adventure City and even take over the city itself.”

“Wonderful,” said Yamamoto with a soft clap of his hands. “You show far more mental acuity than most Heroes we deal with. Perhaps your Class hides a cunning intellect.”

“I’m just a small-town cop, sir,” I said with a shrug. “One who happens to be a very good listener. You’d be surprised at what you learn when you just pay attention to what other people are saying.”

“Very true,” Yamamoto agreed. “Well, because we are all on the same page, I think it’s time you proved your commitment to defeating the Stalking Shadows.”

I frowned. “What do you mean? I accepted the mission. I came all the way here. What more proof do you need that I intend to help you guys?”

Yamamoto raised his hands. “I know all of that, but you must remember that we Ninja are very suspicious of outsiders as a rule, even when we ask for their help. While you seem like an honest man, I do not know for sure that you will not abandon us in our time of need. Therefore, a little field practice is necessary if you are going to prove your reliability.”

“Field practice?” I questioned. “What do you mean by that?”

Yamamoto pulled out a phone from his pocket and began scrolling through it. It was weird seeing such a traditional-looking ninja using such a modern, if slightly outdated, piece of technology, although that seemed to be the theme of the Ninja Guild in general. “According to our spies in the field, the Stalking Shadows have set up a temporary Hideout in South Adventure City, near the old Warehouse District, where they are busily storing and selling some illegal goods.”

“illegal goods?” I repeated. “What do you mean by that?”

Yamamoto looked up at me. “We do not know, for our spies have been unable to enter the Warehouse. But we do know that the Stalking Shadows are selling these goods to criminals and thugs to fund their own organization. If we can destroy their goods, then that will inflict an approximately one million loss in credits. That won’t destroy the organization outright, of course, but it would financially hurt them and force them to slow down their operations and make them easier to attack.”

Another sharp contrast. Now Yamamoto sounded more like the clever ninja leader he was, using information from spies to piece together his enemies’ plans. It was another reminder about how dangerous he really was.

“The original plan was to send a strike team of carefully selected Elite Ninja Assassins to destroy the illegal goods in secret,” said Yamamoto. “Now, however, I think I will add you and your Sidekick to the Team. Your Powers might be helpful in pulling off this plan.”

“Will Master Haru be there?” I asked, my hands clenched tightly.

“Probably not,” said Yamamoto. “As I said, this is a temporary Hideout where they store their illegal goods. Master Haru is probably at their permanent Hideout, the location of which is still unknown. At some point you will likely have a chance to battle him, but not until you prove we can trust you. ‘He who is faithful in little will be faithful in much.’ The third thing the first Grandmaster said to his Disciples.”

I frowned. “Was the first Grandmaster Jesus?”

Cy gasped. “Jesus Christ was a ninja? That explains everything.”

I sighed in exasperation, but then I got a new prompt which read:

[Grandmaster Yamamoto] is offering you a sub-mission!

SUB-MISSION: Financially cripple the Stalking Shadows

Although Grandmaster Yamamoto has come to like you, he still doesn’t quite trust you enough to send you after Master Haru himself. Instead, Yama-sama has asked you to lead a strike team of Elite Ninja Assassins to destroy the illegal goods which the Stalking Shadows are selling to criminals on the street to fund their organization.

NOTE: This is a sub-mission of ‘Defeat the Stalking Shadows.’ By completing this sub-mission, you will be able to advance further along in ‘Defeat the Stalking Shadows.’ Refusal to accept this sub-mission will result in instant failure in ‘Defeat the Stalking Shadows.’

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Destroy the Stalking Shadows’ main source of income

FAILURE: Get killed by any Stalking Shadows member

REWARDS: Increased reputation with Grandmaster Yamamoto and a chance to complete the mission ‘Defeat the Stalking Shadows.’

ACCEPT? Y/N?

“Take your time to think this through,” said Yamamoto politely. “But it is my hope that you will submit to this sub-mission.”

Cy gasped. “He even makes puns! Boss, can I become a ninja?”

“No,” I said shortly, but accepted the sub-mission anyway. “All right. I’ll accept the sub-mission.”

“Wise choice, my friend,” said Yamamoto. He glanced at his watch. “Ah, I would tell you to get ready to leave right away, but this particular mission is not set to start until midnight. Therefore, I will simply mark the location of the sub-mission on your map and give you the time you need to be there. Until then, you may spend the rest of the day doing what you wish.”

With that, I heard a soft ping and looked at my map to see a glowing blue dot placed on one of the buildings in the Old Warehouse District, labeled ‘SUB-MISSION: Financially cripple the Stalking Shadows,’ along with the time I was supposed to be there. It was interesting because I didn’t know you could add time and dates to location markers like that. That might come in useful in the future.

“Thank you, Yama-sama,” I said with another bow. “My Sidekick and I will spend the rest of the day getting ourselves ready for tonight’s sub-mission.”

“Very well,” said Yamamoto. “And please do not be late. The longer we delay this mission, the harder to pull it off it will become.”

I nodded. “Of course. Don’t you worry about that. Cy and I are always on time for our appointments. Always.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

After that, Aimi and Riku led us out of the Ninja Guild HQ and back into the streets of Adventure City. By the time we left the building, the streets outside of the Ninja Guild HQ had become a bit busier with traffic, but there were still far fewer people out than there should have been. Probably players were still afraid of logging onto their accounts and playing again. That reminded me of Chuck’s report about the troubles going on in the real world with Project Second Life and Capes Online. Made me wonder how things were moving along that particular front.

“This is as far as we can take you,” said Aimi as we stopped underneath the arches leading to the front door. “We will not see you until tonight, nor will we come to check on you if you do not show up. And if you do not show up for tonight’s sub-mission, then we will go ahead without you. Understood?”

I nodded. “Perfectly. I know you guys have been planning this for a while. Time is money and all that.”

“I am glad you understand,” said Aimi. “Anyway, Riku and I must go. We will also be part of tonight’s sub-mission and there are still many things to prepare. Farewell, Hero Winter. Until tonight.”

When I blinked again, Aimi and Riku were both gone, leaving Cy and I standing alone in the streets. Well, not entirely alone, of course, because there were a handful of NPCs nearby who looked at us curiously as they passed, but other than them there was no one else out here but ourselves.

“Gee, those ninja guys were a lot nicer than I expected,” said Cy, putting his hands on his waist. “Sure, they tried to kill us a couple of times, but it was all in good fun. Makes me wish I was a ninja.”

“They’re okay, but I don’t trust them,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “And I feel like they don’t trust me, either.”

“Maybe that’s because your Trust is low,” Cy suggested. “If you can raise it up a bit more, perhaps they will like you better.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “It’s clear they only respect those who can prove themselves. Right now, I haven’t been able to prove myself, but perhaps with this sub-mission, I will.”

“About that sub-mission,” said Cy, glancing at the Ninja Guild HQ again, “what are we going to do until tonight? Are we going to level up or finally go shopping for security upgrades for the Base?”

I opened my mouth to answer when a sudden, sharp pain shot through my spine. With a grunt, I put a hand on my back as a notification appeared in my view:

You are 2% Infected. Infection rate: 72hrs/10m/32s.

I frowned. There was that Infection Status again. I had completely forgotten about it during our entire exchange with Yamamoto. I still didn’t understand it entirely or what would happen once it reached 100%, but I doubted it would be anything good.

“Boss, are you okay?” asked Cy in a concerned tone. “You’re acting like my grandpa, who’s always complaining about his back problems.”

“I’m fine,” I said as I rubbed my back. “Just some small pain is all.”

I pulled an Antidote out of my item inventory and downed it in one gulp. The taste of blueberries filled my mouth as the Antidote went down my throat and into my stomach.

I expected the Antidote to get rid of my Infection, but instead I got this message:

ERROR! Antidote unable to cure Unknown Infection. Please see a Healer instead.

“Boss, why did you drink an Antidote and why do you look so worried?” said Cy, rubbing his hands together anxiously. “Are you okay?”

Tossing the empty Antidote aside, I said, “No, Cy, I am not. When Robert bit me earlier, I got Infected with some kind of mysterious illness. I’m not sure what it does or what it will do once I am fully Infected, but according to this I have three days before the Infection is complete.”

Cy suddenly gulped and took a step back. “You’re not going to turn into some kind of crazy monster that’s going to attack random people, are you?”

“I don’t know what will happen once the Infection is complete,” I said. “I need to see a Healer about this.”

“Do you mean Hop?” asked Cy. “Haven’t seen her or Dillo since the Blackout. Has Dillo logged back in since then?”

I glanced at my Friends List and shook my head. “No. Says he last logged in two weeks ago. And honestly, I suspect Hop is too low-leveled to deal with this Infection. I need a Healer who is at a much higher level to take a look at this and see what they can do. I need Recover.”

Cy snapped his fingers suddenly. “Of course! How could I ever forget Recover and her goddess-like beauty? I feel so unmanly for not remembering her right off the bat.”

“Don’t worry,” I said as I glanced at my Friends List again, “because it looks like Recover hasn’t logged back on since the Blackout either—”

I abruptly stopped speaking when I saw the little green icon next to Recover’s avatar on my Friends List glow all of a sudden, which I knew meant that Recover had just come back online. I immediately sent her this message:

Hi, Recover! Hope you’re doing well. Been a bit lonely here with everyone logged off after the Blackout.

Anyway, I was wondering if we could meet up sometime soon. I have a Status Effect I can’t seem to cure with the Antidote item and I was wondering if you might be able to heal it for me or at least tell me what it is. Just let me know when and where you want to meet and I’ll be there as fast as possible.

A few seconds after I sent the message, Recover suddenly replied:

Hi, Winter! I’m fine, but thanks for asking. Things have been crazy out in the real world and I’m honestly glad to be back in the game. Brawn’s pretty happy I’m back, too. I think he was really bored.

Anyway, I’d be happy to see you and help with your Status Effect which I, as the greatest Healer in Capes Online, should have no problem healing. Why don’t you come to my Base? I’m already there and I think it would be safer and more convenient for us to meet there than somewhere public. I’ve enclosed a link to my Base’s address in this message. If you click the link, the location of my Base will be automatically added to your map, but please do NOT share this link. Last thing I want is everyone and their dog knowing where my Base is.

I smiled when I read that message. Sounded like Recover was about the same as she always was, which was good. She was the only member of my Team who I had had a big falling out with after I confessed my true nature to everyone. We had made up since then, but when Recover logged off with everyone else after the Blackout, I had still been worried that she might never talk to me again. It was good to know that she was still willing to talk to me, at least.

So I replied and told her that Cy and I would be at her Base very soon. Closing my inbox, I looked at Cy and said, “She’s willing to look at my problem and she’s invited us to her Base.”

Cy whistled. “Oooh, aaah, heee—”

“What are you doing?” I said in annoyance. “Making stupid noises to annoy me?”

“Nope, although that’s a nice bonus,” said Cy. “I was just saying I think you’re pretty lucky. Getting invited to a girl’s Base? Alone?”

“We’re not going to be alone,” I said flatly. “You and Brawn are going to be there as well.”

Cy held up his hands. “Hey, man, I won’t judge. If you and Recover need some alone time, I’ll go find something else to—”

“It’s nothing like that,” I snapped. “I’m just going to her Base to get healed. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

“Okay, okay,” said Cy with a shrug. “But I’m just saying Recover is a rather attractive woman, particularly in the posterior region, and I know you’ve been lonely for a while—”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Ever since I got to this game, I’ve been with you or other players and Sidekicks.”

“Well, you keep mentioning some girl named Sally while you sleep,” said Cy with another shrug. “Don’t know who she is, but if you want some, um, female companionship, I think Recover would be a good girl.”

I scowled but frankly found it hard to argue with Cy. I wasn’t sure if I really did mention Sally in my sleep, but Cy did not seem like he was lying to me. And I honestly believed him. Sally was my fiancee in the real world. I had come to accept that I was going to live in Capes Online forever now and thus would never be able to see or be with Sally again, but I guess a part of me still missed her.

I had given the thought of relationships with women a lot of thought ever since the Blackout. My choices were either female players like Recover or female NPCs like that Kathy lady. I was even aware that a lot of players started in-game relationships that eventually moved out into the real world. I also knew that Capes Online’s incredibly realistic experience meant that in-game relationships could be quite … physical, to put it one way. All this I learned from reading the Capes Online Forums, where such topics came up every now and then, especially in the Adult section that required admin approval before you could enter.

The reason I hadn’t pursued a relationship with another player was because it would be impossible to develop it in the real world. Once a mind was downloaded into Capes Online, there was no way to re-upload it to the human body. As a matter of fact, my body was already dead and buried in the real world, so even if it were possible to do, I couldn’t. Any relationship I started in this game would never be able to grow beyond Capes Online. It would be unfair to any woman I might be interested in because they would never truly get to be with me even if they played Capes Online frequently.

That left female NPCs, but even though I had come to see NPCs as being people in their way, I still didn’t feel comfortable with trying to start a relationship with one. Was it possible for a player to marry an NPC? Could we even have children together? Would we age together and become grandparents when our kids grew up and got married? Would children produced from such a union be NPCs, players, or something else entirely?

I was hardly the type of guy to sit around all day and think about these complex philosophical issues, but I had to admit that without satisfactory answers to those questions, I was hesitant to escalate things with female NPCs. I suppose it did mean I was going to be lonely, but right now I wasn’t sure I was ready for a relationship so soon after being forced to break up with Sally, so I pushed that thought out of my mind for now to focus on the present.

“Thanks, Cy, but I’m fine just the way I am,” I said. I turned away. “Let’s go to Recover’s Base. The sooner I get healed, the better.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

As it turned out, Recover’s Base was surprisingly close to the Ninja Guild HQ, approximately one mile to the east. It meant we didn’t have to walk very far before we reached Recover’s Base, which, as it turned out, was a small medical clinic stuck between a bicycle store and a fast food restaurant, both of which were currently closed at the moment.

“Is this it?” said Cy as we stopped in front of Recover’s Base. “Looks like a medical clinic.”

“That’s because it is,” I said. “Makes sense if you think about it. Recover is a Healer. What would make a better Base for a Healer than a medical clinic?”

“Yeah, but I don’t see anyone inside,” said Cy, squinting his eyes and leaning toward the clear glass doors. “Are you sure she’s here?”

“That’s what the map says,” I said, glancing at my map. “Says this is the—”

Suddenly, a massive man built like a bunch of bricks appeared on the other side of the doors. He appeared so abruptly that Cy actually jumped back with a small meep, but I didn’t worry, because I had no trouble recognizing [SIDEKICK BRAWN], Recover’s Sidekick. Whereas Recover was a Healer with few to no combat abilities, Brawn was a Fighter and usually acted as her assistant during medical emergencies. He looked no different from the last time I saw him, although I now noticed that he wore a brown full-body suit that looked kind of like rubber.

Opening the doors, Brawn smiled and waved at us. “It is good to see you two again, Hero Winter, Sidekick Cyclone. Recover told me to expect your arrival, but I didn’t know you would get here so soon.”

“We were in the neighborhood,” I said idly. “So where’s Recover?”

Brawn thrust a huge thumb over his shoulder. “In the office. She’s currently distributing her SPs and PPs that she earned from the Blackout, but I will let her know you are here.”

Frowning, I nonetheless walked in with Cy behind me and said, “You mean she’s not going to come out and see us herself?”

Brawn closed the door behind us and then, after glancing out the doors for some reason, said, “Not immediately. You will need to sit down and wait for a bit before she’s ready.”

“You mean like an actual doctor’s office?” I said in disbelief. I looked around at the empty waiting area around us. “But there’s no one here.”

“I am sorry, Mr. Winter, but I do not make the rules,” said Brawn. “If you dislike them, I suggest bringing that up with Recover. She might be more willing to listen to you than to me.”

With that, Brawn walked off down the hallway to Recover’s office. Annoyed at this, I nonetheless sat down on one of the chairs against the walls. Cy took a seat next to me and immediately began reading one of the magazines on the table before us, which was apparently titled Sidekicks Monthly. The cover showed someone—a Sidekick, I would guess—wearing a full-bodied blue and red costume and flowing black cape, but I paid little attention to the magazine. My focus was on the rest of the lobby.

Recover really went the whole way when it came to remaking the doctor’s office experience. It smelled kind of like a medical clinic waiting room, with soft, carpeted floor and about a dozen chairs arranged in neat ways around the office. A receptionist’s desk stood at one end of the room, which was currently unoccupied, although I wondered if Brawn ever played the receptionist. I briefly had a ridiculous mental image of Brawn in a dress sitting at the desk answering calls and scheduling appointments with patients, which made me grin at how silly it looked. There was even a sign explaining that Recover’s office accepted government health insurance, even though I was fairly certain Adventure City did not actually have government health insurance.

In any case, I couldn’t help but admire the attention to detail Recover paid to making the place resemble a real-life doctor’s office. I didn’t know why she felt the need to do that, but I could admire the detail nonetheless.

“Cy,” I said, looking at Cy, “how did Recover get a medical office as her Base? Seems kind of weird.”

“I don’t know,” said Cy as he flipped through the issue of Sidekicks Monthly, “but if I had to guess, I would say she probably bought it at some point. Remember, you can buy and sell any Bases you want In fact, I’m pretty sure most Heroes rarely stay with their original Bases for very long. Typically, they try to buy bigger and more elaborate Bases.”

I nodded, remembering how Cy explained the way you could buy and sell Bases in this game. “I see.”

Then another question occurred to me and I said, “Cy, back in the Ninja Guild HQ, your relationship with Yamamoto increased separately from my own. Why is that?”

Cy scratched his chin. “Because Sidekicks are considered separate from their Heroes. Therefore, we can also form relationships with other people and increase or decrease them depending on our interactions with others.”

“Yeah, but what kind of benefit is there to that?” I said. “What kind of benefit do I get from you being Friendly with Yamamoto, for example?”

“Well, having a Sidekick who has a better relationship with other people can still help you,” said Cy. “For example, let’s say Yamamoto hated you and wanted nothing to do with you, but liked me. I could use my relationship with Yamamoto to get you missions, Equipment, items, and more from Yamamoto, which you might never get yourself.”

“I see,” I said. “Still seems kind of redundant, though.”

“Sometimes it is, but sometimes it can be helpful,” said Cy. “It’s helpful if you’re dealing with someone whose relationship with you is Hatred, because once a person Hates you, you usually can’t change that no matter how nice you might be. Just because they hate you, however, does not mean they hate your Sidekick. See how it works now?”

“Yeah, I’m starting to understand,” I said, “but—”

“Miss Recover will see you now,” said Brawn, sticking his head out of the hallway abruptly. “Please follow me.”

Cy and I stood up and followed Brawn down the short hallway into one of the medical rooms. It was a medium-sized room with a couple of chairs against the wall, a bed, a computer, and a small sink in the corner with a trash can with the hazardous label attached to it, likely where medical waste was supposed to go. The walls were covered with floral patterns, giving a comforting feeling to the room.

Sitting in one of the chairs, flipping through a clipboard like she was an actual doctor, was Recover herself. Like Brawn, she looked about the same as the last time I had seen her. She was still quite tall, with an amazing body and a pink-and-white bodysuit that showed off said body quite well. Her long dark hair was done in a ponytail, although I noticed strands of hair sticking out of her head.

“Miss Recover, Winter and Cyclone are here,” said Brawn as he gestured at us.

Recover suddenly looked up. She had a slightly manic look in her eyes, which made me wonder if she was in a rush. “What? Oh, hi, Winter, Cyclone. Nice to see you two. Sorry if I don’t hug you. You mentioned you had an infectious disease and I don’t want to get it myself if I don’t have to.”

“Not a problem,” I said. “I understand. So where should we sit—”

Recover pointed a pen at the bed. “Just sit there and then we can start.”

Recover’s workmanlike attitude took me by surprise. I had thought she was going to immediately start talking to me when she saw me, but it seemed to me she was taking this doctor thing very seriously. Nonetheless, I went over and sat down on the bed, while Cy leaned against the wall with his arms folded in front of his chest, occasionally glancing at Recover’s behind as she stood up and stretched.

“Sorry for the formality, Winter,” said Recover as she craned her neck. “It’s just that there’s a reason things are done like this in real medical offices and it’s because the system works.”

“Hey, I’m not offended,” I said as I swung my legs, which hung a couple of inches off the floor. “But I was wondering how you’ve been doing. You said the real world is crazy.”

Recover bit her lower lip and looked down at her clipboard. “Not just crazy, but outright insane. You probably don’t know this, but everyone is ticked off at Capes Online for the Blackout. Lots of lawsuits, lots of talk of overdue government regulations on VRMMORPGs, lots of people vowing to never play again. Heck, even I wasn’t sure I would log back on.”

“You weren’t?” I said.

Recover nodded. “Yeah. Given your, er, special circumstances, you probably don’t understand just how scary everything was for a while there. Imagine going to sleep and then getting stuck in your own dreams. Forever.”

I nodded. “So what brought you back to the game?”

Recover sighed. “Because I like Capes Online better than my real life. Even after the Blackout, I still like it here better than out there. Plus, I couldn’t just abandon Brawn like that.”

Brawn said nothing, but I could tell he was relieved that Recover was back. It made me wonder what Sidekicks did while players were logged off. It was another question I would have to ask Cy later after I got my diagnosis from Recover.

“I understand,” I said. “But do you mind me asking what kind of work you do outside of the game? Are you a doctor or something? Because you sure seem to know a lot about how medical offices work.”

Recover did not meet my gaze as she said, “My dad was a doctor and I went to work with him a lot when I was younger. I’ve always felt at home in medical offices, so I chose this Base because it felt more like home to me than my own real home does.”

Hmm. Recover must not have had a very good home life, then. I knew she was an adult and lived on her own, but I knew precious little else about her beyond that. “Doesn’t seem like a very secure Base.”

“Oh, it’s a lot more secure than it looks,” Recover assured me with a wicked grin. “Just because you guys entered without running into any traps doesn’t mean anyone can just waltz on in. The only reason you and Cy were able to enter at all is because I added your names to the list of approved guests. Otherwise … well, let’s just say you would be respawning your own Base right about now if you weren’t.”

Recover’s apparent glee at whatever horrible fate befell anyone who got caught in her traps was a little worrisome. It occurred to me that you wanted to have a Healer on your side. Otherwise … well, they did have a pretty good understanding of the human body, after all.

“Anyway, that’s not important,” said Recover. She pulled on some rubber gloves, despite the fact that her Costume already had gloves, and said, “Now, what seems to be the problem?”

I explained to Recover my encounter with Robert and how, before I killed him, he infected me with a mysterious disease, the name and nature of which I did not know. Recover was an incredibly good listener, her green eyes focused firmly on my face the entire time. I could tell she was already running possible diagnoses through her mind, which made me hopeful that she might be able to cure me after all.

“So I am currently three percent Infected, according to this timer, with about three days left before the Infection finishes,” I finished. “What do you think?”

Recover scratched her chin thoughtfully. “I believe you. Your nametag is glowing yellow—always a sign you’re sick—and your skin looks slightly paler than normal.”

I looked up at my nametag and saw that Recover was correct. It did glow a sickly yellow color. I wondered why I hadn’t noticed that before. Guess I had been so busy with everything else that the color of my nametag was irrelevant.

I also looked in the small mirror above the sink and saw that the exposed parts of my face were a little paler. It was barely noticeable, but it was definitely there and I definitely could see it. It didn’t look bad now, but when I thought about how horrible Robert looked when he was fully Infected … I shuddered at the thought.

“Do you feel sick?” asked Recover in a very professional, doctor-like voice. “Any symptoms, like exhaustion, stuffy nose, sore throat, anything like that? Any Stat debuffs or issues affecting your Powers or performance?”

I shook my head. “No, no. I can still use all of my Powers and all of my Stats are normal. The only difference I notice is that I sometimes feel a sharp pain in my back, but that doesn’t last very long.”

Recover stroked her chin. “Interesting. Do you mind if I touch you?”

“What?”

Recover raised her hands. “Put my hands on your shoulders. I have a Power called Diagnosis that allows me to determine another player’s illness by laying my hands on them. It doesn’t heal you, but it does allow me to sense the exact illness plaguing you. It can even suggest possible cures or treatments, though in my experience its suggestions are usually wrong. Still useful for figuring out what is wrong with someone, though.”

“Well, go ahead and do it, then,” I said. “If this will help you figure out what’s wrong with me, I’m all for it.”

Recover nodded and stepped forward. She gently lay her soft, small hands on my rather big shoulders and closed her eyes. It was somewhat awkward being this close to Recover, but I was so curious to find out what was wrong with me that I didn’t focus on that too much. I did, however, feel a presence moving through my body like someone had opened me up and was lighting a flashlight on my organs. It was an uncomfortable sensation, but not painful. I suspected it was Recover’s Diagnosis Power showing her around my body in order to get an idea of what was wrong with me.

Then, without warning, Recover’s eyes snapped open and she took several steps away from me. Fear rose in her eyes as she backed up against the opposite wall, flattening herself against it as much as she could in an apparent attempt to get away from me.

“Recover, what’s the matter?” I said as I tried to rise from the table. “Are you okay? What did you—”

“Stay away from me,” said Recover firmly, though her voice shook slightly with fear. “Stay right where you are. Do not move.”

I paused when I was halfway off the table and then slowly sat back down. I didn’t like the fear in her voice or face, but I wasn’t sure what she was scared of. “What’s the problem, Recover? What did you see?”

Recover took several deep breaths before she finally looked at me again and said, in a fear-gripped voice, “You have the Z-Virus. And there’s no way to cure it.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Before I could ask Recover what the ‘Z-Virus’ was, Recover ripped both of her gloves off of her hands and hurled them into the waste can. She then held out a hand toward Brawn and snapped, “Flamethrower, Brawn!”

Like he did this sort of thing every day, Brawn pulled a massive flamethrower out of his pocket and handed it to Recover, who took the weapon and unleashed its powerful flames upon the waste can. The flames from the flamethrower utterly devoured the waste can, turning it into a pile of black ash in less than a second before Recover cut off the flames and then clapped her hands.

A laser suddenly decided from the ceiling, pointed at the ashes, and fired a bright purple beam. The purple laser struck the burning ash and instantly disintegrated it. Literally. One second a pile of dark, smoking ash stood on the floor. The next, it was completely gone, as if it had never existed in the first place.

Then Recover whirled around and pointed her hands at me. “Quarantine!”

A large green bubble exploded out of her hands and rushed toward me. The bubble slammed over me and completely covered my body from head to toe before rapidly expanding until it completely enveloped the table I sat on and everything around me for about ten feet in every direction. Cy just barely managed to avoid getting caught in it, hopping out of the way with light feet, but he didn’t run. He just stared at the bubble around me with his mouth hanging open. Not surprising, because I felt much the same way.

Once the bubble finished expanding, a new notification appeared in my vision:

You have been Quarantined! You cannot leave the Quarantine Bubble that [Hero Recover] put you under until you receive permission from the Capes Online Glitch Elimination Force!

While in the Quarantine Bubble, you are unable to use Team chat, send messages to Friends, or interact with other players in any capacity aside from spoken speech. Due to Recover’s Quarantine Power being Level 5, you cannot force your way out of the Bubble. You also cannot die, and if you do, you will respawn inside the Quarantine Bubble rather than your Base.

“What the—?” I said as I read the notification.

“Sorry, Winter, but it’s for your own good,” said Recover apologetically, although I noticed she still kept her distance from me. “I really didn’t want to Quarantine you, but as soon as I saw you had the Z-Virus, it was the only option I had. Otherwise, I would get in trouble with the Glitch Elimination Force. And trust me, you do not want to be on their bad side.”

“What …?” I stood up and walked up to the bubble. I touched it and found that it was as hard as steel. “What is this?”

“Quarantine,” said Recover, gesturing at the bubble. “It’s a Healer-exclusive Power. It allows me to cast a bubble around players or NPCs who have infectious diseases. The bubble prevents you from going anywhere or doing anything, but it also prevents your disease from spreading to other NPCs and players. Because it’s Level Five, that means it can contain players Level Thirty or below.”

I ran a finger along its seemingly rock hard surface. “You mean there’s nothing I can do to free myself?”

“Not until I or the Glitch Elimination Force give you the say so,” said Recover. “Again, I am really sorry about this, but you have to understand I have no choice. It’s for your own good and the good of society in general.”

“Don’t worry, boss!” said Cy. “I will save you!”

Cy ran straight into the bubble so hard that I heard a small clang as his forehead collided with the bubble’s exterior. Cy then staggered backward and fell flat on his back, though he quickly got back on his feet, albeit with a wary, slightly confused expression on his face now. I sighed but wasn’t really surprised that Cy would do something like that.

“Okay, I need you to explain a few things to me,” I said to Recover. “First, what is the Z-Virus?”

Recover looked reluctant to talk to me, but she said, “The Z-Virus was part of a Capes Online World Event that SI Games released about two years ago. In it, a Mad Scientist Villain named Brain Drain invented a virus that could turn players, Heroes and Villains alike, into mindless zombies who would obey his orders. The plot of the event was that Brain Drain was going around infecting Heroes and Villains to make into an army of zombies he would use to rule the world. He even managed to get Lightbringer and Maverick, two of the most powerful NPC Heroes and Villains, on his side.”

My eyes widened. “Whoa. That sounds serious.”

“Yes, and it was even more serious than you would imagine,” said Recover. She glanced at the blackened spot on the floor where her waste can had once stood. “Brain Drain was eventually defeated by an alliance of Heroes and Villains and a cure for the Z-Virus was given out and applied to all affected player characters. Everyone thought it was over, but as it turned out, not everyone got healed.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Brain Drain’s dog, Skippy, got infected with the Z-Virus,” Recover explained. “Normally, this wouldn’t be a problem. Animals that got infected with the Z-Virus were all supposed to be killed after Brain Drain was defeated, their bodies burned because the antidote for the Z-Virus didn’t work on animals. But Skippy somehow managed to escape without anyone noticing and went around the City infecting animals and people alike with his particular strain of the Z-Virus that couldn’t be healed with the cure SI Games originally developed for it.”

“You mean the Z-Virus evolved in Skippy?” I said. “How is that even possible? This is a game.”

“A very realistic game, remember,” said Recover, tapping the side of her head. “One of Capes Online’s biggest selling points was how realistic it was, down to the tiniest detail. The game’s Dynamic Environment System meant it would even take in-game illnesses and allow them to evolve and change like real-life viruses. This included the Z-Virus, which was supposed to be a one-time event that would be destroyed and never used again.”

Brawn nodded. “I remember it clearly. Too clearly, to be frank.”

Recover nodded. “Everyone involved wishes they could forget it. Because Skippy’s strain of the Z-Virus was different from the one the antidote was designed to cure, it meant that anyone who got infected—Hero, Villain, Sidekick, or even random Civilians—could not be cured. At all. Not even by high-leveled Healers using the most powerful Healing Powers.”

I gulped. “Let me guess, chaos reigned?”

“Exactly,” said Recover. “Millions and millions of players from both Alignments got infected. Whole cities and towns became war zones overnight as the Z-Virus spread like wildfire among its inhabitants. What started off as a mostly harmless virus diseased to give players another obstacle to overcome quickly overwhelmed up to thirty percent of Capes Online’s playerbase, plus countless NPCs. Prior to the Blackout, it was probably the single biggest controversy in Capes Online despite SI Games’ best efforts to deal with it.”

“Whoa,” I said. “That is insane.”

“It was insane,” said Recover. Her gaze became distant all of a sudden like she was watching a TV that I couldn’t see. “No one was safe, from low-level newbies to high-level pros. If you came into physical contact with a carrier of the Z-Virus or got bitten, then you were dead. Plain and simple.”

“But if the Z-Virus killed you, you would respawn, right?” I said in a worried voice. “And be cured, right?”

“That’s the thing about the Z-Virus,” said Recover. “Turning into a zombie technically doesn’t count as death. Therefore, players who got infected with the Z-Virus did not respawn in their bases. They could log off, which many did, but your in-game character was still active, going around infecting other players and NPCs and getting into all sorts of trouble.”

“What happened when players killed zombie players?” I asked. “Surely they would respawn then, wouldn’t they?”

“That’s the problem,” said Recover, brushing a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Killing Z-Virus characters was possible, but you wouldn’t respawn. Instead, your body would remain where it was killed and begin to emit Z-Virus Spores, which would then spread onto other players. It meant that even if you managed to avoid getting bitten or touched by a zombie, you might end up getting infected anyway.”

“Wow,” I said. “That is horrible. How did SI Games fix it?”

Recover smiled weakly. “That’s the thing. They didn’t. The Z-Virus grew too complicated for them to fix with a simple antidote and even the most powerful Healing Powers didn’t do squat. They had to take drastic measures.”

“Drastic measures?” I repeated. “Like what?”

“Like restarting whole servers and deleting millions of accounts, forcing tons of players to start over from scratch,” said Recover. “And this included millions of players who had poured billions of in-game hours into crafting their characters. All that work, effort, and energy … gone in an instant. That event is known as the Reset nowadays.”

I gaped. I couldn’t even imagine what that must have felt like. If there was one thing I knew about gamers, it was that many took great pride in meticulously crafting the best character they could. They would spend hours distributing SPs and PPs in just the right way to achieve maximum effect for minimum effort, working hard to get just the right Equipment to make their characters stronger, spend hours coming up with strategies and techniques to give them an edge over the competition, and so on. To lose all of that, even if it was for the greater good … man, I couldn’t even imagine it, and I wasn’t even much of a gamer myself.

“Like I said, it was bad,” said Recover. “Really, really bad. The restart worked because it restored the game back to what it was like pre-Brain Drain, but that didn’t stop millions of players from getting so ticked off that they vowed never to play the game again. Capes Online did recover its playerbase after a while, but quite a few people at the time thought it was the end of Capes Online itself. One guy even tried to shoot up the SI Games offices in real life after his own character got reset.”

I shuddered. I hated mass shooters and had no sympathy for them whatsoever, but I could understand why someone might be upset about losing so much work like that. “What happened after that?”

“SI Games enforced some harsh new rules on the game,” said Recover, “starting with the creation of the Capes Online Glitch Elimination Force, whose job is to take care of any glitches with the potential to destroy the game like the Z-Virus. As well, they put in a new clause in their TOS stating that any player found to knowingly have the Z-Virus or similar viruses was to have their account immediately locked, their character deleted, and they would never be allowed to play the game again. That’s why I Quarantined you. Even though the Z-Virus has no cure, Quarantine does contain it like any other in-game virus or illness.”

“I see,” I said. “Okay, I understand this better now, but if the Z-Virus is gone, then how did I get it?”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to figure out,” said Recover. “You said you got bitten by an NPC who was Infected with it, right? How did that NPC get infected with it?”

I bit my lower lip. “His girlfriend claimed he was sold a drug that was supposed to give him superpowers. I actually have a mission related to finding out the identity of the guy who sold it to him, although I already have a suspect in mind.”

“Who?” said Recover.

“Giggles,” I said. “You know, Atmosfear’s Sidekick?”

Recover swore under her breath. “I hate that guy. He was such a creep, talking about how he felt so free to do whatever he wanted in this game. Can’t say I’m surprised to learn that he’s spreading the Z-Virus. Sounds exactly like something he would do.”

“I know,” I said, “but I still need to find out why he’s doing this. If I don’t, I’ll not only fail the mission I was given, but the Z-Virus will spread and more people will get Infected.”

“Sorry, Winter, but I can’t let you go,” said Recover, shaking her head. “I mean, I would love to, obviously, but as long as you’re infected with the Z-Virus, then I have no choice but to keep you here.”

Pressing my hands against the bubble, I said, “But why? I’m not going to go around infecting anyone. I just want to stop Atmosfear.”

“Yes, but you’re currently extremely infectious in your current state,” Recover pointed out, “and, as I said, SI Games instituted a rule that says players like me need to Quarantine Infected players like you, otherwise we risk having our accounts locked and our characters deleted. It’s a risk I can’t take.”

I scowled. “So what am I supposed to do, then?”

“Wait,” said Recover. Her eyes lost focus and she began typing a message on a keyboard I couldn’t see. “I am sending an alert to the Glitch Elimination Task Force—”

“Elimination?” I interrupted. “They aren’t going to, um, eliminate me, are they?”

“I don’t know what they will do,” said Recover without meeting my gaze. “The rules for dealing with Z-Virus-infected players is that they must be reported to the Glitch Elimination Task Force, who will then decide what to do with you after that.”

Recover finished sending her message and then looked at me with regretful eyes. “I’m sorry, Winter, but this is for the greater good. I hope you understand.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Understand—?” I caught myself before I could start ranting and took a deep breath to calm myself. “Okay, I understand, but if you think I’m going to be happy with this—”

“I don’t expect you to be,” said a new, harsh voice all of a sudden. “I do expect you, however, to follow the rules and understand that you are no exception to them.”

Startled, Recover, Brawn, and I looked over in the direction from which the voice had come, allowing us to see a new figure standing in the open doorway of the medical room.

He was a tall, painfully thin man wearing a scarf, leather jacket, and big goggles over his eyes that resembled the eyes of a bird. Thick black feathers covered his arms and legs, while a long, deadly-looking gun hung over his right arm, resembling a steampunk sniper rifle, of all things. He was so thin I figured he could slip between the bars of a prison cell without any issue. As well, he wore thick army boots that looked a little too big for his feet, yet he showed no discomfort in their size.

Hovering above his head was a special golden nametag I had never seen before. It read simply: [TASK FORCE ANTI-HERO TARGETMAN], which was weird because I’d never seen that particular title before, either on a player or an NPC. I Scanned him and got this information:

NAME: Targetman

LEVEL: 200

HEALTH: 500/500

ALIGNMENT: Anti-Hero

CLASS: Shooter [Glitch Elimination Task Force]

WEAK POINT: Elbows

WEAKNESS: Darkness

Founded in the wake of the Z-Virus that nearly decimated Capes Online, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is full of elite Hero and Villain players who work directly for SI Games. Armed with unique weapons, Equipment, and Powers, as well as a thorough knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics and programming, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is a force to be reckoned with in the world of Capes Online, especially with their 100% success rate since their inception.

“That was fast,” said Cy, who had apparently recovered from getting knocked out and was looking at Targetman with a mixture of surprise and awe. “And they sent Targetman of all people? Man, they must be taking this pretty seriously.”

“Targetman?” I repeated. “Never heard of him.”

“He used to be the number one Anti-Hero of Capes Online a few years back,” Recover whispered under her breath to me. “In fact, he played a pivotal role in stopping the spread of the Z-Virus during the first outbreak, because his status as a Shooter meant he could pick off Infected players and NPCs from a distance without risking his own life. Think he’s from the Ukraine if I remember correctly.”

“Why do you know so much about him?” I muttered back to Recover.

Recover smiled sheepishly. “You could say I was a bit of a Targetman fan girl for a while there. Just for a little while is all.”

“Yes,” said Targetman suddenly. He definitely had a thick Ukrainian accent, but I could understand his English nonetheless. “Once we received Hero Recover’s report of the return of the Z-Virus, I put everything else on hold to come here and deal with the problem personally.”

Targetman walked toward Recover, but he never took his eyes off me. I tried to look as innocent as possible, but Targetman had such a piercing glare that I felt like he was looking straight through me. He reminded me of my own grandfather, who, being a former police chief himself, was rarely fooled by even the best displays of innocence.

“So, this is the player who has been infected with the Z-Virus?” asked Targetman. He turned his piercing glare on Recover.

“Uh, yes,” said Recover, who seemed flustered by how close Targetman stood next to her. “I used Diagnosis to scan his body and find out what it was.”

I’ll admit it, I was a bit jealous at how flustered Recover seemed to be around Targetman. Clearly, she had been a lot more than ‘just’ a fan girl for a while there and probably still liked him to some degree. It was a silly way to feel, given the circumstances, but that didn’t stop me from feeling that way anyway.

“Are you absolutely certain you did not get a Misdiagnosis?” Targetman questioned. “My wife also plays the Healer Class, so I am familiar with its Powers. Diagnosis has a 10% chance of misidentifying a Disease that is at least five levels higher than the Healer’s current Diagnosis.”

I thought I saw Recover’s soul die when Targetman mentioned his wife. I hid my smirk as much as I could, but I had a feeling it probably still showed on my face in some small way. Again, a silly way to feel given the circumstances, but I felt it anyway. I was only human, after all.

“Uh, yes, I am absolutely certain of it,” said Recover. “My Diagnosis Power is Level Five. It told me that Winter’s Z-Virus is Level Four.”

Targetman furrowed his brows. “I hope you are certain of it, my friend because the reason the Z-Virus spread so quickly the last time is because it was Level Nine and was mostly Diagnosed by low-level Healers who had no idea what they were up against. It is, of course, better to be safe than sorry, but I remember well how deadly the Z-Virus was in its heyday and I intend not to underestimate it again.”

I raised an eyebrow. Targetman was definitely a smart guy. I could see how a guy who understood Powers that weren’t even available to his Class in such a deep way could be the number one Anti-Hero for a few years. Of course, he was also Level 200 and could probably kill me without even thinking about it, but hey, I could respect skill when I saw it, even if that skill was going to be used to kill me.

“Like I said, I am absolutely certain of it,” said Recover. “You can verify it for yourself.”

“I will do that,” said Targetman.

He looked over at me and suddenly threw what looked like a ninja throwing stat my way. The star somehow passed through the Quarantine bubble without breaking it and struck me in the chest. Although the impact did make me stagger, it didn’t actually hurt or lower my Health bar.

Looking down at my chest, I saw a metallic star had affixed itself firmly to my chest, a yellow light blinking on and off on its surface. A brief attempt to remove the star failed, which was annoying because I didn’t like how it felt against my chest.

Looking up, I saw that Targetman was no longer looking at me. Instead, his gaze had become slightly distant as he looked at something none of us could see. He was scrolling through something invisible with one hand, a focused expression on his face.

“Hmm …” said Targetman as he looked at whatever he was looking at. “Very interesting. Yes, this is definitely the Z-Virus, but a much weaker version than the kind that nearly wrecked Capes Online five years ago. Doesn’t make it any less dangerous, however.”

Targetman tapped the air and then looked at Recover again. “Thank you for Quarantining and reporting the Z-Virus carrier to the Glitch Elimination Task Force, Hero Recover. Your work has ensured that the world of Capes Online will remain a fun, free, and safe place for the billions of players who play this game all over the globe every day.”

Recover seemed to be blushing under her mask but managed to say, “T-Thank you, Targetman. I just did what I knew I needed to do. That’s all.”

Scowling, I said, “What about me? What are you going to do to me?”

Targetman looked back at me suddenly, as if he had just remembered I was here. “You? Oh, that’s easy. I am going to have your account shut down and your character deleted. It is the only way to ensure that the Z-Virus does not spread and infect more players. I know how inconvenient that is for you, but it is the only way to ensure the game’s safety.”

“You’re going to kill my boss?” said Cy with a gasp. He raised his hands. “Oh, no you don’t, you—”

A loud thunk echoed through the room and Cy collapsed onto the floor again, apparently knocked out. I looked but didn’t see anyone who could have knocked out Cy until I heard a soft feminine giggle, followed by Targetman saying, “Good job, Girl Invisible. I didn’t want to have to kill his Sidekick myself.”

“No problem, Target,” came an amused feminine voice that seemed to come from empty air. “He totally had it coming, though he is kind of cute.”

Targetman rolled his eyes before looking at me. “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. I am going to shut down your account and delete your character. As a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force, that is one of the powers at my disposal, although it is supposed to be used only for emergency situations. Still, I feel like the return of the Z-Virus is an emergency all its own. I am sure my Captain will agree once he finds out what I have done.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Wait, man, you can’t do this,” I said, pressing up against the bubble as hard as I could, even though I knew I couldn’t break it. “If you delete my character, my active missions will go unfinished.”

“So?” said Targetman dismissively. “Millions of accepted missions go unfinished every day, some because the players got their accounts locked and their avatars deleted due to breaking the rules, some because they got lazy and forgot about it. You are not a special snowflake.”

“You don’t understand,” I said. “I didn’t recreate the Z-Virus. It was another player named Atmosfear. He did it.”

Targetman snorted. “Do I look like I care? Even if I could verify that statement, the Capes Online Glitch Elimination Task Force Rules and Guidelines clearly state that all Z-Virus carriers, regardless of Alignment, are to be eliminated without hesitation. The fact that I have allowed you to talk as much as you have should be seen as an act of great mercy on my part. I could just as easily decide to kill you now without further thought. And trust me, I did not hesitate to kill the original carriers of the Z-Virus back in the day.”

Targetman suddenly snapped his fingers. This time, I could actually see the display he was accessing. It showed my complete player profile, account, and information, with a picture of me as my avatar. At the bottom of the display was a button that read ‘SHUT DOWN ACCOUNT’ and then, below it, another button that read ‘DELETE CHARACTER.’

“Um, Targetman, sir?” said Recover in a sheepish voice that was very much unlike her normal voice. “Are you sure you should do this? Winter didn’t mean to cause any harm. He got Infected while saving a Civilian from getting Infected. Deleting him doesn’t seem right.”

“If there is indeed a new spread of the Z-Virus in Capes Online, then I will deal with it after I delete Winter,” said Targetman gruffly. “If you have a mouse infestation in your house, that doesn’t mean you should kill the rodents born in your home just because they didn’t personally infest it.”

Targetman’s hand went toward the ‘SHUT DOWN ACCOUNT’ button. I banged my fists against the bubble, but there was nothing I could do to stop Targetman from shutting down my account and deleting my character. Given that I was in Project Second Life, I had no idea what that would do to me, but I had a feeling it was going to do more—a lot more—than ‘just’ shut down my account.

Then a hand came out of nowhere and caught Targetman’s wrist. Startled, Targetman looked up to see who had caught his wrist. In fact, all of us looked to see who it was.

Standing next to Targetman was Chuck. He had taken off his sunglasses, showing a polite but intense glare in his eyes as he met Targetman’s own gaze. Although Chuck was not as skinny as Targetman, he definitely wasn’t a big man, either, which made the way he stopped Targetman so efficiently so surprising. I honestly hadn’t expected Chuck to show up like this, but couldn’t say I unhappy, despite how annoying I sometimes found Chuck.

“Who are you?” said Targetman, his gaze never breaking from Chuck’s. “You do not look like a player.”

“That is because I am not,” said Chuck in his usual calm, almost monotone, voice. “I am Charles Omar, from the Department of Virtual Reality in the United States federal government. I am also the agent put in charge of overseeing the lives of the American participants in the Project Second Life joint program between the United Nations and SI Games. I assume you are aware of Project Second Life?”

A look of surprise briefly crossed Targetman’s face before he returned to his usual stoic demeanor, although I could tell Chuck’s statement had him shook. “You are with Project Second Life?”

“Indeed,” said Chuck. He nodded at me. “And this man here, Winter, happens to be one of Project Second Life’s participants. By attempting to delete him, you are in effect about to commit murder. Even worse, you are overstepping your boundaries as a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force. If I recall correctly, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is not allowed to deal with glitches and viruses involving Project Second Life participants. That is under the jurisdiction of the Department of VR.”

Targetman bit his lower lip. “You are incorrect, Agent Omar. I did not know that this player was in Project Second Life. I assumed he was simply an ordinary player who happened to get infected with the Z-Virus.”

“An understandable, if hasty, mistake,” said Chuck. “I recommend in the future double-checking each player to ensure they are not in Project Second Life before you attempt to delete them again. That way, we won’t have another … conflict like this again.”

Despite how politely both Chuck and Targetman spoke, I could tell they were both extremely hostile toward one another. I wasn’t sure why, but perhaps there was bad blood between the Department of VR and the Glitch Elimination Task Force. All I knew was that, as thankful as I was for Chuck’s intervention, I found it weird how he seemed to think Targetman overstepping his boundaries was worse than murder. I guess he was still a government bureaucrat deep down in his heart, however nice he might be at times.

“Of course,” said Targetman in his usual polite, professional tone. “My wife often scolds me for my hastiness. Still, when dealing with something as serious as the Z-Virus, I find that haste is a virtue.”

“Haste is often a vice,” said Chuck. “The prayer that man makes for good, he often makes for evil due to his haste.”

“Agreed,” said Targetman, though based on his tone, I could tell he understood that Chuck had just subtly insulted him. “Still, as a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force, I cannot, in good faith, allow a Z-Virus carrier to continue to walk around free.”

“I will deal with him in accordance with the regulations that the Department of VR has imposed on Capes Online,” said Chuck, “which, I might add, are equal to the Rules and Guidelines that SI Games forced onto Capes Online in the wake of the last Z-Virus outbreak. I can guarantee that I will not allow the Z-Virus to spread and I will ensure that it stays firmly contained in Winter.”

Targetman looked deeply skeptical about Chuck’s statement, but it was clear that he couldn’t argue with Chuck, perhaps for the jurisdictional reasons he mentioned. I didn’t quite know or understand where the Task Force’s jurisdiction ended and the Department’s jurisdiction began, but it was clear to me that Chuck had just effectively used said boundary to save my life and make a few jabs at Targetman in the process. I wondered if Chuck had been a lawyer prior to joining the Department. My Dad would have been proud to see such successful rules-jiggering.

Targetman pulled his hand out of Chuck’s grasp and waved his hand, causing the display with my account to disappear from view. “Very well. I have been educated extremely well regarding the jurisdictional differences between the Task Force and your Department and I will avoid overstepping such boundaries, as well as the consequences for doing so. Still, I will keep a close eye on Winter from now on anyway, just to be safe.”

“That is fine by me,” said Chuck as he stood upright again. “Now, perhaps it is time for you to go. As a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force, I am certain you have many glitches to attend to.”

“I do,” said Targetman with a short nod. “But if the Z-Virus breaks out again due to your negligence, then the Task Force will have no choice but to step in and handle it ourselves. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly,” said Chuck. “After all, I helped write the rules for such a situation.”

Targetman nodded again. “Then I must go.”

Targetman shot me a quick glare for some reason before turning around and walking out the door. I couldn’t see his Sidekick, Girl Invisible, but I thought I heard a softer set of footsteps falling into line with Targetman’s own. Soon, Targetman was gone and I no longer heard his footsteps, which made me wonder if he had some kind of fast travel or teleportation Powers that allowed him to travel long distances quickly.

Chuck, as usual, showed no signs of stress, despite how tense the situation had been. He simply readjusted his tie and then looked over at me. “Sorry you had to see that, Nyle. Excellent communication between the Department and the Task Force usually means we rarely cross paths, but every now and then there is a … miscommunication, I suppose you would say, that requires we Department agents step in and directly intervene in a situation involving the Task Force. Like I said, it rarely happens, but when it does, it is usually unpleasant.”

“I don’t suppose the Department ever oversteps its boundaries at times, does it?” I asked.

Chuck frowned. “Perhaps, but that is off-topic. I expected a thank you for my saving you.”

“Thanks,” I said. I glanced at the open doorway. “How come Targetman didn’t know I was with Project Second Life? And how did he know about Project Second Life at all?”

Chuck slipped his sunglasses back on over his eyes. “As I have told you before, SI Games is part of Project Second Life. As a result, we’ve had to divulge the project’s existence to quite a few SI Games workers, mostly among the executives and senior managers, but also the Glitch Elimination Task Force. This is because the Glitch Elimination Task Force exists to deal with all glitches, including any involving Project Second Life participants such as yourself. In order to avoid potentially difficult situations, we had to make them aware of Project Second Life, though don’t worry. Each Task Force member has signed an NDA stating they will not reveal the existence of Project Second Life to anyone who is not already aware of it.”

I frowned. “Targetman didn’t seem to like me very much.”

“It’s nothing personal,” said Chuck with a shake of his head. “The Task Force sees themselves as the primary protectors of Capes Online. As a result, they tend to dislike anything they are not allowed to directly deal with. That includes Project Second Life participants, whose behavior and actions are entirely under the jurisdiction of the Department of VR and its equivalent in foreign countries. Project Second Life participants are notorious for the glitches they cause, which makes them disliked even more by the Task Force.”

I nodded. From how Chuck explained it, it sounded like how the FBI, which handled federal cases, was often treated by local police departments. I could understand Targetman’s frustration a little better now, but I was still really glad that Chuck had saved me.

“Are there ever times where you guys work with them?” I said, gesturing with my head at the open doorway that Targetman had stepped through. “Like with, say, Atmosfear?”

Chuck folded his arms in front of his chest. “There have been times in the past where the Department has worked with the Task Force to deal with glitches caused by Project Second Life players. And we have indeed been working with the Task Force to locate Atmosfear, though we’ve had no luck so far.”

He then leaned toward me and whispered, “Personally, I suspect Targetman dislikes you in particular due to your role in the Blackout. The Glitch Elimination Task Force was rendered powerless after Dark Kosmos’ attack, which is why they did not help you defeat him. He’s probably just jealous you defeated Dark Kosmos and he didn’t.”

I frowned. That seemed rather childish to me, but then again, Targetman did seem to take great pride in his role as a member of the Task Force. I guess being one of the best players in the world meant he wasn’t entirely free of normal human emotions after all.

Then Chuck pulled back and suddenly looked at Recover, who had apparently been standing there quietly the whole time. “And who is this?”

“Recover,” I said quickly. “She’s one of the players who helped me defeat Dark Kosmos. Remember? I mentioned her to you.”

“Oh,” said Chuck. He held out a hand toward her. “My apologies, miss. I did not recognize you. Rest assured that, although you are technically not supposed to know about Project Second Life, you have been placed the list of approved individuals who are allowed to know of the Project’s existence. You need not worry about facing any repercussions for knowing about the Project unless you break your NDA.”

“That’s … um … good to know,” said Recover. She seemed a bit taken aback by Chuck’s sudden appearance, which was when I remembered that this was the first time she had actually seen him before.

“While it is wonderful meeting you, I must ask you to leave the room while I talk with Winter,” said Chuck, gesturing at the open doorway. “The content of our discussion is highly sensitive and top secret. You may come back in once we are done talking.”

To my surprise, Recover didn’t argue with Chuck about being bossed around in her own Base. She just nodded quickly and left the room, with Brawn following dutifully behind her. When the doors automatically closed behind them, I looked at Chuck and said, “You didn’t come here just to save me from Targetman, did you?”

“No, I did not,” said Chuck. “There have been some recent developments in the real world concerning Project Second Life, Atmosfear, and you. And I fear that none of it is any good.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

What do you mean none of it is any good?” I said. “Last time we spoke, you mentioned to me that Project Second Life was at risk of being shut down.”

“Don’t worry,” said Chuck. “Project Second Life is not in any danger of being shut down … yet.”

I frowned. “’Yet’ is probably my least favorite word in the whole English language right now, especially in this context.”

Chuck scratched the back of his neck. “Apologies, but right now that is all I can say about Project Second Life’s status. There is still a chance that it might be shut down at some point, but right now SI Games has convinced the UN not to do away with it and Director Johnson has convinced the President to keep supporting it. The big disagreement, as you might guess, comes from Atmosfear.”

“Have you guys managed to find him yet?” I said.

Chuck shook his head rapidly. “No, not yet. However, we have been receiving more and more reports from Villains players who describe seeing an Atmosfear lookalike in the criminal underbelly of Adventure City. It looks like Atmosfear is recruiting Villain players into his Team, though why, we are not sure.”

I scowled. “Probably not for anything good, I can imagine.”

“That isn’t even the worst part about this development,” said Chuck. He looked around for a moment as if to make sure no one was eavesdropping, and then leaned forward and said, “Those players Atmosfear is recruiting? We can’t find them.”

“Can’t find them?” I repeated. “What do you mean by that?”

“You know how Atmosfear has somehow cut himself off from our tracking system?” said Chuck. “It appears that whatever method he uses to hide himself is also being used to apply to his new Teammates. All in all, about a dozen Villain players, ranging from low-level newbies to high-level veterans, have disappeared since coming into contact with Atmosfear.”

“That’s not good.”

“That is putting it mildly,” said Chuck. “We don’t know where Atmosfear is. We don’t know why he’s recruiting players. And even worse, we don’t know where he will strike next.”

I nodded. “I think I can help you with that. I got the Z-Virus from an Infected Civilian, but do you know where that Infected Civilian got it from? Giggles, Atmosfear’s Sidekick, who sold it to him under the pretense that it was a drug that could give Civilians superpowers.”

Chuck’s eyes widened with horror. “Are you sure that it was Giggles who sold that Civilian the Z-Virus?”

“Positive,” I said. “I didn’t see him myself, but the Civilian’s girlfriend described him to me and he fit Giggles’ description almost to a T. I mean, Giggles isn’t the only Assassin in the game, but I don’t know anyone else who would fit his description.”

“Oh, dear,” said Chuck. He began pacing back and forth, a worried expression on his face. “If Giggles is selling the Z-Virus to NPCs under the guise of a drug that can give a person Powers, then it stands to reason that Atmosfear has somehow managed to get his hands on the Z-Virus, despite the fact that all traces of the Z-Virus were wiped out during the Reset five years ago.”

“But it’s not the full thing,” I said. “It’s a weaker strain of the original Z-Virus, so it might not be as bad as it used to be.”

“Either way, this is a very troubling development,” said Chuck as he continued to pace back and forth. “The last time the Z-Virus ran rampant, it was a catastrophe almost on par with the Blackout. What in the world does Atmosfear think he is going to accomplish by unleashing even a weak version of the Z-Virus onto the world?”

“Some men just want to watch the world burn,” I said with a shrug. “And some men, like Atmosfear, want to be the ones who set it on fire and then watch it burn. I doubt he has any greater goals other than that.”

“Even so, he must be stopped,” said Chuck. He stopped and looked at me. “Atmosfear might be nothing more than a glorified small-town criminal, but that doesn’t mean he cannot cause a lot of trouble if he wants. And if he’s going as far as unleashing the Z-Virus itself onto Capes Online … then he is even more insane than I thought.”

“Does the mind-to-game transfer process negatively affect peoples’ minds?” I asked. “Not that I’ve noticed any psychopathy in myself, but I wonder if the upload process somehow made Atmosfear worse than he already was.”

“Not that we are aware of,” said Chuck. He stroked his beard, troubled. “This just makes it all the more imperative that we not only find and stop Atmosfear but also find out who uploaded his mind to the game in the first place. You remember that he was never supposed to be in Capes Online at all.”

I nodded. “I know. You guys messed up pretty bad by letting that happen.”

“At least we got the leaker,” said Chuck sharply. “In any case, thanks for the information. We will pass it along to the Glitch Elimination Task Force. Although Atmosfear is technically under our jurisdiction due to his status as a Project Second Life participant, I feel we will need the help of the Task Force to take him down if he is trying to spread the Z-Virus.”

Chuck sounded resigned when he said that. No doubt he didn’t like the idea of working with the Task Force. Given Targetman’s obvious distrust toward the Department of VR, I couldn’t blame him. Then again, seeing how the Department had messed up so much already, I couldn’t help but wonder if Targetman’s distrust was justified.

“Good idea,” I said. “The more people we have looking for Atmosfear, the better. Anyway, what about me?”

Chuck looked at me blankly. “What about you?”

“The Z-Virus,” I snapped. I patted my chest. “I am Infected with it. Thanks for saving me from Targetman and all, but that doesn’t change the fact that I am Infected with the Z-Virus. Do you have a way to heal me from it?”

Chuck frowned. “Sadly, I do not have a cure. SI Games never developed an in-game cure for your particular strain Z-Virus, mostly due to its complex and highly realistic nature, which made it immune to all in-game healing Powers and items. That is why the Reset had to happen in the first place.”

My eyes bugged out. “You mean I am destined to die?”

“Essentially,” said Chuck. “The only known cure for the Z-Virus is to delete a player’s character entirely, but of course we cannot delete you without actually killing you.”

“Dang it,” I said. I looked around the bubble in which I stood. “So am I going to have to stay inside this Quarantine bubble for the rest of my in-game life?”

“Not necessarily,” said Chuck. “There is a way to contain the Z-Virus other than with a Quarantine bubble while also allowing you freedom of movement. You won’t like it, though.”

I pressed up against the bubble as hard as I could, my eyes locked on Chuck. “What is it? Tell me what it is. It can’t be that bad.”

“I suppose it’s not objectively bad, but I don’t think you’ll like it anyway,” said Chuck. “Tell me, have you heard of Kids Mode?”

I frowned. “Kids Mode? Is that, like, a mode for kids?”

“Exactly,” said Chuck. “It is a mode that parents of Capes Online players can set up. It censors adult content, drops the Pain threshold to East, and also makes it harder to level up. It also prevents you from entering certain adult establishments, such as strip clubs or bars.”

“But I thought kids weren’t allowed to play Capes Online,” I said. “Don’t you have to be at least eighteen before you can own and operate a GamePod?’

“True, but it is possible for children under the age of eighteen to get Capes Online accounts if their parents sign a consent form,” said Chuck. “You rarely hear about it because of the legal issues involved, but if you call SI Games and ask them about it, they will send you the correct forms you can sign and submit to both SI Games and the Department of VR in order to allow your child to play Capes Online.”

Frankly, given everything I saw in Capes Online, I was astounded that any parent would be okay with allowing their kid to play this game. Even with Kids Mode, this game was way too realistic at times. I bet most kids who played this game got traumatized. I know I would have if I had been allowed to play this as a kid.

“All right, but I don’t see how that’s relevant to my current situation,” I said.

“Five years ago, before the Reset, a curious thing was discovered,” said Chuck. “Players using Kids Mode reported that they were unable to be Infected by the Z-Virus. Even if a Z-Virus carrier bit them, they were unaffected by it. Multiple reports from Kids Mode players all over the world described the same thing, so it wasn’t a freak accident or glitch. This revelation almost led SI Games to enable Kids Mode for all players regardless of age, but when they realized that it wouldn’t cure the already Infected or stop the Z-Virus itself, they decided to reset the infected servers instead.”

Despite the fact that that had happened five years ago, I breathed a sigh of relief. I could see a ton of older players getting really insulted if they were forced to play Kids Mode, even if it was for their own good. Between resetting all of the servers and being forced to play Kids Mode, I could see why a lot of players would choose the former.

“Even more interesting, players who got Infected and then turned on Kids Mode discovered that they could not spread the Z-Virus,” said Chuck. “Therefore, the solution to your problem is to force Kids Mode onto you until we can create a cure for the Z-Virus strain which you are Infected with.”

“What?” I said, almost shouted. “Kids Mode? I’m not a kid.”

“I know you aren’t,” said Chuck, “but it may be the only way to ensure that you can keep playing the game while not having to worry about you accidentally spreading the Z-Virus to other players and NPCs.”

I scowled. “Are you absolutely sure there isn’t some other way to do that? I’d rather be Quarantined for the rest of my life than have to play Kids Mode.”

“I understand how embarrassing it must seem, but it’s your only realistic option at the moment,” said Chuck. “Rest assured that I will forward your condition to the developers at SI Games and see if they can perhaps develop a cure for your condition. I cannot, however, guarantee that they will be able to do this or that they will be able to make a cure in time to stop your Infection.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Will Kids Mode stop the Infection from spreading?”

“Sadly, it will not,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “Although it will keep the Z-Virus from spreading to other players and NPCs, it will not stop the Infection already inside you. It should slow down the countdown timer considerably, however, which will give us more time to discover a cure for your illness.”

I groaned. “Still not sure about this …”

“Don’t you have a couple of missions to complete?” asked Chuck. “If you die, then you won’t get to complete them.”

I glanced at my ‘MISSIONS’ tab and saw the two missions and one sub-mission I was supposed to complete. “You’re right. And if I stay in here, then that means Atmosfear will have more freedom to spread the Z-Virus. I need to stop him.”

“Exactly,” said Chuck. “So, do you wish for me to enable Kids Mode or not? I can do it from here. It’s very simple and doesn’t take very much time at all.”

I bit my lower lip. I still felt deeply embarrassed about having to use Kids Mode, of all things, but I decided that however embarrassing Kids Mode might be, being Quarantined and unable to go anywhere and do anything was even worse. If I was going to stop Atmosfear from spreading the Z-Virus, then I had no choice but to play in Kids Mode.

I nodded. “Do it, Chuck. If this is the only way I can stop Atmosfear, then so be it.”
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Chuck nodded and then tapped an invisible screen in front of him a couple of times before he said, “There you go. Kids Mode should now be enabled. You should start to see the results any second now.”

Before I could say or do anything else, I heard a dull ding sound in my ears and then a new notification popped up in my view:

You have enabled Kids Mode! Pain Level lowered from Real to Easy, EXP gain is halved, and swear words and other adult content are censored. You can toggle Kids Mode off anytime by going to the ‘SETTINGS’ tab in your main menu.

ERROR: Pain Level unable to be lowered. Please report this error to Capes Online Technical Support.

“What?” I said. “Chuck, it says my Pain Level can’t be lowered. What’s the deal?”

“Hmm?” said Chuck. “I don’t know why. If I had to guess, it’s because you’re a digital being and so your Pain Level is likely more strongly associated with your character than it is for normal players. Nonetheless, I will look into it and see if I can find out what the problem is.”

My scowl deepened. Great. Just great. I still felt the same amount of pain as always and my EXP gain was halved. It was like I had gotten the worst of both worlds. The only consolation was that the Z-Virus countdown timer in the corner of my screen had slowed down considerably. It seemed to take two or three seconds for one second to pass, which meant I had much more time before the Infection settled than I did before. That was a good thing … assuming the SI Games designers could come up with a cure before my time was up, that is.

“In any case, this should hopefully only be a temporary measure until a cure can be developed,” said Chuck. “I have sent a complete data report of your character’s current status to SI Games’ senior developers along with my notes on how you got Infected. I will update you on their progress as they develop a cure.”

“No need to go through all that trouble,” I said. “We could hold a fundraiser to raise funds for a cure for the Z-Virus.”

Chuck rolled his eyes. “I see your sense of humor is still intact, at least. That’s good. You will probably need it.”

Chuck raised a hand and snapped his fingers. The Quarantine bubble around me suddenly popped, allowing me to walk freely for the first time in what felt like forever.

“There you go,” said Chuck. “Now, I must go. I am going to compile a report to submit to both Director Johnson and SI Games’ head developer regarding Atmosfear and the Z-Virus. If the Z-Virus is back, even in a weaker way, then it must be dealt with before it can Infect too many players.”

“What should I do in the meantime?” I asked.

“Whatever you want,” Chuck replied without missing a beat. “I would suggest completing your current missions and keeping an eye out for any activity from Atmosfear and his Sidekick. If you discover any more interesting clues about Atmosfear’s whereabouts or his current goals, then please contact me as soon as you can and let me know. Bye.”

With that, Chuck disappeared, leaving me standing all by myself in Recover’s medical room. Well, I wasn’t entirely by myself, of course. Cy still lay unconscious on the floor from where Girl Invisible had hit him. Actually, he had been lying on the floor unconscious for a fairly long time now, making me wonder if he was suffering any serious concussion from getting hit so hard.

Then, without warning, Cy’s eyes snapped open and he sat up, rubbing the back of his head with a groan.

“Ugh, that hurt,” said Cy. He looked around suddenly, fear in his eyes. “Is the scary skinny guy gone? Because he’s scary. And skinny.”

“Targetman left a while ago,” I said as I dusted off my suit. I held out a hand toward him. “Need a hand?”

Cy stared at my hand in horror for a moment before jumping to his feet and stepping away from me, holding up his hands defensively. “Whoa, dude, hang on a minute there. I don’t want to get infected with the Z-Virus. I’m too young and beautiful to die. I have a whole life of fun and laughter ahead of me that I don’t want to give up just for a handshake. I mean, I still like you, of course, boss, but—”

Luckily, I was saved from Cy’s endless rambling when the door to the room opened and Recover and Brawn rushed into the room.

“What’s going on?” said Recover as she and Brawn came to a stop. “I thought I heard someone scream—”

Recover came to an abrupt halt when she saw me, which was when I remembered I was no longer in the Quarantine bubble that she had put me inside.

“Miss Recover,” said Brawn, pointing sharply at me, “Winter has somehow escaped his Quarantine bubble. Do you want me to activate the Nuclear Laser and destroy him before he can spread the Z-Virus?”

I held up my hands quickly. “Whoa, man! There’s no need to bring out a Nuclear Laser or whatever. I’m not able to spread the Z-Virus anymore. You guys are perfectly safe.”

Cy gasped. “You mean you are cured? I can’t believe it. It’s a Christmas miracle!”

“It’s February,” I said.

“Then it’s a Valentine’s Day miracle!” said Cy. “The power of love must have cured you!”

I slapped my forehead in exasperation, while Recover said, “No, that can’t be. My Scan shows you are still Infected with the Z-Virus. What do you mean that you can’t spread it?”

I looked down at the floor, not wanting to meet Recover or Brawn’s eyes. “Chuck enabled Kids Mode for me.”

“He what?” said Recover, leaning closer.

“I said, Chuck enabled Kids Mode for me,” I muttered without looking directly at Recover.

A smirk appeared across Recover’s lips. “Can you please say that again? I don’t think I quite caught that. What, exactly, did Chuck do to you?”

I looked up at Recover in irritation. “He enabled Kids Mode for me! There, I said it. Happy?”

Recover now looked like she was doing her best not to laugh, although a soft giggle escaped her lips every now and then. “Oh, too bad. I can’t imagine how awkward it must be for a full-grown adult like yourself to have to play Kids Mode. You are an adult, right?”

“I’m twenty-five-years-old,” I said irritably. “What do you think?”

“Definitely an adult,” said Recover. She now sounded close to bursting out into full-on laughter. “I’m so sorry that you had to experience this, er, misfortune. Wouldn’t you agree, Brawn?”

“Yes, Miss Recover,” said Brawn with a short but swift nod. “It is quite embarrassing. I am glad that you do not have to suffer the indignity of being forced to play in such a childish way.”

“Thanks, Brawn,” I said in a flat voice. “You really know how to make a person feel better, don’t you?”

“Don’t worry, boss,” said Cy, patting me on the back. “Kids Mode isn’t so bad. I mean, being a kid is great! I had a great childhood, full of wonder and exploration and fun. Of course, I also fell on my head a lot, but overall I wouldn’t trade my childhood for all the tacos in the world.” He paused, and then added, “Mmm … tacos.”

Hearing that Cy fell on his head a lot as a child explained everything about him and then some. Oddly, it did not make me feel any real sympathy for him, but I guess that was because I was so caught up in my own embarrassment that I didn’t have any sympathy left for him or anyone else at the moment.

“Why did Chuck, er, enable Kids Mode for you?” asked Recover. She snorted a couple of times when she said that.

My scowl deepened even more than it already was. “Because he claimed that Kids Mode will contain the Z-Virus inside me. It’s not a cure, but at the very least, you guys don’t have to worry about getting Infected even if you touch me.”

“But the Infection is still spreading through your body, right?” said Recover.

I nodded. “Yeah, but the rate has slowed down considerably. Also, Chuck is going to have the SI Games developers try to make a cure for the Z-Virus, so if we’re lucky, I’ll hopefully be healed before the end of the week.”

“I hope so,” said Recover, “because that was the main reason the first Z-Virus outbreak was so bad. The developers were unable to make a cure. I’m skeptical they could do it now.”

“Well, I can’t afford to be skeptical,” I said. “My life is on the line here and if they can’t cure me, then I don’t even want to think about what will happen to me.”

“Right,” said Recover. She brushed back her hair. “If I had to guess as to why Kids Mode keeps the Z-Virus from spreading, I would say it’s because Kids Mode also disables in-game illnesses. It’s something I found out on the Healer’s Clinic in the Capes Online Forums, where some Kids Mode players would report that their character couldn’t get sick.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “Can’t imagine any parent would want their kid to play a game where cancer is just as bad here as it is in real life.”

“Very true,” said Recover. Then she grinned. “But you’re still just an adult playing Kids Mode.”

I glared at Recover. “If you tell anyone else about this—”

“Don’t worry,” said Recover with a wink. “This will be our little secret. I won’t tell Dillo or Funky or anyone else. You can trust me.”

I frowned. I hoped Recover would keep this to herself for now, but even if she didn’t, I had far worse problems to deal with at the moment.

Namely, the fact that I would be dead within a week if SI Games’ developers didn’t make a cure for me in time.
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After that, Cy and I left Recover’s Base. Recover offered to help me with my missions—implying that Kids Mode prevented me from completing them myself—but I politely declined her help. I did, however, ask her to keep an eye out for any other Z-Virus carriers. Given that Recover was a Healer, I thought it was likely that she would run into other Z-Virus carriers at some point, especially if Atmosfear continued to sell Z-Virus injections to players and NPCs alike. She promised to let me know if any other Z-Virus carriers came to her Base and that she would inform them also about the benefits of Kids Mode in preventing the spread of the Z-Virus.

I was glad when Cy and I finally left Recover’s Base because I was getting more than a little tired of Recover constantly cracking jokes about my condition at my expense. She seemed to find me playing Kids Mode very amusing and I still wasn’t convinced she would keep that particular nugget of information to herself.

“Man, life just seems to be throwing you all sorts of curve balls recently,” said Cy as we walked. “Almost getting assassinated by two ninjas in your own home, getting infected by the Z-Virus, and having to play Kids Mode … how high is your Luck Stat again?”

“Two,” I said without even glancing at my character sheet. “And don’t remind me. I want to forget about all of this crap. Let’s go do some level grinding until midnight, see if we can level up once or twice in preparation for tonight’s mission.”

“Are you sure you want to do that?” asked Cy. “I mean, doesn’t Kids Mode halve your experience gain?”

My scowl became so deep that I wouldn’t be surprised if my face was stuck in that expression now. “Yeah, but I’m pretty close to leveling up now. Even at my current rate of EXP gain, I don’t think it will take me long to reach the next level.”

Cy nodded and opened his mouth to say something stupid, but then there was a loud ringing noise coming from his pocket. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and immediately answered, saying, “Hello, this is Cyclone speaking. What’s your favorite color?”

I heard a harsh, rough voice on the other end say something that made Cy cringe. Yet Cy didn’t put down the phone and seemed to be listening intently to whoever was speaking to him on the other end. He kept muttering, “Yeah, yeah, sure, of course …” as the person calling him went on and on. The call lasted for maybe a minute, but from my perspective, that was almost an eternity as I stood there staring at Cy and wondering who he was talking to.

Finally, Cy nodded and said, “Sure! I’ll bring him there as soon as possible. See you later.”

Cy hung up his phone and looked at me with a big grin on his face. “Boss, do you know who that was?”

“No, I don’t,” I said. “Who was it?”

“It was my friend, Gerald,” said Cy. “You remember Gerald, right? He’s the guy I told you about earlier, the one who sells Base upgrades for a reasonable price.”

“You mean the one we couldn’t find?” I said. “That Gerald?”

“Exactly,” said Cy, nodding. “He just called me for the first time in forever and asked me to stop by his store! Well, he really wanted to meet you. Guess he must have heard about you somewhere and decided he wanted to see you.”

I frowned. “Did he say why he wanted to meet me?”

“Not really,” said Cy with a shrug, “although I think he might want to sell you Base upgrades. He also mentioned something about the Blackout. Maybe he wants to thank you for your role in that.”

I scratched the back of my head. “Well, I guess we were talking about upgrading my Base’s security system, but we don’t know where Gerald’s shop is.”

“Actually, we do now,” said Cy. “He added the location of his store to our maps. Look at yours.”

I opened my map of Adventure City and was surprised to see that Cy was correct. A couple of miles to the north was a glowing blue spot helpfully labeled ‘GERALD’S BASE UPGRADES.’ It looked like it was just outside of the Shopping Plaza, which was also pretty close.

“How did he add the location of his shop to our maps from a distance like that?” I said, scratching my chin. “I didn’t know that was even possible.”

“No idea,” said Cy, “but I think we should go. It’s not far away and, like I said, Gerald has good prices. You can trust him to have the best upgrades in the biz, guaranteed.”

“Sounds like a slogan.”

“That’s because it was his business’ slogan for a few years,” said Cy. “Anyway, let’s go check it out. After we’re done shopping, then we can do some level grinding. How does that sound?”

I scratched my chin in thought. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to go and take a look. But we’re not going to spend hours shopping and we’re only going to buy what we need, not what we want.”

Cy’s shoulders slumped. “Aw, man. You’re no fun.”

“But I am the boss,” I pointed out. “Anyway, let’s go. Time’s a wasting.”

-

About half an hour of walking later, Cy and I entered a small, unassuming store just outside of Shopping Plaza. It was close enough that we could hear all the hustle and bustle from Shopping Plaza, but just far enough that there was barely any street traffic or pedestrians. It was also the only shop located on this particular street. All of the other shops to either side of it were closed down or not currently opened. It certainly seemed like a weird place to set up shop, given how little foot traffic this street apparently got, but it was also kind of nice because it meant we didn’t have to fight through crowds of players and NPCs just to get inside, like what you had to do in Shopping Plaza.

In any case, although the outside of Gerald’s Base Upgrades was rather unimpressive, the inside was a completely different story. It felt like I had walked into a huge hardware store, like Home Depot, only somehow even larger. This despite the fact that the store couldn’t have been more than one story tall if that.

Overhead, the ceiling towered above us, the fluorescent lights illuminating the entire room quite well. It allowed us to see all of the items for sale quite well, and the variety was absolutely dazzling. I saw expensive-looking futuristic laser cannons that you could apparently mount to the exterior of your Base, trap doors that could mimic the appearance of any surface for maximum effect, and tons of other tricks and traps I didn’t even know existed. The air smelled vaguely of cut wood and metal, although there was a hint of smoke as well despite the fact that I couldn’t see any fires.

“Whoa,” I said, looking around the huge store with my mouth hanging open. “I didn’t know it would be so big.”

“It’s actually bigger than the last time I was here,” said Cy, glancing around. “Much bigger. I guess Gerald must have decided to expand or something.”

“Speaking of Gerald, where is—”

“Hello there!” a deep voice to my left said. “Hello and welcome to my store!”

I looked to my left, expecting to see a man walk up to us. There was definitely a man, but he didn’t walk up to us on his legs. Instead, I saw a man sitting in what looked like a pod of some sort, the lower half of his body hidden inside the pod itself. The pod hovered, seemingly of its own accord, toward us, while the fat, middle-aged man sitting inside it controlled it with what appeared to be a small control panel. The man had a soft, but aged, face, like he spent most of his life indoors. He appeared to be rather fat, no doubt made worse by the fact that he was flying around in a pod rather than walking on his own two feet.

The nametag above his head read [CIVILIAN GERALD], which was how I knew it was Gerald, the store owner and Cy’s friend. He didn’t look close to retirement age like Cy said he was, although it was clear that his best years were behind him.

“Hi, Gerald,” said Cy, waving at Gerald as he approached us. “Long time, no see!”

“Cyclone, my boy,” said Gerald as he came to a stop before us, his pod hovering noiselessly in front of us. “I see you’ve finally gotten yourself a new Hero. He certainly looks better than the last one you worked for.”

I looked at Cy. “Wait, does he mean you were someone else’s Sidekick before you were mine?”

Cy nodded but didn’t meet my gaze. “Yeah, but I don’t like to talk about it.”

“I thought you were generated by the game when I logged in,” I said. “You mean Capes Online didn’t make you for me?”

Cy shook his head, still without looking at me. “It depends. Sometimes you get an entirely new Sidekick made just for you, but most of the time you’ll just get an already existing Civilian who was a Sidekick at some point. I’ve only been a Sidekick to a player twice before you, though, so you’re my third.”

That was odd, but it made sense. Given how complex and realistic your average NPC was in this game, I imagined it must have taken a lot of processing power for the DES to make up an entirely new NPC from scratch for each player. Reusing already-existing Civilians—especially those who had been Sidekicks to previous players—was easier and less wasteful than the alternative. I wasn’t a game developer, but that made sense to me.

“Yeah,” said Gerald, nodding. “And after how badly the last one went, I thought for sure you weren’t going to do this Sidekick thing again. Guess you just can’t let it go, huh?”

“What happened with your last player?” I said, looking at Cy again.

“I still don’t want to talk about it,” said Cy in an uncharacteristically serious voice. “Too painful.”

I bit my lower lip. For as long as I’d known Cy, I had always assumed he had just been randomly generated by the game to be my Sidekick and that his ‘past,’ such as it was, was simply another creation of the game’s in order to make him seem more realistic. It appeared, however, that Cy actually did have a much deeper past than I first assumed. My curiosity was definitely piqued now, but at the same time, I decided now wasn’t the time to interrogate Cy about it.

Instead, I looked up at Gerald and said, “Hi, Gerald. Nice to meet you. My name is Winter.”

“I know who you are,” said Gerald with a chuckle. “You saved the city from that Dark Kosmos fella. Every person in the city knows your name, in fact. But nice meeting ya anyway.”

I had forgotten that my ridiculously high Fame meant that even players and NPCs I had never met before in my life knew exactly who I was. It was slightly disconcerting, but at the same time, it did make things a bit easier, because I could just skip the introductions and get to the good stuff. “Right. Well, Cy tells me you sell Base upgrades.”

Gerald chuckled. “You don’t need Cy to tell you that. Look around you at all of my wares. I can sell you anything you need for your Base. From doorbells to death bots, I have it all, and then some.”

“Death bots?” I said.

Gerald chuckled again, this time more evilly. “Ah, never mind that. Those are probably outside your price range. But I also sell a variety of upgrades at a variety of prices. Whether you’re living paycheck to paycheck or you have so many credits you need to open a second bank account, I have anything you need at a great price.”

I nodded. “Well, I’d definitely like to look around at your products. But is that the only reason why you called us? We spent some time looking for you earlier, but couldn’t find you.”

Gerald began tugging at his large, gray mustache, which appeared to be an unconscious habit of his. “I tend to move around a lot. My upgrades are only for the finest players. I don’t want just any customers. I want the best, most famous ones. And you, my good sir, are definitely one of the most famous.”

Ah. I recalled that Fame was supposed to give you a lot of benefits, but I didn’t realize just what kind of benefits I would get. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” said Gerald. “But, er, there is another reason I wanted to meet you.”

I frowned. “What other reason would that be? You wouldn’t happen to have a mission for me, would you?”

“No,” said Gerald, shaking his head. “Well, not yet, anyway. But I do have a message.”

“A message?” I said. “From who?”

Gerald scratched the back of his head. “Well, I am not entirely sure who it is. He didn’t give me a name. Just said he was a ‘friend.’”

“A friend, huh?” I said. “Wonder who that could be.”

“No clue, pal,” said Gerald. “But he did leave a message for you with me. Do you want to hear it?”

I shrugged. “Okay. Shoot.”

Gerald nodded. “All right. Your friend says that he knows where you are … and is keeping a very close eye on you.”
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I frowned, puzzled. “Is that it? Sounds like a really short message.”

“It is, but he also gave me this item he wanted me to give to you,” said Gerald. “Think of it as a gift.”

I suddenly got a new notification, which read:

[CIVILIAN GERALD] would like to give you Snowshoes. Do you wish to accept this gift? Y/N

Tilting my head to the side, I hit accept and found a brand new item in my item inventory. Clicking the item, I began reading its text:

Snowshoes

Rarity: Rare

Material: Wood

Description: A Synth Group product, Snowshoes are designed to make it easier for people to walk through snow and across icy surfaces in general. Although slightly cumbersome, they can also increase a player’s stability. +5% boost to all Ice Powers.

“Wow,” I said. “This is a pretty nice item. A five percent boost to my Ice Powers? I can’t possibly say no to that.”

“Good,” said Gerald, “because I am not in the business of taking back gifts. Nor could I, because I don’t know where your friend went.”

I looked at Gerald again. “Did this guy say anything else before he left? Like how he knows me or a way to contact him?”

“Nope,” said Gerald, shaking his head again. “He didn’t tell me a thing about himself. Nor did I ask. He did, however, pay me really well to deliver that message and give you that item. Personally, I don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

I could tell Gerald was being truthful, but I still wondered about who this ‘friend’ of mine was and who he was and why he was helping me out like this. My only real in-game friends were my Teammates, but if they wanted to give me a gift, they would have done so themselves, rather than work through someone like Gerald. His message was also rather ominous, but if he was giving out items like this to me, then maybe his intentions, whatever they were, weren’t all bad.

In any case, I quickly equipped the Snowshoes and found that they fit comfortably on my feet. They even looked good with my Costume, which got me another notification:

You equipped: Snowshoes. +5% damage output to all Ice Powers. -10% chance of slipping on ice.

Congratulations! You are wearing the Ice Man Costume and Snowshoes! These Equipment are part of a Set. Collect all parts in a Set to have a Complete Costume, which will give you unknown benefits that you wouldn’t get from wearing any of the items individually.

Current number of Equipment you have in this Set: 2/6. Check out your Equipment section under your Character menu in order to see how many pieces you have left to collect.

Interesting. I didn’t know you got benefits for having a Complete Costume. I wished the prompt had told me what those benefits were, or even just hinted at them, but I guess the designers just wanted you to play the game and find out rather than be spoon fed everything. In any case, that just made me want to complete the Costume even faster if only so I could see exactly what kind of benefits I would get for doing so.

“Man, that’s really cool,” said Cy. He nudged me in the side. “Get it, boss? It’s cool? And you’re Winter? Get it?”

I sighed deeply. “Yes, Cy, I get the pun.”

Gerald laughed. “Still making puns, I see. You really haven’t changed at all over the years, have you, Cy?”

“I would rather die than stop making puns,” Cy declared with utmost seriousness. “That’s one thing that will never change about me for as long as I live.”

“Right,” I said. I looked up at Gerald again. “All right, Gerald, we didn’t come here just to say hello. We came here to see what you’ve got for sale.”

“Of course, of course,” said Gerald. “Are you looking for anything in particular or are you simply wanting to upgrade your Base?”

“I’m looking for something I can use to make my Base more secure,” I said. “Last night, a couple of ninjas from the Ninja Guild broke into my Base and nearly killed me. I want to know if you have any ninja-proof security features.”

Gerald stroked his chin. “The Ninja Guild, huh? Tricky little rats. Part of their training includes learning how to use both Thief and Assassin techniques in order to break through most ordinary security systems. Trying to stop a Ninja Guild Ninja from breaking into a place is like trying to stop the tide.”

“Does that mean there’s nothing I can do to keep my Base safe?” I asked in concern.

“Of course it doesn’t mean that,” said Gerald, wagging a finger at me. “Just because the Nina Guild can get past most basic security systems doesn’t mean that everyone can. There are quite a few ways you can make your Base more secure, even make it harder—although, of course, not impossible—for even the Ninja Guild to break into. Come with me.”

Gerald turned and went down a nearby aisle, his pod hovering silently as he did so. Cy and I began following him, doing our best to keep up with the flying man, although Gerald’s hover pod meant he could always stay just a few feet ahead of us.

“Here is what I was thinking of,” said Gerald, coming to a stop in front of a display. “A Password-Locked Door.”

I stopped in front of the item Gerald showed us and looked at it. It looked like an ordinary wooden door with a big, heavy lock on it. Above the lock was a small keypad with a small display above it.

“What does it do?” I asked, looking up at Gerald.

“The Password Locker can be attached to all doors,” Gerald explained. “Once installed, you simply enter the password for your Base and it becomes impossible for all but high-level Thieves, Assassins, and Ninja to break into your Base. It’s one of the simplest but best security measures I offer. Additionally, it can be easily combined with other security features, like a Security Camera, so you can see anyone who attempts to hack into it.”

“Interesting,” I said. “And useful. But can it be destroyed?”

“It can,” Gerald said, “but only by very strong Fighters. And if you try to disable it, then it will automatically explode. That might not kill the person who tried to disable it, but it will leave a mark. Also, even if a hacker or someone manages to break through it, an alert will be sent to you via your inbox informing you that someone has broken into your Base.”

I nodded, again finding it very interesting. “That definitely sounds useful. How much does it cost?”

“About five hundred credits.”

I started and looked up at Gerald again. “Five hundred credits? For a simple lock?”

“It’s actually quite a bargain,” said Gerald. “Other stores sell similar—but of much lesser quality—locks for far higher prices. And normally, I charge seven hundred and fifty credits for a single lock. But since you saved Adventure City from Dark Kosmos, I am willing to sell it to you for a measly five hundred credits. Surely you can afford that.”

I frowned. According to my Wallet, I had about 20,000 credits, mostly obtained from the various missions I had completed around the City ever since the death of Dark Kosmos. Five hundred credits seemed like a drop in the bucket, but somehow that seemed like way too much even for a high-quality lock. I considered searching for lock prices on the Capes Online Forum this very moment to compare his prices with competitors, but realized that Gerald would likely notice me doing that and might even get angry and force me to leave his store if I did that right in front of him. Gerald probably wasn’t a big fan of showrooming.

“My Base has two doors,” I said. “How much would it cost for two doors and a basic security camera?’

“One thousand two hundred credits,” said Gerald without missing a beat. “And I’ll throw in a free recording system for your camera as well. How does that sound?”

Hmm. That didn’t sound like too bad a deal, but I knew I could get better than that if I tried. “I’ll pay nine hundred credits. No more, no less.”

“Nine hundred credits?” Gerald repeated incredulously. “What, do you think I’m an idiot? One thousand credits is the absolute minimum I will accept.”

Seeing as that basically meant I would get the Security Camera thrown in for free, I nodded and said, “Fine by me. One thousand credits for two Locks, one Camera, and free installation, right?”

“Yes,” said Gerald, nodding. “I will have my boys deliver and install your new security features to your Base free of charge later. Deal?”

I smiled. “Deal.”

As soon as Gerald and I shook hands, a new notification popped up in my view:

Congratulations! You just learned the Skill: Negotiation [Level 1]! With this Skill, you can negotiate not only for lower prices and better deals in the market but also form alliances with other Heroes and perform various other acts of negotiations! Level up this Skill further in order to unlock even more benefits!

Huh, I thought as I let go of Gerald’s hand. I hadn’t realized that Negotiation was a Skill, but it made sense. And seeing as it saved me about 200 credits, it was definitely a Skill I would use as frequently as possible in order to get the best possible deals available to me. It seemed like kind of a strange Skill to have in a superhero game of all things, but then again, I did just use it now to score a good deal on security features for my Base. It had the potential to be one of my more useful Skills.

“All right, then,” said Gerald. “Once you make your payment, I will schedule a delivery and installation date for your Locks and Camera.”

“Sure,” I said, nodding. “Is there anything else I need to do until then?”

“Nope,” said Gerald, shaking his head. “At this point, it’s all on us.”

Nodding again, I looked at Cy and said, “What are we waiting for, Cy? Let’s do some level-grinding before tonight’s mission.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Later that night …

 

The Old Warehouse District was one of the more rundown areas of Adventure City. Although many legitimate companies still used the hundreds and hundreds of warehouses here to store their products until they needed to be shipped out to stores and individuals alike, the place had definitely seen its better days and was now home to a number of shady operations. It was also known as a fairly high crime area and was a popular spot for Heroes looking to level-grind thanks to the unusually high number of medium to high-level criminals. I had come here a couple of times myself over the past two weeks since the Blackout, but this was the first time I had ever come here at night.

In fact, this was the first night mission—technically sub-mission—I had ever done, not counting the Universal Mission I undertook to defeat Dark Kosmos. Normally, I slept at night. That might have seemed strange, given how this was a video game and video game characters were typically not known to need rest, but the developers of Capes Online really had gone all out in making the game as realistic as possible. Sleeping well would get you a debuff that granted a 10% increase to both Stamina and EXP gain for the next four hours, while skipping sleep would usually result in a debuff that did the exact opposite.

But I didn’t feel tired at all as Cy and I climbed up the side of a particularly rundown-looking warehouse, which, according to my map, was where Aimi, Riku, and the other ninja were supposed to be. That’s because I had drunk a big cup of coffee a couple of hours ago. As a result, I now had the Caffeinated buff, which increased my Stamina and Agility by 10% for the next few hours or so. It also made me slightly jittery, but I didn’t mind that. Knowing I was going to have to fight some ninja, I wanted to be as awake as possible for the inevitable fight that awaited us.

“Boss,” Cy hissed as we climbed the ladder, “boss, I have a question.”

Pausing on the ladder, I looked over my shoulder at Cy, who was directly below me, and whispered back, “What? Can’t it wait?”

Cy shook his head. “It can’t wait, boss.”

I sighed. “Then what is it?”

“I just realized I didn’t set my alarm clock for tomorrow morning.”

I slapped my forehead. “Why didn’t you do that before we left the Base?”

“Sorry,” said Cy sheepishly. “It didn’t occur to me.”

I sighed again. “Just forget about it. I doubt this mission will take long to complete. You can do it when we get home.”

Shaking my head, I continued climbing up the ladder. I heard Cy follow me, but I could tell he was a little disappointed at being told we couldn’t go back so he could set his alarm. It seemed like a weird thing to get hung up about, but Cy was a weird guy, so I ignored it for now.

Reaching the roof of the Warehouse, I pulled myself up and looked around as I stood up. It was extremely dark tonight, with a sharp cold breeze blowing in from the north, but I didn’t see any of the Ninja Guild members present. It looked completely deserted, with nary a hint that any ninja was here.

“Where is everyone?” asked Cy as he climbed up onto the roof and stood next to me.

“No idea,” I said slowly, looking around at my surroundings. “I’m sure this is the place, but—”

“Hello, Hero Winter,” said a female voice to my right. “I am glad to see you made it.”

Cy and I both jumped. In fact, Cy almost fell off the roof entirely, but I caught him at the last minute and thrust him forward accidentally, making him fall onto the roof rather roughly. Even so, it was probably less painful than falling to the street below and cracking his skull open on the asphalt.

Looking to my right, I saw Aimi standing a few feet away. Riku was crouched next to her, grasping a knife in his hand, although he didn’t look like he was going to stab me with it.

“Aimi, Riku,” I said, speaking softly, even though there was no one around to hear us. “I … didn’t see you guys standing there.”

“Good,” said Aimi. “It means our Stealth is working. That is the way of the Ninja.”

“Right,” I said. I glanced around but did not see any other ninja nearby. “Are you guys alone or—?”

“The others are nearby, but will attack the building from different positions,” said Aimi. “The plan is to hit the warehouse from multiple positions in order to overwhelm its defenses. If we can pull that off, then destroying the illegal goods of the Stalking Shadows should be a piece of cake.” She looked at me severely. “I take it you and your Sidekick have been preparing for the assault?”

I nodded. “Yeah. We spent the day level-grinding. We’re ready.”

Despite the implication, I hadn’t actually managed to level up even once today, despite all of the criminals and thugs Cy and I spent hours defeating. This was mostly due to Kids Mode, which cut EXP gain in half. It also had the effect of censoring enemies’ swearing, something it was really creative at. For example, one of the thugs Cy and I defeated called us a couple of ‘donkey-faced spit-for-brains,’ which sounded weird coming out of the mouth of a bloodthirsty thug who had probably murdered people. Even so, we did manage to make some money and pick up a few items to sell, so it wasn’t an entire waste of time.

As I stood there thinking about Kids Mode, I got a new notification which read:

Uh oh! It looks like it’s past your bedtime. Staying up until midnight, especially on a school night, isn’t a smart idea. Take a break and get some rest in the real world. Capes Online will always be there tomorrow for you to save the day!

I immediately dismissed the notification. Stupid Kids Mode. I understood that prompt was probably put in to stop kids from getting addicted and playing all night, but that didn’t make it any less embarrassing. I was just glad no one else could see it.

“Hey, boss,” said Cy, who I had not noticed sidle up beside me, “did you see that notification telling you to go to sleep? It does have a point about staying up late and—”

“Shut up, Cy,” I muttered in an angry voice. “Maybe if you’re so concerned about staying up late, you should go to bed first.”

Another notification popped up when I said that:

The Dynamic Environment System (D.E.S) senses your anger levels are off the charts. Please log off now or ask your parents for permission to continue playing.

Okay, now the game was just mocking me. I swiped my hand angrily through the air, dismissing the prompt, when I suddenly noticed both Aimi and Riku staring at me like I had grown a second head.

“Are you all right, Hero Winter?” asked Riku in the tone most people used when speaking to someone who wasn’t mentally well. “You seem … agitated.”

I forced myself to smile. “It’s nothing. Just had a long day is all.”

Riku looked deeply skeptical about that statement, but luckily he didn’t question it. I didn’t feel like explaining Kids Mode to him and Aimi. Being that they were both NPCs, I doubted either of them would understand what Kids Mode even was.

But as frustrated as I was with Kids Mode, it did seem to slow down the rate of the Z-Virus’ Infection through my body. According to the timer in the corner, I had just under three days left until the Infection completed. As well, I was only about 5% Infected now, even though I probably should have been a lot higher than that by now. I hadn’t noticed any debuffs or changes to my body yet, aside from the fact that my skin looked slightly paler than normal. Even so, I hoped the Capes Online developers figured out that cure quickly because I really didn’t want to end up like Robert.

Aimi nodded. “I see. Well, since you two are now here, it is time we review our plan of attack.”

Aimi pulled a small disk out of the folds of her ninja clothing and tossed it onto the roof between us. When the disk hit the ground, a small hologram—which appeared to show the entirety of the Old Warehouse District—popped up over it before the hologram zoomed in on one warehouse in particular labeled ‘Warehouse 25.’

“This is the warehouse we are currently standing upon,” said Aimi, gesturing at the map. “It is the primary warehouse the Stalking Shadows use and is where they keep most of their illegal goods.”

Aimi clicked something in her hands and the holographic Warehouse 25 was suddenly surrounded on all sides by four red dots, although there was a fifth red dot set on the roof of the warehouse.

“These red dots represent all of the ninja who are participating in this attack,” Aimi continued as the holographic map rotated silently in the air. “We are using a ninja assault strategy called the Four Corners Assault. One team will attack from each cardinal direction—North, South, West, and East—in order to draw the attention of the guards away from the building, while our team will attack from the Heavens.”

“That is, we will break through the ceiling and destroy their supplies while the guards are distracted,” Riku explained to me and Cy.

“Exactly,” said Aimi as she clicked the button in her hand again and the hologram vanished. “Once inside, Riku and I will place timed charges around the crates containing the supplies. The timed charges will be set to explode after five minutes, but by the time the charges are set, we should all be well away from here. All told, this entire mission should take us no longer than ten, maybe fifteen, minutes to complete, assuming nothing goes wrong.”

“I see,” I said, stroking my chin. “Do we know exactly what the Stalking Shadows are storing here? Like, what kind of illegal goods they’re selling?”

“We actually don’t know,” said Riku with a shrug. “Our spies within the Stalking Shadows have done their best to find out, but the exact nature of their product is a secret known only to the higher levels of the organization. It might be some kind of drug, but we are not sure.”

“Nor does it matter,” said Aimi in a matter of fact voice. “Truthfully, we don’t care if the Stalking Shadows are selling drugs, weapons, or even candy. What matters is destroying their main warehouse and everything within it to cripple their organization financially.”

“Did you say they’re selling candy?” asked Cy excitedly. “What kind of candy? Better not be licorice, because that stuff sucks.”

“They’re not selling candy, Cy,” I said. “They’re selling drugs.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He paused for a moment and then said, “What if they have drugs inside the candy?”

Now Aimi and Riku were looking at Cy like he had lost his mind. That was a rather silly way to look at him, though, because the evidence suggested that Cy had always been crazy.

“Look, it doesn’t matter,” I said, waving my hand. “What role do Cy and I play in this mission? Are we going to help set the charges?”

“No,” said Aimi, tearing her eyes away from Cy in order to focus on me. “Riku and I will set them. There is a very specific pattern the charges need to be set in order to make sure they explode correctly and we have no time to teach you that pattern. Instead, you and your Sidekick here will protect us from guards and other threats to our well-being.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “But I thought the other guys were supposed to draw the guards away from the building and make it safe for us to blow it up.”

“That is true, but plans don’t always work out the way we want them,” said Aimi. “Therefore, you are our backup.”

I shrugged. “Sounds good to me. I prefer fighting to sneaking around placing bombs anyway.”

“Good,” said Aimi. “In a few minutes, we should get a message from the others informing us that the first assaults have—”

Aimi was interrupted by a blood-curdling scream piercing the night, quickly followed by the disgusting sound of metal slicing into flesh.

The sound made Cy and I jump, but Aimi just nodded and said, “That’s the signal. The assault has begun. Let us hurry because it won’t be long before the Stalking Shadows realize our game and call in reinforcements.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Aimi and Riku cut open a hole in the glass ceiling of the warehouse and let down a rope—which Scan revealed to me was an item called a Ninja Rope—into the dark warehouse itself. The two ninja went down first, easily sliding down the rope like they did this sort of thing all the time, and then Cy and I followed, but we had to go slightly more slowly in order to avoid dropping to our deaths.

The rope, however, only went about halfway down, so once I reached the bottom of the rope, I let go and landed on my feet with a slight thud. Stepping aside to make sure Cy didn’t fall on me, I looked around at the interior of the warehouse.

It was very different from Warehouse 13, where Cy and I made my Base. For one, the ceiling was higher and had far more catwalks crisscrossing above us. For another, the lights looked more modern and new, while boxes and crates full of all kinds of stuff were scattered everywhere. It smelled like dust and concrete, but there was also another faint smell in the air, something like rotting flesh or blood, but I wasn’t sure where that stink was coming from. Maybe a rat had died in here and the Stalking Shadows had simply failed to clean it up?

But my eyes were drawn to the huge crates in the middle of the warehouse floor. They were about a head taller than me and covered with all kinds of warning labels, mostly in English, but a fair few of them were in Japanese of all languages. I Scanned one of the boxes and got this information:

Storage Crate

RARITY: Common

A simple wooden crate designed by Synth Group. Due to the cheapness and versatility of this item, it is used all over the world by hundreds of different companies to hold a wide variety of different products. Even Heroes and Villains have been known to use them to store certain items they cannot hold in their inventory, although they are typically a Civilian item.

Dang. I thought Scan would show me more than just the item’s flavor text. But I knew that those crates had to hold the drugs we were looking for. I mean, what else could they be?

Suddenly, Cy landed on the floor next to me with a thud, making me start and look down at him.

“Cy, are you okay?” I asked, looking at Cy with worry.

Shaking his head, Cy looked up at me with dazed eyes and gave me the thumbs up. “Perfectly fine, boss, but why is your hair pink?”

I blinked. “My hair is hidden under my Costume and it isn’t pink.”

“It isn’t?” said Cy. “Well, I think pink looks good on you. Might want to consider changing it.”

I sighed, but before I could say anything, I noticed Aimi and Riku examining the Storage Crates and said to them, “Are those the crates we’re looking for?”

“Yes,” said Aimi without looking at me. She then looked over at me and Cy. “Remember the plan. You two should walk around the warehouse in search of guards or other threats. If you run into any guards who were not drawn out by the Four Corners Teams, then you need to defeat them. Do not let any guards get us. Understood?”

I nodded. “No problem. We’ve got this. Right, Cy?”

Cy, who was standing upright now and rubbing the back of his head, looked over at Aimi with a frown on his face. “Since when did she get an afro? I mean, it looks good on her, but I don’t see how she could have possibly gotten it since we last saw her three days ago.”

“We saw her earlier today,” I told him.

Cy looked at me with his mouth hanging open. “We did? Geez, my memory must be shot to heck.”

Curious, I looked up Cy’s character screen under the ‘SIDEKICKS’ tab in my menu and saw this debuff afflicting him:

Concussion. -10% in Intelligence. Duration: 5 minutes.

That explained it. When Cy fell down from the ceiling and landed on his head, it must have given him a Concussion. How he got a Concussion just from falling from a rope, of all things, I had no idea. I just hoped it would go away after a while because the last thing I needed was for Cy to be even spacier than he normally was.

“Right,” I said. I looked Aimi. “Cy and I will keep you guys safe. You two just focus on setting all the charges. We’ll handle the rest.”

Aimi nodded swiftly to show that she understood. Then she and Riku began pulling out explosive charges from their bags and setting them along the floor around the crates. They worked quickly, but it was obvious to me that it would be a while before they were finished, so I told Cy to go left while I would cover the right side of the warehouse. We’d make a full circle around the perimeter of the warehouse, which should allow us to find any hidden ninja. I did, however, have to explain which way was left and which way was right to Cy, who, due to this Concussion, had apparently mixed the two up.

After that, I went right, going down an aisle created by stacks of crates and boxes on either side of me. Through the open windows of the warehouse, I could hear the clanging of steel against steel and the occasional scream of agony or pain coming from the battle between the Ninja Guild and the Stalking Shadows. It was hard to tell from here who was winning and who was losing, but I suppose it didn’t matter. Even if all of the Ninja Guild members got killed, it wouldn’t be a victory for the Stalking Shadows as long as Aimi and Riku successfully managed to set all the charges. As long as the Ninja Guild kept the Stalking Shadows busy, that was all we needed.

I kept my eyes and ears open for guards and other potential threats to the plan, but I didn’t see or hear anything aside from the sounds of battle outside. It sure sounded to me like all of the Stalking Shadows who had been guarding this place had been drawn outside. That meant that Cy and I probably wouldn’t have to do anything, which was slightly annoying, because I’d been looking forward to bashing some ninja skulls. Although my earlier level-grinding had failed to level me up, I was only a couple hundred EXP from reaching Level 26. I just needed to defeat one more bad guy and—

My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a boot scraping against wood. I stopped and looked around, using Perception to enhance my senses, but I didn’t see anything at first until I noticed one of the crates at the end of the aisle was opened slightly. It looked like someone had failed to close the crate properly because its lid was cracked open and that same stench of blood and rotting human flesh I noticed before was coming from it.

Pinching my nose closed with my hand, I walked over to the crate, which was a fair bit shorter than the other crates, short enough that I could peer inside it. It also seemed to have the same drugs as the big crates in the middle, based on the similar warning labels it was covered with. That meant I could actually see what the Stalking Shadows were selling. Despite Aimi’s clear disinterest in the nature of the Stalking Shadows’ drugs, my curiosity got the best of me and I lifted up the lid just enough to look inside.

Unfortunately, the crate’s interior was too dark for me to see what was in there. Taking my hand off my nose, I pulled out a flashlight from my inventory and clicked it on. Pointing the light inside the crate, I peered inside in order to see exactly what the Stalking Shadows were selling.

Row upon row of glass bottles was packaged tightly together in the crate. At first, I thought I was looking at bottles of wine or alcohol based on the stoppers they used, but the stench of death and decay didn’t smell like any alcohol I had ever smelled. The contents of the bottles were some type of black liquid that reminded me of wine, but something told me that I wasn’t looking at just wine.

My instincts were telling me to run away from this crap, but my curiosity got the best of me and I pulled out one of the bottles. Taking a step away from the crate, I Scanned the bottle and got this information:

Z-Virus Extract

RARITY: Unique

Extract of the deadly Z-Virus that ravaged the whole world five years ago. Although this extract appears to be a weaker strain of the original Z-Virus, it is nonetheless recommended that players handle any Z-Virus-infected item with extreme caution.

My eyes widened in shock. I looked back into the crate and Scanned each individual bottle, which gave me the same information.

“Holy crap,” I said under my breath. “The Stalking Shadows are distributing the Z-Virus. But why?”

“For money, Hero,” said a voice in my ear. “What else?”

Something sharp plunged into my back and I cried out in pain as I got a new notification that read:

Debuff added: Stab wound. -1 HP/5 seconds. Duration: Until Healed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Although shocked by getting stabbed, I nonetheless managed to lash out behind me. I didn’t hit whoever had stabbed me, but I did feel the knife slide out from my back. That made the pain go down a little bit, but I was still losing Health, so I ripped out a Health Drink and downed it in one gulp as I whirled around to see who had attacked me.

Standing about twelve feet away from me was a ninja, but he didn’t look anything like the Ninja Guild members. He wore a completely black bodysuit that covered his body from head to toe. Silver trim lined his Costume, while he held twin butcher knives in either hand, the right one dripping my blood. He was fairly bulky and slightly taller than me. His nametag read [STALKING SHADOW KUWABARA], but I Scanned him to get more information:

Stalking Shadow Kuwabara

LEVEL: 30

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Assassin

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Fire

Although the Stalking Shadows are a relatively young ninja guild, they have nonetheless seen rapid growth in a very short period of time. Whereas members of the Ninja Guild are taught how to use their skills for both good and evil, the Stalking Shadows’ ethos is all about gaining power, especially power over others.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. This guy was Level 30? Was he a miniboss or an elite mook or something? Or was he actually just an ordinary Stalking Shadow? If this was the base level for Stalking Shadow mooks, then I didn’t even want to think about how high the levels of their leaders were.

“Nice try,” I said as I tossed away my Health Drink, feeling the stab wound in my back heal up. “You almost got me there, but I’m tougher than I look.”

“Oh, I didn’t think my knife would be enough to kill the famous Hero Winter, slayer of Dark Kosmos and savior of Adventure City,” said Kuwabara. His voice was deep and rumbling, like a volcano about to explode. “I was simply trying to stop you from destroying our drugs. Master Haru would be very displeased if that happened.”

“These aren’t just drugs,” I said. I held up the Z-Virus bottle I had taken out of the crate. “These are Z-Virus extract. You know, that virus that nearly destroyed the world five years ago?”

Kuwabara chuckled. “I am well aware of what those drugs are, Hero Winter. And I don’t care.”

“Don’t care?” I repeated incredulously. “The Z-Virus has no cure. You guys are distributing an incurable virus among Heroes, Villains, and Civilians alike. Don’t you see how this could possibly go wrong?”

“Master Haru has his reasons for wanting the Z-Virus spread among the people,” said Kuwabara. He crouched lower onto the floor. “Reasons you cannot understand.”

“I understand that Master Haru is an even bigger monster than I thought,” I said. “How did you even find me? I thought the Ninja Guild had you guys distracted.”

Kuwabara grinned, which was when I noticed a gleaming sheen of blood on his lips. “The others might have fallen for your ruse, but I did not. Once I realized they were a distraction, I slaughtered all six of the puny ninja sent after me and came back in here as soon as I could. It looks like I was right.”

My eyes widened. The Ninja Guild members who had been used as a distraction weren’t necessarily the most elite, but if he had slaughtered six of them in the span of a few minutes, then this guy was even tougher than I thought. I didn’t like the blood on his lips, either, which implied all sorts of things about this guy that I didn’t want to even think about.

“I have sent a message to my brothers and sisters informing them of this ploy,” said Kuwabara. “I imagine they will be back soon enough to kill you and the other three people who are trying to destroy out Z-Virus supplies as well. If I were you, I would run.”

Uh oh. The plan required the other Ninja Guild members keeping the Stalking Shadows distracted long enough for Aimi and Riku to finish setting the charges. But if Kuwabara was telling the truth, then we probably only had a few minutes before the guards returned and stopped us. I could only hope that Aimi and Riku were finishing up the charges because if they weren’t, this entire plan was just about to fall apart.

“I’m not running,” I said. “I may not understand what Master Haru is trying to do, but I know enough that it can’t be any good.”

“Believe what you want,” said Kuwabara. “I know you are working with the accursed Ninja Guild, but you don’t understand what is actually going on here. If you did, you wouldn’t be here tonight at all.”

I eyed Kuwabara carefully. “Want to let me know what’s going on? Or are you just going to speak cryptically?”

Kuwabara’s bloodstained lips formed a twisted smile. “Even better, I will offer you a mission.”

Without warning, a mission notification appeared in my vision, which read thus:

MISSION: The Truth about the Ninja Guild

A member of the Stalking Shadows, Kuwabara, has cryptically claimed that there is more to the conflict between the Ninja Guild and Stalking Shadows than meets the eye. Although you know the Stalking Shadows are not to be trusted, you don’t exactly trust the Ninja Guild, either, an organization who you still aren’t on particularly good terms with.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unusual

SUCCESS: Find out the truth about the Ninja Guild

FAILURE: Refuse to find out what the Ninja Guild is really up to

REWARDS: Unknown

ACCEPT? Y/N?

What the heck? A Villain NPC was offering me a mission? I didn’t even know that was possible. I was so surprised by this turn of events that I didn’t know whether to accept or reject it.

“Come now,” said Kuwabara in a savage tone. “What will it be? Yes or no?”

Biting my lower lip, I considered my options. My first instinct was to reject it, because if a Villain like Kuwabara was offering me a mission, then it couldn’t be any good.

But the fact was that I didn’t really trust the Ninja Guild that much more than the Stalking Shadows. The only reason I was even helping the Ninja Guild at all was because I wanted them to stop sending Assassins after me. And the fact was that I had only ever heard the Ninja Guild’s side of the story. I’d never heard a Stalking Shadow give their side of the story. There was probably more to their little conflict going on than I was aware and it seemed strange, if not irresponsible, to say no to Kuwabara’s quest without thought.

But then I thought about the fact that the Stalking Shadows were deliberately distributing the Z-Virus—the deadliest virus in the game—to players and NPCs under the pretenses that it was a drug that could give them superpowers and I immediately hit ‘N.’

Kuwabara must have been aware of my decision because he frowned and said, “Why did you refuse my mission? I thought you Heroes were all about accepting as many missions as possible.”

“I’m not a fan of the Ninja Guild myself, but at least they’re not knowingly distributing the Z-Virus to innocent people,” I said, jerking a thumb over my shoulder at the crate of Z-Virus bottles behind me. “I don’t know everything that is going on here, but I do know that accepting a mission from you guys is a dumb move.”

“I see,” said Kuwabara. “You have, of course, made a terrible mistake, but you are free to make your own choices. Unfortunately, that means you are also free to suffer the consequences of those choices.”

Kuwabara suddenly lunged toward me with both knives thrust out. I Dodged his attacks easily enough and, as he passed by, grabbed his arm and activated Freezing Touch.

Ice spread out from my hand and covered Kuwabara’s right arm. In the space of a breath, Kuwabara’s whole arm from shoulder to hand was frozen solid.

With a yell, I brought my other fist down on Kuwabara’s right arm and smashed directly through it. Kuwabara did not scream in pain, but he did grunt in surprise and jumped away out of my reach. He clutched the frozen remains of his arm, glaring at me through the slit in his mask.

“What’s the matter?” I said. “Feeling a little cold? Or did you realize I’m not as slow as I look?”

Kuwabara suddenly smiled again, his eyes gleaming with madness. “A clever move, but it barely inconvenienced me. Observe.”

With a grunt, Kuwabara smashed the remains of his frozen arm, totally shattering it and sending chunks of ice and frozen meat flying. My mouth fell open when I saw that, yet Kuwabara did not seem even remotely affected by smashing the rest of his arm. He just grinned even more savagely than ever, the blood on his lips making him resemble a lion after it had just finished feasting on a gazelle.

“You destroyed your whole arm,” I said. “Why? Doesn’t that hurt you?”

“Hurt me?” Kuwabara repeated. He ripped his mask off his head and tossed it to the side. “How can I feel pain when I am already dead?”
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I nearly puked when I saw what Kuwabara’s face looked like after he removed his mask. At one point, he might have been a pretty handsome dude, but his face now looked absolutely awful. His skin was whiter than snow, while his nose was missing completely. His teeth were jagged and uneven and quite yellow, while his lips looked like they were about to fall off any minute now. The stench of blood and rotting human flesh rolled off him in waves, which would have made me throw up all by itself if I wasn’t already disgusted by his face. His hair was almost completely gone, with only a few wisps of white hair sticking out of his spotted, rotting scalp.

“Holy crud,” I said, looking at Kuwabara in disgust. “What are you?”

Kuwabara bared the rotting teeth displayed between his red lips. “I am an Undead Stalking Shadow. And do you know how I got this way? The clue is in your hand.”

I looked at the Z-Virus I held with fear. “You mean the Z-Virus?”

Kuwabara nodded. “Yes. Master Haru has injected every member of the Stalking Shadows with the Z-Virus.”

“Why?” I said, looking up at Kuwabara again. “Does he want you all dead or something?”

“Hardly,” said Kuwabara. “You have been told lies about the Z-Virus. It isn’t a virus at all, but a powerful serum which grants its users immortality and invincibility. It takes away all pain sensations. That is how I am able to destroy my useless arm without feeling any pain.”

I gulped. “How far along is your Infection?”

“Fifty percent,” Kuwabara replied, “but do not worry. Once my Infection is one hundred percent complete, I will be truly immortal and invincible, just like Master Haru. I shall live forever, a life free of pain.”

“You’re insane,” I said. “I saw what happens to people who get completely Infected. They lose their minds and become monsters.”

“Only if they are weak,” Kuwabara said with a sneer. “The strong, however, are able to resist the drug’s negative side effects and become immortal and invincible masters over the dead. This is why we follow Master Haru, for he has promised to give us a world without pain.”

I could barely believe what I was hearing. What sort of person would willingly Infect themselves with the Z-Virus? If I hadn’t just seen Kuwabara rip his own arm off like that or his ugly, zombie-like face, I wouldn’t have believed him. Yet I couldn’t deny the evidence standing right before my own eyes. I now wondered exactly what I had gotten myself into.

“Master Haru lied to you,” I said as I put the Z-Virus bottle in my item inventory with the intent of properly disposing of it later. “You might think you will get to live in a world without pain, but in reality, you’re just going to lose your mind and become a shell of your former self. Seems to me your master is building an army of immortal soldiers who will mindlessly do whatever he says rather than a world free of pain.”

“You do not understand Master Haru,” said Kuwabara with a growl. “Or what he promised us. Not that I am surprised, however. You have been fed lies by the Ninja Guild, lies which have poisoned your mind. Therefore, there is only one way to deal with you.”

Kuwabara raised his remaining knife. “I will butcher you like a cow. And then, I will butcher the rest of your allies as well and present their bodies to Master Haru as an example of my loyalty to his cause.”

Kuwabara jumped into the air and brought his butcher knife down on me. I Dodged at the last second, however, causing Kuwabara’s butcher knife to slam into the concrete floor of the warehouse. Skidding to a stop, I fired an Ice Beam at Kuwabara, but he did a back flip and easily avoided it. He landed on top of a nearby crate and, tossing his knife into the air, drew about six throwing stars from his pockets and hurled them at me.

I Dodged nearly all of them except for one, which cut my left cheek and knocked a couple of points off my Health bar. I responded with another Ice Beam, but I didn’t aim it at him this time. Instead, I aimed it at the crate he stood upon.

The crate exploded, sending chunks of wood flying everywhere. The explosion also sent Kuwabara flying through the air, but he reached out, grabbed a chain hanging from the ceiling, and swung in a circle a couple of times before letting go and flying toward at shocking speeds. His feet slammed into my chest and sent me staggering as Kuwabara backflipped off my chest and landed before me. Without missing a beat, Kuwabara drew another, slimmer knife from his belt and slashed at me.

But I summoned an Ice Dagger at the last second and blocked his knife. The two of us exchanged blows, his knife attempting to stab me, while I blocked his attacks as much as I could. Although my Ice Dagger was thick enough to take the repeated blows, the fact was that it still chipped wherever the knife struck. It meant my weapon was getting weaker and weaker, but I had no time to think about that in the face of Kuwabara’s intense onslaught of attacks.

Then Kuwabara suddenly lunged at me, his knife thrust out before him. I blocked his attack again, but this time Kuwabara pushed down on me with surprising strength, his eyes gleaming with bloodlust as he pushed against me.

“Do you really think you can handle me?” asked Kuwabara. “As an Undead, I have limitless Stamina. And I can already tell you are starting to run out of yours.”

Kuwabara wasn’t wrong. Although my Stamina was still about half full, it had definitely dropped quite a bit during the battle. I wasn’t sure why, but assumed it had to do with the Z-Virus infecting me. Perhaps one of the side effects was that it weakened my Stamina or something.

In any case, I needed to end this fight quickly. Yet as long as Kuwabara pressed down on me, I couldn’t do much except try to hold him back. And, as we already established, I couldn’t hold him back forever. Soon my Stamina would run out and Kuwabara would be able to finish me off. Somehow, I needed to be able to hit him hard in a way he didn’t expect.

I thrust my empty left hand out and activated Ice Dagger again. At first, I got an error message informing me I couldn’t use two Ice Daggers at once, but I ignored it and focused intensely on summoning another one. That was when I felt coldness began generating in my hand and a split second later, a second Ice Dagger, identical to the first, appeared in my free hand. A notification appeared at the same time, but I ignored it in order to focus on my current situation.

With a yell, I stabbed the second Ice Dagger into and through Kuwabara’s remaining arm. Specifically, I aimed for his elbow, driving my weapon into his elbow as hard as I could. The Ice Dagger cut cleanly through Kuwabara’s elbow, neatly severing the forearm from the upper arm in one swift motion.

Kuwabara cried out in surprise as his knife hand fell to the floor. Without any pressure forcing me down anymore, I lunged forward and stabbed Kuwabara not in the chest, but in the head, his Weak Point, with both Ice Daggers. The twin Ice Daggers slammed into Kuwabara’s eyes and I heard an ugly pop as his eyeballs exploded in his skull, followed by what sounded like a squelching sound in his head as my knives pierced his brain.

I yanked my Ice Daggers out of Kuwabara’s head and took several steps backward. If Kuwabara’s face had looked ugly before, it was downright disgusting now, with the fluid from his popped eyeballs running down his cheeks like some grotesque type of tears. Considering I was using Kids Mode, I wondered how he must have looked uncensored.

For a moment, I expected Kuwabara to keep fighting, but then he collapsed onto the floor in a pile of flesh and bones. A new notification popped up as soon as that happened:

[Undead Stalking Shadow Kuwabara] has been defeated! +1,500 EXP!

Level up! You are now Level 26. You have earned 4 Stat Points and 2 Power Points. Points can be distributed anytime by going to your character sheet in your main menu! EXP to next level: 15,983.

I smiled at the notification. It was good to level up again, although I thought Kuwabara’s EXP was kind of low. Probably Kids Mode again. I couldn’t wait until it was lifted and my EXP gain was not halved anymore.

At the same time, however, I noticed another notification that had popped up during the battle which I had ignored:

New Skill unlocked: Dual-Wielding [Level 1]. You can now wield two weapons at once, although the damage inflicted by each individual weapon is half as strong as using one. Level up this Skill further to increase the power of both weapons and use weapons other than knives effectively.

Before I could fully process that particular notification, a new one popped up which read:

Power Ice Dagger upgraded to Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger. Now you can summon and wield two Ice Daggers at once, although individual Ice Daggers are less durable as a result. Cost: 1 Energy for 1 Ice Dagger, 2 Energy for 2 Ice Daggers.

Wait a minute. Since when could I upgrade Powers? Cy certainly hadn’t mentioned that to me. Nor did Funky, for that matter. I didn’t even recall seeing it mentioned on the Forums, but maybe I just hadn’t been paying attention. It was something I’d have to look deeper into later.

In any case, I had at least managed to kill Kuwabara. It was a disgusting way for a person to go, but I didn’t feel too sorry for him. He was deliberately spreading a dangerous virus to people for no purpose other than to make his organization richer. He reminded me of the drug cartels back in Texas, only the Z-Virus was far worse than even the most dangerous real-world drugs.

My thoughts were interrupted by a loud, feminine scream coming from the center of the warehouse. It sounded like Aimi.

Remembering what Kuwabara had said about his fellow guards returning, I immediately rushed back the way I came, hoping against hope I would get back to the center of the warehouse in time to save my allies from the Stalking Shadows.
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Upon reaching the center of the warehouse again, I found a full-on battle raging. On one side was Riku, who was fighting four Stalking Shadows at once. Although the Agility of the Stalking Shadows was amazing to behold, Riku somehow managed to keep up with their various attacks, doing all sorts of weird twists and tricks that looked incredibly unnatural but which helped him avoid their attacks neatly and easily.

On the other side, however, was Aimi. She was surrounded by half a dozen Stalking Shadows, who surrounded her like a bunch of hyenas going in for the kill. Although Aimi was defending herself better than I expected her to, she had more nicks and wounds on her than Riku, which told me that she was being overwhelmed by the Stalking Shadows. I didn’t see Cy anywhere, which I thought was weird, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for now in order to focus on saving Aimi and Riku.

“Hero Winter!” Riku suddenly called out in between dodges. “Save Miss Aimi! I am currently unable to aid her!”

I nodded in response and rushed toward Aimi. The Stalking Shadows who were trying to kill her did not seem to have noticed my arrival yet, so when I stabbed one of them in the back with my Ice Daggers, his cry of surprise was real. But he immediately whirled around and tried to slash me, forcing me to Dodge the attack that surely would have opened up my chest.

My arrival was finally noticed by the Stalking Shadows. Half of them broke off from the group surrounding Aimi to attack me, while the other half continued to surround and attack her. That wasn’t good, but I figured that three Stalking Shadows were easier to handle than six.

In any case, I Scanned the guys who came after me and discovered that all six of them were Undead like Kuwabara, although unlike Kuwabara, their title was [Undead Stalking Shadow Guards]. That meant the outside guys had either failed to distract them or had been killed outright. Thinking about how Kuwabara’s lips had been red with the blood of the ninja he killed, I didn’t even want to think about what grisly fate the other Ninja Guild members had suffered at the hands of Kuwabara’s allies.

The Stalking Shadow I had stabbed tried to stab me, but I Dodged his attack pretty easily and stabbed one of my Ice Daggers into his head. The Ice Dagger pierced his brain and he immediately collapsed onto the floor, earning me another 1,000 EXP, but before I could focus on that, two chains came out of nowhere and wrapped around both of my arms.

With a gasp, I looked down either chain and saw the other two Stalking Shadows holding either end. The two Stalking Shadows began pulling and I could suddenly feel the pressure on my arms as the Stalking Shadows threatened to tear me in two. And that wasn’t just an idle thought. The two Stalking Shadows were so strong that I felt like I was literally going to be ripped in two if I didn’t act fast.

Dropping my Ice Daggers, I grabbed the chains wrapped around my arms and activated Freezing Touch. Ice shot out from my hands down the chains, so when the Stalking Shadows pulled again, the chains completely shattered, sending both enemy ninja falling onto their behinds.

Without waiting for them to respond, I scooped up both Ice Daggers and ran over to and stabbed one of them in the head. When the Ice Dagger pierced his brain, the Stalking Shadow stopped moving and I got another 1,000 EXP.

Just as I ripped my Ice Dagger out of his skull, the remaining Stalking Shadow drew a freaking katana, of all things, out of nowhere and bounded toward me with shocking speed. His sword flew toward my neck, but I held up both Ice Daggers at once to block the attack.

The Stalking Shadows’ sword smashed through my Ice Daggers, but I did manage to Dodge and avoid getting my head taken off by that attack. Skidding to a halt a few feet away from him, I fired Ice Beam at the Stalking Shadow. The Stalking Shadow, however, easily dodged my Ice Beam and then rushed toward me again, his sword flashing in his hands.

Without thinking, I slammed my foot on the ground and ice shot out from my foot toward the Stalking Shadow. The floor underneath the Stalking Shadow became solid ice and he slipped and fell on his back, dropping his sword at the same time.

Sensing an opportunity to end the fight, I slid across the ice and picked up the Stalking Shadow’s katana. When I got close enough, I drove the weapon directly into the Stalking Shadow’s skull, instantly piercing his brain and killing him in less than a second. I got another 1,000 EXP from that, which made me smile because it meant I was now less than halfway to Level 26 already. Dang, I should kill more Stalking Shadows, given how much EXP they give out.

All thoughts of leveling up left my mind when I heard another feminine yell followed by a loud squelching sound. Having forgotten about Aimi, I looked over, ready to rush to her rescue, but to my surprise, it looked like I didn’t need to. Aimi stood by herself with the three dead Stalking Shadows lying around her feet. Her clothes were ripped and bloodied in a few places, while her knife dripped with Stalking Shadow blood, but other than that, she looked surprisingly okay.

Then I heard another squelch and looked over in time to see Riku finish off his last Stalking Shadow. Riku also stood in the center of a bunch of dead Stalking Shadows now, though unlike Aimi, he looked relatively uninjured, if a bit more tired.

“Thank you for your aid, Hero Winter,” said Riku as he wiped the blood off his dagger. “For a moment, I was sure that Miss Aimi and I would have perished at the hands of the Stalking Shadows. Had that happened, I would have had to commit seppuku as punishment for my failure to save Miss Aimi.”

“But you would have been dead,” I pointed out. “How can you kill yourself if you’re already dead?”

“It does not matter,” said Aimi as she sheathed her dagger. She winced slightly due to the pain from her wounds. “The point is that we managed to stop the Stalking Shadows. As well, we set the charges, so all that needs to be done now is to set the timer and leave.”

I was about to say that I agreed when my Hero Sense suddenly began tingling. In particular, one of the crates behind Aimi was setting off my Hero Sense like crazy and I soon saw why: A lone Stalking Shadow, having apparently watched the battle, was waiting in the shadows between two crates behind Aimi and Aimi didn’t even notice. The Stalking Shadow pulled a long dagger out from his belt and jumped out toward Aimi, his knife aimed directly for the back of her skull.

Without hesitation, I threw the katana I had stolen from the last Stalking Shadow I killed at Aimi’s attacker. The katana flew straight and true, sailing over Aimi’s head and striking the final attacker in the chest.

 The last Stalking Shadow let out a gurgled cry of pain as Aimi whirled around to face him, shock in her eyes. But despite the hit he had taken, the Stalking Shadow wasn’t dead yet. He raised his knife, but then Cy leaped over his head, snatched the knife out of his hands, and stabbed him in the back of the head. The Stalking Shadow died instantly, collapsing onto the floor as Cy landed on his two feet, giving me another notification:

[Sidekick Cyclone] kills [Undead Stalking Shadow]! +1,000 EXP for both you and your Sidekick!

“Whoa,” I said as I dismissed the notification and looked at Cy. “Where were you this whole time?”

Cy scratched the back of his head. “Taking a nap.”

“Taking a nap?” I said in disbelief. I gestured at the dead zombie ninjas lying all around us. “While we were fighting for our lives?”

“Sorry,” said Cy. “I just got really tired and found this cozy little space on the floor that was really nice. Besides, I like to think I was fabulously late as usual.”

I sighed deeply, but then Aimi bowed down at Cy and said, “Thank you for saving me, Cyclone-san. I declared victory too early and nearly paid the ultimate price for my mistake.”

A new notification popped up when Aimi said that:

Your Sidekick has gained favor with [Elite Ninja Assassin Aimi] Aimi’s relationship with [Sidekick Cyclone] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’

Unfortunately, your Sidekick’s increase in relationship with [Elite Ninja Assassin Aimi] does not apply to your own relationship with her, which is still at ‘Neutral.’

What the—? I helped save her, too. If I hadn’t thrown my katana—

A couple new notifications suddenly appeared in my vision without warning:

Skill Level up: Dodge [Level 3]. After all the dodging you did during your battle with the Stalking Shadows, your Dodge Skill has increased! Now you can perform dodges that other people might describe as ‘superhuman.’ Continue to level up your Dodge in order to perform even greater feats of evasion!

New Skill unlocked: Blade-Throwing [Level 1]. Throwing a bladed weapon not only looks cool but now your Accuracy increases by 3% whenever you do so. Continue to level up this Skill in order to throw swords, daggers, and other bladed weapons with greater accuracy!

Well, I guess that was an acceptable reward if I didn’t increase my relationship with Aimi. One Skill leveled up and then a brand new Skill on top of that. Not to mention I leveled up earlier. All in all, not a bad night.

“No problem, Aimi,” said Cy casually. “I do those sorts of tricks every day, you know. Like a walk in the park.”

Aimi stood up, but she didn’t seem entirely impressed by Cy’s display of faux casualness. “Regardless, I do not understand what happened. Why were the Stalking Shadows able to withstand so many attacks, even the loss of limbs? No normal human can handle losing a limb without suffering some kind of pain-induced shock

“The Z-Virus,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention to me. I pulled out the Z-Virus bottle from earlier and held it up for everyone to see. “The drug these guys are selling to everyone? A weaker, but still deadly, strain of the Z-Virus.”

“The Z-Virus?” Riku repeated in horror. “I thought that disease had been wiped out years ago. Are you sure that is what they are selling and distributing?”

“I am completely sure about that,” I said. “Even worse, the Stalking Shadows are taking the Z-Virus themselves. Master Haru has promised to make his Stalking Shadows immortal rulers of the world if they follow him and consume the Z-Virus.”

“Master Haru is even crazier than I thought,” said Aimi, shaking her head. “He was always a shifty man, but I would never think he would go so far as to knowingly and deliberately spread the Z-Virus among the population. Does he not realize just how dangerous this disease is?”

Thinking about how Giggles, Atmosfear’s Sidekick, had sold the Z-Virus to Robert, I said, “It’s possible Master Haru might not be doing this alone. I think he has an accomplice who is supplying him with the Z-Virus.”

“I hope not, but I have the sinking feeling you are correct,” said Aimi with a shudder.

“But where could he have possibly gotten his hands on the Z-Virus?” asked Riku. “It was wiped out years ago. Not a single strain of that virus survived the Purge.”

“I don’t know,” said Aimi. She looked at the charges. “But this just makes this mission even more important. These charges should be more than enough to completely level this entire warehouse and everything in it. Hopefully, they will be strong enough to vaporize the Z-Virus inside the bottles.”

Putting my Z-Virus bottle back in my inventory, I said, “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s activate these charges and—”

Without warning, my Hero Sense started tingling like crazy. I sensed someone sneaking up behind me and whirled around just in time to see a knife coming at me.

It was coming too fast for me to dodge. The knife slashed across my throat and I saw my Health bar drop to zero. The world around me went completely dark as a new notification appeared in my vision:

You are dead!
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Abruptly, I sat up in my bed in my room, gasping and sweating hard. At first, I had a hard time remembering what happened to me and why I was back in my room. I even thought I must have been having a bad dream or even a nightmare. Zombie ninjas deliberately spreading a horrific virus into the general population … Kids Mode … god, it was horrible.

But that was when it hit me that none of that was a dream. Kids Mode was still enabled on my character screen. My EXP was now set squarely back at zero. I had lost half of my credits. I was sitting upright in my bed in my room. Which meant that I had died and respawned back in my Base.

How did I die? I recalled my Hero Sense going off and then turning around to fight whoever had appeared behind me. Then a knife slit my throat and I died instantly. Either the guy who killed me got really lucky or he had some kind of Power or Skill that must have increased their chances of killing someone by slitting their throat. There must have been one last Stalking Shadow who we didn’t see or even know existed who chose that moment to take me out. I felt like such an idiot for getting killed like that. Total amateur move.

That was when I heard a small ping in my ears and noticed I had a message in my inbox. Opening my inbox, I saw a message from Cy entitled ‘Re:HELP’:

Boss! Please help us! I know you’re stuck in our Base for an hour, but we’re getting completely overwhelmed here and I’m just barely able to write this message!

P.S. What do you think my chances with Aimi are? High, low, or in between?

I sighed deeply, but honestly, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Thinking about his chances with girls in the middle of a deadly assault from an unknown enemy was exactly the sort of thing Cy would do.

Nonetheless, I started to type my message when, without warning, Cy appeared right next to me like he had teleported here out of thin air.

Deadpan, I looked at Cy and said, “Did you get killed, too?”

“Yep!” said Cy cheerfully. He rubbed his stomach. “Got stabbed in the stomach. Blade went all the way through my back. It wasn’t fun.”

I sighed and closed my inbox, seeing no reason to respond to Cy’s message now that he was here in person. “What about Aimi and Riku? Are they okay?”

“They were when I saw them,” said Cy, “but I had to distract the guy who attacked us, so hopefully they got away. If they didn’t … well, I’ll always remember Aimi’s really cute behind.”

I sighed for the third time in a row and rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “Well, it was my fault for not paying attention to our surroundings. We should have done a complete circuit of the warehouse to make sure that there weren’t any more Stalking Shadows hiding. We celebrate victory too early.”

“Actually, the guy who killed us wasn’t a Stalking Shadow,” said Cy. He was now tapping his foot on the floor to a beat I couldn’t hear.

“It wasn’t?” I said. “Then who was it?”

“Atmosfear and Giggles,” said Cy without missing a beat. “Giggles was the one who killed you. Guess he must have used his Assassin Powers to take you out.”

“Atmosfear and Giggles were there?” I said, staring at Cy in shock. “No way.”

“Yes way,” said Cy. “Atmosfear actually killed me himself. He stabbed me with his sword. It hurt. A lot.”

“Did Atmosfear say anything?” I said. “Anything about his role in the Stalking Shadows or the Z-Virus?”

“Nope!” said Cy. “He just called me an idiot and killed me without thinking about it. Not a nice thing to call someone, but then again, Atmosfear isn’t really a nice person.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I said. I swung my legs over the side of my bed. “We need to get back to the warehouse. Atmosfear is probably still there, so if we hurry and leave now—”

I was interrupted by a notification popping up in my view:

SUB-MISSION: Financially cripple the Stalking Shadows

STATUS: Completed

Thanks to your efforts, the Stalking Shadows have been dealt a crippling financial blow! Although this is hardly a fatal blow, the loss of so many illegal goods will make it harder for the Stalking Shadows to pay their bills and advance their own interests.

REWARDS: Increased reputation with Grandmaster Yamamoto, +1 PP and +1 SP, plus a chance to complete the mission ‘Defeat the Stalking Shadows.’

As soon as I read that notification, another one popped up without warning:

MISSION: Defeat the Stalking Shadows II

With the destruction of Warehouse 25 and the loss of a good chunk of their illegal goods, the Stalking Shadows have been harmed but not yet defeated. Go to Grandmaster Yamamoto in the Ninja Guild HQ for further information about what to do next.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Easy

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Speak to Yama-sama

FAILURE: Do not speak to Yama-sama

REWARDS: Higher reputation with the Ninja Guild, plus a complete set of Ninjutsu Armor [Rare] and 10,000 credits. Other rewards dependent on how well one completes the mission. Only available after the entire mission has been completed.

I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t understand. We died. I thought one of the conditions for failing the sub-mission was dying at the hands of a Stalking Shadow.”

“But a Stalking Shadow didn’t kill us,” Cy pointed out. “Atmosfear and Giggles did. If I had to guess, I would say that Atmosfear and Giggles are probably working with the Stalking Shadows, but don’t count as Stalking Shadows themselves. And since Aimi and Riku managed to set off the charges, it meant the mission was basically a success.”

I looked at Cy in bewilderment. “You figured that out quick.”

“What can I say?” said Cy with a shrug. “I’m a quick thinker.”

I nodded. As spacey and random as Cy could be, I forgot that he really understood more about how the game worked better than me. As well, I recalled that the wording of missions was extremely important. That’s why you always had to read the victory and failure conditions very carefully. That way, you make sure you actually understand what the conditions for victory are, rather than assume what they are.

That meant it wasn’t a complete waste of time after all. I even got some Points to distribute, which was a nice unexpected bonus. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to go to Grandmaster Yamamoto yet and wouldn’t be able to for an hour, at least.

Dismissing the update for my current mission, yet another mission prompt appeared in my vision all of a sudden:

MISSION: Stop the drug dealer II

Your raid on the Stalking Shadows’  warehouse helped you understand that the drug dealer who sold the Z-Virus to Kathy’s boyfriend Robert likely got his supply from the Stalking Shadows. You still don’t know where the drug dealer is or even who he is, but you are now one step closer to stopping that man from ruining any more lives.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Rare

SUCCESS: Find the drug dealer and stop him from selling drugs

FAILURE: Fail to capture the drug dealer

REWARDS: Increased reputation with Kathy and +2 Stat Points and +1 Power Point and +1 Trust

In all of the excitement, I had almost completely forgotten about the mission Kathy, Robert’s girlfriend, had given me. I was glad to see an update, but at the same time, I couldn’t believe how big a coincidence this turned out to be. I hadn’t realized my two missions would intersect like this. It made me wonder how often this happened with missions and what would happen once I completed them both.

Dismissing the notification, I didn’t get any more notifications this time, thankfully. I looked at Cy and said, “I know we can’t leave our Base, so why don’t you go and cook us a meal? I’m starving.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” said Cy, rubbing his hands together. “I’ll make my mama’s secret meatloaf and burrito recipe! See ya!”

Cy zoomed out of the room before I could stop him. I had eaten his mom’s secret meatloaf and burrito recipe for dinner last week and got a horribly nasty Diarrhea debuff as a result. Cy insisted that he had probably just mixed the wrong ingredients together, but frankly I thought he had probably gotten it right and it just didn’t settle well with me.

Seeing as it would be a while before Cy finished our meal, I pulled up my character screen to start distributing my newly-acquired PPs and SPs:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 26

EXP: 0/15,983 (15,983 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 5

Available Power Points: 3

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 2. Next Level: 2 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 3], Perception [Level 2], Dodge [Level 3], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 1], Blade-Throwing [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes

Kids Mode: Enabled

Health: 40

Stamina: 20

Strength: 30

Defense: 18

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 18

Evasion: 10

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 44

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 511

Willpower: 9

I tapped my chin in thought. I hated seeing my EXP at zero like that, but there wasn’t much I could do about it right now. At this point, it was more productive to focus on leveling up my Stats and Powers than worrying about my EXP. My eyes also landed on the Kids Mode line, but I didn’t see any button I could use to turn it off. I suppose I didn’t really need to, given how it was the only thing keeping me alive at this point, but it still felt embarrassing to have to play with Kids Mode enabled.

Anyway, I realized that the main reason I had died against Giggles was due to my low Evasion. From what I understood, Dodge was based at least in part of a player’s Evasion Stat. Meaning that the higher your Evasion, the easier it was to Dodge. I found it odd that Dodge leveled up independently of Evasion, but I suppose Dodge was a combat Skill, whereas Evasion was useful for evading things in general (like a car running you down on a street, for example).

Shaking my head, I dumped all five of my SPs into Evasion, bringing it up to a solid 15. Still not particularly high, but at least it wasn’t my lowest Stat anymore. That honor went to Charisma. If Cy heard me say that, I was sure he would crack a joke about that. At some point, I would have to increase my Charisma, but right now I felt no urgency to do so.

With my three Power Points, I decided to put two in Hero Sense, thus leveling it up to 2 and giving me this notification:

Congratulations! Hero Sense has now reached Level 2! It is now much easier to sense when a Villain is nearby and you also have a 10% chance to see through even the most cunningly designed disguises. PP to next level: 10.

Good. Hero Sense had been very useful so far and seeing it at Level 2 meant it would only be more so. Hopefully, it would help me avoid getting killed like that again.

With one PP left, I put it in Ice Dagger. Ice Dagger had been incredibly useful, even life-saving, during that fight with the Stalking Shadows. And since it got upgraded to Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger, I wanted to make it as strong as possible.

With all of my Points distributed, I looked over my character sheet one last time to make sure everything was in order:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 26

EXP: 0/15,983 (15,983 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 2. Next Level: 2 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 9 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 3], Perception [Level 2], Dodge [Level 3], Negotiation [Level 1] Dual-Wielding [Level 1], Blade-Throwing [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes

Kids Mode: Enabled

Health: 40

Stamina: 20

Strength: 30

Defense: 18

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 18

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 44

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 511

Willpower: 9

Satisfied with my stat spread, I closed my character sheet just in time to hear Cy scream, “Boss! Boss, get over here now! It’s …”

Cy kept screaming, which startled me so much that I jumped out of my bed. Unsure what was happening, I summoned an Ice Dagger and rushed out of my room, wondering just what the heck had happened to Cy and hoping I would be fast enough to save him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Emerging from my room, I leaped over the railings separating my room from the rest of the Base and landed on the floor with both feet. The initial fall was slightly jarring, but I recovered quickly enough and looked for Cy. I saw him standing in front of the front door, lying on the floor like he had been attacked. It was hard to tell if he was alive or dead from a distance, but I wasted no time in rushing over to him.

When I approached Cy, I knelt down beside him and said, “What happened, Cy? Are you okay? Can you hear me?”

I didn’t see any injuries on Cy, but when he opened his eyes, he looked like he had been punched out. “Boss … you won’t believe what I … what I just …”

“What you just what?” I said. “Who did this to you? What happened?”

Cy pointed weakly at the door. “The door, boss … the front door …”

Thinking there must be some kind of trap, I looked at the front door but did not see anything out of the ordinary. I did see, however, what appeared to be a small computer console built into the wall next to the front door. It looked like a keypad with a small LED screen above it. The weird thing was that I did not remember seeing that console next to the front door before.

“What am I supposed to be looking for, Cy?” I said. “I see a keypad that wasn’t there before, but—”

“That’s exactly what I want you to look at,” said Cy. He coughed suddenly like he had come down with a terrible cold. “And I know exactly how it got here … exactly how it got here …”

“How, Cy?” I asked, looking down at Cy again. “Did someone break into our Base and put it there?”

“No …” Cy held up a piece of paper. “Look at this paper. It tells all …”

Puzzled by Cy’s cryptic words, I took the paper and read it over. It was a receipt for two Security Locks, a Security Camera, and free installation from Gerald’s Base Upgrades, along with a phone number, email address, and physical address for the business.

I looked at the keypad again, but this time with recognition. “Oh, yeah. I almost forgot about our trip to Gerald’s. His guys must have come by while we were away and installed the new security features.”

“Exactly,” said Cy in a weak tone. “That’s what I was trying to tell you …”

I looked down at Cy once more, a frown on my face. “Then why are you acting like you were attacked?”

“I was just so surprised to see it that I didn’t know how else to react,” said Cy.

“So you’re not actually injured.”

“Well, I did trip and fall on my butt, so—”

I dropped Cy onto the floor unceremoniously and walked over to the keypad. Examining it, I noticed a small piece of paper taped just above the monitor, which read thus:

Dear Customer,

We came by while you were away and, as agreed upon, installed the Security Locks and Camera in the specified areas.

The Security Locks can be opened with a DNA fingerprint scanner from you and your Sidekick, but there is also a password—05292016—which you can also enter to unlock the doors. Additionally, you can view the outside of your front door at any time by pressing the Camera button on the keypad, which will allow you to see just who is knocking.

If you have any questions, please feel free to call us at any time and we will be happy to help.

From, Gerald & Sons.

Hmm. Tossing the note aside, I pressed the ‘Camera’ button and the display above the keypad immediately showed a view of the front door. Right now, it was pretty dark outside even with the streetlights, but I could still see that no one was standing at the door waiting to come in. I pressed the Camera button again and it shut off.

“Interesting,” I said. “Looks like it works, at least.”

“I know,” said Cy. He jumped to his feet, rubbing the back of his head but otherwise seeming back to his normal self. “Isn’t it cool? We’ve finally upgraded our Base.”

“Yeah, I see that,” I said. “So what kind of benefits do I—”

My question was answered for me when a notification suddenly popped up in front of me which read:

Congratulations! You have upgraded your Base for the very first time! Your Base is now +1% safer! Check your Base Stats under the ‘BASES’ tab in your menu for more information.

Bases tab? Base Stats? I looked at my menu and saw, for the first time, a tab labeled ‘BASES.’ Clicking the tab, I got a character sheet that displayed a miniature 3D model of my Base next to its Stats:

Name: Warehouse 13 [Edit]

Base Owner: Winter

Base Type: Warehouse

Level: 1 [EXP to next level: 100]

Base Points: 0

Security Features: 2x Security Locks [Level 1], 1x Front Door Security Camera [Level 1]

Allowed access: Winter, Cyclone

Size: 100,000 square feet, 30 feet high

Rooms: Winter’s Room, Cyclone’s Room, Kitchen [Added]

Security Level: Basic

Windows: 50

Entrances: 2

Number of occupants: 2/50

Base Powers: N/A

“Huh,” I said as I looked over my Base’s Stats. “I didn’t realize my Base counted as its own character, complete with Stats and Equipment.”

“Sure,” said Cy. “That’s how you upgrade your Base and make it better.”

I looked at Cy suddenly. “But if that’s the case, then how did I add all of that kitchen furniture before? I didn’t even see this tab when I was installing the Kitchen.”

“You don’t need the BASES tab to put in furniture and the like,” Cy explained. “You can do that from your inventory. But if you really want to take your Base to the next level, then you need the BASES tab, which you only get access to when you increase it’s Security Level in some way.”

I nodded. “I see. How do I get experience for my Base and get Base Points?”

“You get experience for your Base by adding stuff to it,” Cy said. “For example, if you added a new room onto your Base, you might get enough experience to allow it to level up once, which would get you one BP as a result. And Base Points basically act the same as Power Points and Stat Points. You can use them to level up Security Features, but Security Features only need five BP to reach the next level, rather than ten for PP. Your Base gets one BP every time it levels up.”

I stroked my chin and looked at my Base Stats again. Once again, I was glad that Cy was willing to explain this stuff to me, because if I didn’t have his help, I wasn’t sure I would have figured it out on my own.

“Sounds to me like Bases level up like characters, then.”

“Sort of,” said Cy. “Leveling up a Base is a lot harder than leveling up yourself, mostly because you can’t really have your Base go around fighting other Bases or Hideouts and getting experience like you can. But that would be really cool if they did, now that I think about it.”

“Right,” I said. “Can you get BP from completing missions?”

“Sometimes,” said Cy. “You can get anything as a reward for completing a mission. Literally anything. But in my experience, most missions don’t give our BP as a reward unless it’s a mission related to your Base somehow.”

I frowned. “Are there any limits to how high I can level up my Base or not?”

“There are,” said Cy. “Bases, unlike Heroes and Villains, can only reach Level One Hundred. Once you hit Level One Hundred, then you can either sell your Base off and upgrade to a bigger one or even convert it into a Team Headquarters.”

“Team Headquarters,” I repeated. “I think you mentioned that to me once during the Blackout when I formed Team Winter.”

“I probably did,” Cy said. “Team Headquarters are basically Bases designed for Teams. Not only do they tend to be bigger and more expensive than single Bases, but they are also much harder to level up. Not too many Teams have Team HQs because most Teams don’t last long enough to do that.”

I scratched my chin and glanced at the ‘TEAMS’ tab on my menu. “My current Base doesn’t count as a Team HQ, even though I haven’t disbanded Team Winter yet?”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Cy. He held up a finger. “First off, your Teammates still have their own individual Bases. If this was a Team Base, they’d all be living here with us and we’d be like one big happy family. Actually, now that I think about it, why not call everyone here? I’d love to have more roommates, especially Recover, and it’s definitely not because I think she’s a sexy beast or anything like—”

“I get it,” I interrupted Cy. “Once a Base becomes a Team HQ, what happens to the Bases belonging to the Teammates?”

“Usually, Heroes and Villains sell off their Bases to other Heroes and Villains,” said Cy. “Or just abandon them and let them be used by another Hero or Villain.”

“You mean that Bases sometimes get reused for new players?”

“Sure,” said Cy. He gestured at Warehouse 13. “In fact, this very Base used to belong to a Hero known as Faded Flag. Remember how I explained how Sidekicks are sometimes reused? Same principle for Bases.”

My attention—which had been divided between my Base Stats page and Cy’s explanation—suddenly snapped back to Cy. “Wait, my Base was owned by another Hero before me and you only let me know about this now?”

“Didn’t I mention that to you before?” asked Cy. He scratched the back of his head. “I thought I did, but I guess I didn’t. My bad.”

“How do you know this?” I said. “Was Faded Flag your last Hero?”

“No,” said Cy, who immediately stopped meeting my gaze when I said that. “I don’t even know who he is. I just found the basement and—”

“What basement?” I said. “Where?”

Cy gestured vaguely back in the directions of our rooms. “There’s a basement underneath the warehouse. Didn’t I tell you that?”

Doing my best to keep my temper in check, I said, “No, you didn’t.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He frowned. “You know, boss, I’m starting to think we really need to work on our communication.”

“Yes, I agree,” I said through gritted teeth. “Now what do you mean about a basement?”

Cy clapped his hands together. “Okay, so remember about a week ago when you told me to buzz off because you were trying to sleep and I couldn’t sleep?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah, I remember that. I was exhausted because we’d spent all day level-grinding and still didn’t level up.”

“Exactly,” said Cy. “So, because I wasn’t tired, I decided to explore the Base a little. And that’s how I found a secret entrance to the basement I didn’t even know was there.”

“What did you find in the basement?” I asked.

“Lots of stuff,” said Cy, “including a box of Equipment left over by Faded Flag. That’s how I found out this Base used to belong to him because there was a contract in the box stating that this place used to belong to him, but I don’t know what happened to him or—”

“Cy,” I said. “Show me the basement. If we’re going to be stuck here for an hour, I might as well spend that time getting to know my own home better.”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy. He bounced past me like he had springs in his shoes and said, “Follow me! It’s not far from here and is easy to find.”

I turned and followed Cy, but unlike him, I didn’t bounce. I did, however, walk quickly, because I was just as interested in learning about what was hidden in the basement as he was. If there were some good items or Equipment leftover by the last owner of this place, then it would be worth the effort of checking.

And if it turned out to be a waste of time … well, I can’t say I have any right to be surprised, given how Cy is the master of wasting time.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

As it turned out, the entrance to the basement was located in, of all places, the Base’s bathroom, which was located a couple of doors down from me and Cy’s rooms. Although Capes Online did not require bathing or even using the toilet like you might need to do in real life, players who showered and bathed regularly nonetheless got nice buffs for doing so. One such buff was the Clean buff, which made you smell better and gave you a +5 in Charisma for twelve hours. Given how my Charisma was my lowest Stat, I felt like showering daily was usually a good investment of my time.

But, despite having used the bathroom multiple times ever since arriving in the game, I had never even considered there might be a secret entrance to the basement. As I entered the somewhat small bathroom, I looked around it to see if I could spot the secret entrance without Cy’s help.

The bathroom was small and simple. There was a claw foot tub and shower in the upper left corner, while a toilet stood next to it. To my right was a small bowl sink with a mirror above it and behind the mirror was my shaving gear. Yes, I needed to shave despite the fact that this was a game and not real life. In fact, seeing my razor sitting on the edge of the sink reminded me of the fact that I hadn’t shaved in a couple of days due to how much stuff I had been doing. There was also an empty clothes hamper between the tub and the toilet.

When I first visited my bathroom the day after the Blackout, it had been absolutely filthy, practically a hazardous waste zone in and of itself. But Cy had taken it upon himself to clean the bathroom. I was dubious at first—Cy was not known for his cleanliness—but the evidence of his hard work was obvious. True, there was still a little grime on the walls and the fixtures certainly weren’t shining clean, but all in all, it was a massive improvement from how it looked before. At least now I didn’t have to worry about getting infected with some type of bacteria that would make the Z-Virus look like the common cold.

Speaking of the Z-Virus, I was displeased to see that my Infection was at 7% already. I knew I should be grateful that Kids Mode had slowed down the rate of Infection, but the fact was that Kids Mode was no cure and I wasn’t sure when or if the Capes Online developers would make one for me. I was no programmer myself, but I wondered how difficult it really could be to make a simple antidote to a virtual virus. Surely it wouldn’t take them more than a day.

My thoughts were interrupted when Cy—who had entered the bathroom before me—spun around and said, “Okay, we’re here! The secret entrance to the basement is right—”

“Here?” I said, pointing at the wall next to the toilet, which was glowing blue for some reason.

“I—how did you know that?” said Cy in astonishment. He looked at me suspiciously. “I thought you said you didn’t know about the secret entrance, yet you pointed it out before I did.”

“But I didn’t know about it,” I said, holding up my hands. “I don’t know why, but the wall is glowing blue, so I assumed—”

I was interrupted by a new notification that popped up in my view:

Congratulations! Perception has reached Level 3! You can now see hidden entrances and secret exits that most people would miss. Level up Perception even further to discover more secrets in the world around you!

“Oh,” I said as I dismissed the notification. “It was my Perception that showed it to me. My Perception just leveled up now, so it’s Level Three.”

“Level Three?” Cy repeated. He snapped his fingers. “Aw, man. My Perception is still Level One. I wonder why mine didn’t level up when I discovered the secret entrance to the basement.”

“How did you discover it?” I asked.

Cy tapped his head. “Um, I was just messing around in the bathroom when I hit the wall accidentally and the entrance opened.”

“See?” I said. “You didn’t deliberately seek it out. You found it by complete accident. If I had to guess, I would say that Perception only levels up when you deliberately try to take note of secrets and minor details in the world.”

I didn’t say it aloud, but I mentally added, Which means that your Perception is probably always going to be Level One.

Luckily, Cy did not have Telepathy as a Power, so he just nodded and said, “I think you’re right. I’ll have to be more deliberate from now on. In fact, I think I will start now.”

Cy immediately bent over and peered behind the toilet, a serious look on his face as he carefully searched behind it.

“Cy, what are you doing?” I said.

“Practicing my Perception, boss,” said Cy without looking over his shoulder at me. “Looking for secrets.”

“I doubt there are any secrets behind the toilet, Cy.”

“You never know,” said Cy, still without looking for me. “My dad often told me that the most important secrets are often hidden in the last places you’d look. Who would ever think to look behind a toilet?”

“You, apparently,” I said. I shook my head. “Never mind. Let’s open this secret entrance and see what we can find inside.”

Muttering under his breath about how I was interrupting his practicing, Cy nonetheless stood up and walked over to the wall. “Well, you see, you have to press this tile here like so and—”

Without warning, the wall slid to the side slowly but surely. Cy stepped back, allowing me to see a deep, dark staircase going down deep into the earth. When the wall finished sliding to the side, dim lights flickered on the ceiling within the staircase, but even with those lights on, it was nearly impossible to see very deeply into it.

Upon looking into the staircase, a brand new notification showed up in my vision:

SECRET ROOM DISCOVERED: The Basement

Congratulations! Thanks to the careful exploration of your Sidekick, you have discovered your Base’s first Secret Room! Secret Rooms are rooms in your Base that are, well, secret. They do not show up on your Base Map until you discover them yourself. Additionally, other players or NPCs who enter your Base will not have Secret Rooms on their maps, either, unless you show them the Secret Room.

The exact number of Secret Rooms varies from Base to Base. The only way to find all of the Secret Rooms in your Base is to carefully explore every nook and cranny of your home. Tip: Perception is very important.

A Secret Room has been added to your Base Stats and Base Map. Check under the BASES tab on your character screen for more information.

“Cool!” said Cy, who must have gotten the same notification I did. “Did you see that? We found a Secret Room. I didn’t even know Secret Rooms were a thing.”

“Yes, I know,” I said dryly. “I assume that is why they are called Secret Rooms. Although I don’t understand why it wasn’t added to my map when you first discovered it.”

Cy snapped his fingers. “I know! I bet it’s because you weren’t there to see it and I didn’t tell you about it.”

“Probably,” I said. “Cy, from now on I want you to tell me about every secret you stumble upon when you’re exploring my Base. Got it?”

“Including where I stash my pretzels?” said Cy. “Because I would rather die than tell you where my pretzel stash is.”

I sighed. “How’s about every important secret, then?”

Cy smiled widely. “Sure thing, boss.”

I rubbed my forehead and looked down the staircase leading to the Basement. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go take a look and see what is down here.”

-

Although Cy had already been down here once and did not report running into any dangers or problems, I nonetheless forced us both to walk down the staircase slowly and carefully. Just because Cy was light enough to move without tripping possible security measures didn’t mean I was. Using my flashlight to make up for the dim lights, we had a pretty clear look at the staircase before us as we walked.

This place must have been even older than I thought. Although the concrete staircase was fairly well preserved—no doubt due to being hidden behind the bathroom wall for so many years—the chipped steps and dusty walls were a clear indication that this place had been around for a while. I also had the feeling that someone was watching us, but when I brought this up to Cy, he said it had to be ghosts, which was when I decided not to share my feelings with him again after that.

But it was a very short staircase and soon we reached the Basement itself. Unlike the staircase, the Basement was completely covered in darkness when we arrived, although Cy showed me the light switch and when I flipped it on, bright lights on the ceiling illuminated the whole place. My jaw dropped at what I saw.

When Cy had first described the Basement to me, I had assumed it would probably be a fairly small room, perhaps originally designed to provide storage for the warehouse workers who worked here prior to its abandonment. But this Basement was nearly as big as the surface floor and it was covered in boxes and crates of all shapes and sizes. Some were tiny cardboard boxes that looked no bigger than an alarm clock, while others were large wooden crates about a head taller than me. The boxes and crates were painted with red serial numbers on them, but since I didn’t understand the serial number system used, I was completely lost.

Even more interesting, however, were what appeared to be tunnels branching off from the Basement. I assumed that the tunnels connected to the Sewers of Adventure City at some point, but it was impossible to tell from here. The tunnels were pitch black, but above each tunnel was a number painted in red. One, two, three, four … five tunnels in all, each one heading in a different direction.

The Basement smelled stale and dusty, as well as a bit damp. It was also rather warm down here, but not uncomfortably so. I noticed thick layers of dust on all of the boxes and crates, yet another indication that this place hadn’t been visited by living beings in quite a while.

A notification suddenly appeared in my view:

You have entered: [The Basement].

Congrats on entering your first Secret Room! Be very careful when exploring a Secret Room. Although Secret Rooms might be part of your Base, their secrets are not always so friendly or positive. Sometimes they may even be deadly. Nonetheless, it is up to you to explore your Secret Rooms and claim them as your own, because that’s what Heroes do.

“Um, Cy?” I said, glancing at Cy. “Did you get this notification or—?”

Cy, however, had already gone ahead of me into the Basement. He picked up a medium-sized box and ran back over to me like a kid on Christmas morning wanting to show his parents his gifts.

“Look!” said Cy, slamming the box on the floor in front of me. “Behold, the box with Faded Flag’s stuff! You know, the one I told you about earlier.”

Taken aback by Cy dropping that box in front of me, I nonetheless knelt down and opened its flaps. As Cy said, there were quite a few pieces of Equipment and items in there, but my attention was particularly drawn to a stark white cape that looked like it hadn’t been worn in ages.

Picking up the cape, I stood up and unfurled it like a flag. The cape was long and wide, going down to about my waist. It was lined with thick fur and had quite a bit of heft to it. I could imagine pulling it around myself to keep myself warm on a cold winter night, but I Scanned it to find out what it actually was:

Snow Cape

Rarity: Rare

Material: Fleece

Description: A Synth Group product, Snow Capes allow you to blend in with a snowy environment. Additionally, they can be wrapped around the person like a blanket and keep them warm and snug in addition to looking stylish. +10% in Defense, -5% in Evasion and Agility.

Powers: Flight [1/1 Unlocked]

My eyes widened when I read that last line. “Cy, this Cape can give me the Power of Flight!”

“Whoa, really?” said Cy in surprise. “That’s awesome. I wonder if that Faded Flag guy was another ice-themed Hero like you or not.”

“No idea, but I’m definitely going to equip it now,” I said. “I want to fly.”

I quickly equipped the Snow Cape onto my body. A second later, the Snow Cape hung from my neck, resting on my shoulders, going all the way down to my waist. As I thought, it was fairly heavy, but comfortably so, although I could see how it could negatively affect movement. But I figured the higher Defense would offset the lower Evasion and Agility somewhat, so it seemed like a fair trade to me.

But my attention was quickly drawn to the notification that popped up in my view as soon as I put on the Cape:

New Power Unlocked: Flight [Level 1]. Fly like a bird up to ten feet into the air for about a minute. Level up this Power further to fly higher and longer into the air. Cost: None [Passive].

I grinned. Flight was one of the Powers not normally available to my Class, so when I saw that I could get it by wearing the Snow Cape, of course I had to put it on. I had always felt a little envious of Cy, who started off with Flight, but now we were much closer and I, for one, couldn’t wait to try it out. I also got a notification informing me that the Snow Cape was a part of my Ice Man Costume, thus bringing my Completed Costume up to 3/6, although I didn’t get any special bonuses as a result.

“This is awesome, boss,” said Cy, clapping his hands together excitedly. “Now we can fly together! It will be so much fun. I can just imagine us now, flying side by side through the clouds above Adventure City, keeping a careful eye out for any dangerous—”

Cy was interrupted by a sharp roar and then something came rushing out from between a couple of crates toward us.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

The thing that came out of the crates moved way too fast for me to follow. It slammed into both Cy and me, sending us flying through the air. Cy crashed on top of several boxes of old paperbacks, while I slammed down onto the floor closer to the entrance. Dazed by the blow, I nonetheless raised my head just in time to see the thing rushing at me again.

There was no time to Dodge. Instead, I activated Flight and shot straight into the air, moving in a wide arc over the creature that had assaulted me. I flew over its head successfully, but unfortunately, I didn’t have complete control over my new Power yet and so I crashed into a couple of boxes that were full of DVDs, of all things. Shaking my head, I suddenly heard Cy shout, “You okay, boss?”

Looking over at Cy, I saw he was sitting up now with a paperback on top of his head. “Yeah, I am. Looks like Flight is trickier than I thought.”

“Yeah, it is a little hard to control when you first get started,” said Cy. He held up three fingers. “I flew into three separate stop signs when I first got Flight. Which was surprisingly less painful than you would imagine.”

Rolling my eyes, I heard a deep grunt and looked back in the direction from which the creature had attacked me. Now that it was no longer moving, I could finally get a good look at the creature.

And ‘creature’ was probably the best word to describe it. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking at. The creature appeared to be a humanoid crocodile, but it had thick, long, curled horns sticking out of its forehead like a bull. Long, dinosaur-like spikes ran down its back, while its long, tree-like tail swished back and forth behind it like a snake about to attack its prey. Long, dagger-like teeth colored charcoal black stood in its mouth, while its deadly-looking claws dug into the concrete floor beneath it.

Strangest of all, however, was the nametag above its head. Normally, the nametags of characters in the game told me who they were. Player or NPC, Hero or Villain, everyone had a nametag and everyone’s nametag always had their name.

But this thing’s nametag read [???], and when I Scanned it, I got this information:

???

LEVEL: 25

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: ???

WEAK POINT: ???

WEAKNESS: ???

To gain access to this character’s full Scan, capture it as prisoner and make it talk.

What the heck? I had never gotten a Scan like that before. What was so special about this … this thing that I apparently needed to make it my prisoner and force it to talk? And just how was I supposed to force it to talk? Through torture? And how did I even know it could talk in the first place?

That last question was answered when the creature suddenly hissed, “Stupid monkeyfighting dastard. Tricky little tick.”

I blinked. “What?”

“You heard me,” said the creature with a scowl. “Don’t spit with me, you monkeyfighter, or I will truck you up.”

I blinked several times. “Did you say you will … truck me up?”

The creature scowled even deeper. “Are you trucking with me? Or are you deliberately pretending not to understand what I’m saying? I’m speaking monkeyfighting English, you little tick.”

“Yeah, boss, why are you acting like he’s saying silly things like truck me up?” asked Cy. He gestured at the creature. “He’s clearly got a sailor’s mouth. I mean, dang, I’ve never heard anyone with a mouth as dirty as his.”

“A sailor’s mouth …?” I was starting to understand what was going on, but before I could come to the conclusion myself, a new prompt appeared before me:

KIDS MODE FEATURE: No Cussing Allowed. All cuss words are filtered through the Kids Mode Cuss Filter, which relies on a dictionary full of cuss words from every language in the world and seeks a suitable replacement for each cuss in order to protect SI Games from letters from angry parents. You can turn off the Cuss Filter only by disabling Kids Mode itself.

What. The. Hell. Well, at least it didn’t censor my own thoughts. That would just be creepy.

“What are you doing, monkeyfighter?” the creature demanded. “Are you going to just sit there with that spitfaced look on your face or are you going to try to truck me like a man?”

Whoa. Cy was right. The creature really did have the mouth of a sailor, if a PG sailor. And perhaps didn’t entirely understand how to use that mouth without coming across as unintentionally creepy, either.

Rising from the boxes I had fallen into, I said, “If it’s a fight you want, it’s a fight you’ll get. But I don’t see why we have to. This Secret Room is part of my Base and—”

“Lies,” the creature hisses. “Go to heck with your spitty lies no one believes. This room is my territory and I will defend it to the death.”

“I don’t know where you got that idea from, but it’s wrong,” I said. “But I am willing to talk with you if you—”

The creature roared and rushed toward me again, moving much faster than its bulk suggested. But I wasn’t afraid. I activated Freezing Touch and slammed my foot on the ground, sending a wave of freezing energy toward the creature. To my satisfaction, the creature wasn’t fast enough to dodge Freezing Touch. The icy wave struck its feet and then rapidly covered the entire creature from head to toe, encasing it in a thick block of ice and totally stopping its progress.

[???] has been Frozen! Duration: 10 minutes.

I cracked a grin when I read that notification. Kids Mode might be heavy on the censorship, but at least it didn’t make my attacks any less effective.

Then, without warning, the creature’s body glowed red and a huge, all-consuming fire exploded out from the creature’s body. The flame melted away the ice immediately, but also completely covered its body in a huge fire. I couldn’t the flames were so thick I couldn’t even see the creature anymore, but I could definitely feel the heat, which was magnified by being stuck inside this small space.

Then, without warning, the flames around the creature died, revealing the creature itself still standing there. Only now, the creature was not covered in ice anymore. Smoke rose from the spikes along its back, but other than that, the creature looked entirely unharmed by its own flames.

It grinned wolfishly when it saw the expressions of fear and shock on Cy and I’s faces. “Surprised? You should be, because tonight, you will both die.”

The creature rushed toward me again. I fired an Ice Beam at it, but the creature displayed amazing Agility by jumping into the air, neatly avoiding my Ice Beam. As the creature flew over me, it grabbed my shoulders with its claws and threw me head over heels into the air. I spun crazily through the air for a second before slamming into a crate and falling onto the floor.

Shaking my head, I glanced at my Health bar and was shocked to see that that single attack had shaved a quarter of my Health off. I now found myself wondering exactly what would happen if I died in my own Base. Would I respawn in my room or would I die for real?

I didn’t have any time to think about that, however, because the creature jumped into the air toward me, its wolfish grin never leaving its lips. Before I could Dodge, however, a blast of powerful wind came out of nowhere and slammed into the creature, sending it spiraling out of control into a pile of boxes. The creature crashed hard into the boxes, immediately getting buried underneath tons of cardboard boxes full of lots of different things.

“Boss!” said Cy as he landed next to me. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said as I rose to my feet, using the crate I crashed into for support. “But that thing knocked off a full quarter of my Health with that attack. Do you know what it is?”

“Nope,” said Cy, shaking his head. “Never seen anything like it in my eighteen years of life. Looks like it crawled out of the Sewers, though.”

I glanced at the five tunnel entrances and wondered if they connected my Base to the Sewers. It was a logical conclusion to make, but it didn’t explain what this creature was, though, or where it came from.

Not that I had much time to think about that, however. In the next moment, the piles of boxes that had buried the creature exploded upward, sending junk flying everywhere as the creature—now visibly ticked off—rose to its full, rather considerable height.

“I will eat you first, green one,” the creature snarled, its words barely coherent. “And then feast on your spitty blue friend there.”

“Uh, you don’t want to eat me,” Cy informed the creature. He raised his arms. “Look at me. I’m all skin and bone. Definitely wouldn’t taste very good.”

The creature, however, was apparently not dissuaded from Cy’s statement. It roared and rushed toward us, claws flashing. There was no time to Dodge, so Cy and I fought the creature head-on.

As the creature slashed at us, Cy and I did our best to avoid getting hit. I would get in whatever punches I could, while Cy landed quick blows before retreating out of the creature’s claws, but it was slow going. The creature must have either had high Defense or strong scales because it seemed like none of our blows were dealing much damage to its body. The best we seemed to accomplish was annoying it, and you didn’t defeat enemies in this game by annoying them.

One slash came at us particularly fast. Cy managed to Dodge it, but I accidentally tripped over a box, leaving myself wide open to an attack. I held up my arms to protect myself but still grimaced as the creature’s claws ripped through my arms and made me stagger backward. I stopped against a crate but then ducked to avoid another slash that would have taken off my head, the creature’s claw tearing through the crate like paper.

With a grunt, I lashed out and kicked the creature in the stomach hard enough to make it stumble backward. I followed it up with another kick to the chest and then I shouted at Cy, “Get ‘em!”

Luckily, Cy knew what I was talking about. He ran toward the creature and, at the last possible moment, slid underneath the creature. As he slid between its legs, he cupped his hands together and thrust his hands upward. A powerful Gust of wind—now Level 3 thanks to so many days of grinding—blasted into the creature hard enough to send it flying. The creature shot up into the air like a dart and slammed so hard into the ceiling of the Basement that he ended up almost getting stuck in it, but then his body fell and he crashed down onto the floor and did not move again.
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I thrust out my hands and summoned Ice Shackles. Shackles made of pure ice appeared out of the ground and wrapped around the creature’s wrists and ankles. The intense cold from the Ice Shackles must have woken the creature up because it began tugging at them and I could tell it was already planning to do that fire thing again to melt the chains.

I rushed over to the creature and, summoning twin Ice Daggers, held them both against the creature’s neck. The creature went very still as soon as it felt the blades against its neck as if it could sense just how close to death it was. Kind of wished I didn’t have to get so close to it, however, because the creature smelled like swamp water and excrement. Even so, I didn’t let go or look away. Knowing just how dangerous this monster could be, I was not about to give it a chance to escape or fight back just because it smelled awful.

“All right, monster,” I said. “We’ve got you. What do you have to say about that?”

“Forget you,” the creature snarled, although I noticed he lay on the floor very still. “I’m not telling you anything, you monkeyfighting dastard. Eat crud.”

“Are you so sure about that?” I said. I pressed the freezing cold Ice Daggers deeper against his skin. “These knives are very sharp and I am very strong. I don’t think I would need to apply very much pressure in order to take your head off your shoulders. Cy, what do you think?”

“Agreed, boss,” said Cy, who had walked up to us after I pinned the creature down. “Those are pretty sharp knives. I bet you could cut an entire loaf of bread in half with a single stroke.”

I sighed. “Cy, could you have come up with something a bit more impressive than cutting a loaf of bread in half?”

“How’s about a really stale loaf of bread that’s been sitting out on the kitchen counter for the past two weeks?” asked Cy. He rubbed the side of his mouth. “That stuff is harder than diamond, let me tell you.”

I just shook my head and said to the creature, “Look, monster, whatever you are, I have you right where I want you. And I will kill you if you don’t tell me who you are and why you are here. I’m not sure if you have a family or whatever, but given how most living things hate dying, I think it’s safe to assume you probably don’t want to die today.”

“I would rather live than die,” said the creature, “but I would rather die than reveal all the secrets of my people to Heroes like you.”

“Wrong answer,” I said. I leaned in closer. “Let’s put this in a different way. You don’t have to tell me everything about your people. All you need to tell me is your name, what your people are, and why you are here. Sound reasonable? I’ll even let you go if you tell me all that.”

The creature hesitated. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“Because I am honest,” I said. “Cy can vouch for me. Right, Cy?”

“Of course I can,” said Cy, nodding. “Boss never fails to tell me exactly when I am being an idiot. I like to think my IQ points have gone up just a little since we’ve met.”

I was shocked at how quickly and happily Cy admitted to me telling him he was an idiot. I guess he picked up all those times I rolled my eyes or sighed more than I thought. Or he was being sarcastic. That seemed unlikely, though, because Cy was rarely sarcastic.

The creature was silent for a moment, perhaps thinking over my offer, before it finally said, “Very well. My name is Zazoom.”

“Zazoom?” Cy repeated. “I like that name. Zazoom. Zazoom. Zazoom. I wish it was my name and …”

While Cy rambled on about how fun Zazoom was to say, I noticed the nametag above the creature’s name start to change. It went from [???] to [??? ZAZOOM], which was interesting, because I’d never seen a nametag change like that. There was definitely a lot more to this game than I thought and it seemed like I was learning something new about it every day.

“Okay, Zazoom,” I said without taking my daggers off his neck. “What are your people called?”

“We are called the Dwellers,” said Zazoom calmly. “We live deep beneath what you call the Sewers of your city.”

“You do?” I said. I frowned. “I don’t remember hearing about your kind.”

“I think I might have,” said Cy, stroking his chin. “Legend says that there is a race of crocodile people who live deep beneath Adventure City, even deeper than the Sewers. Rumor has it that these people roam the Sewers in search of food and regularly kidnap sanitation workers and anyone else unlucky enough to be down there for sustenance.”

I looked at Cy in surprise again. “I didn’t know that.”

“That’s why I don’t like going into the Sewers,” said Cy with a shudder. “Aside from the giant crocodiles, that is.”

Nodding, I looked at Zazoom again. His nametag was complete now. It read [DWELLER ZAZOOM], which made me risk Scanning it again to see if I would get any new information this time:

Dweller Zazoom

LEVEL: 25

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Dweller Warrior

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Light

A member of a rumored race of crocodile people said to dwell within and underneath the Sewers of Adventure City. The City of Adventure City Government staunchly denies their existence, helped by the fact that few have ever laid eyes on one, but no one can explain the occasional human mutterings that sewage workers report hearing or the mangled corpses occasionally stumbled upon by Heroes that show no evidence of having been killed by Sewer Rats.

As I finished Scanning Zazoom, a new notification appeared in my view:

Congratulations! You have Scanned your first Rare Enemy! Rare Enemies are enemies seen or encountered by very few players. By successfully Scanning a Rare Enemy, you have added to the existing knowledge database available to all players, Heroes and Villains alike! +1 Level to Scan.

Skill Level up! Scan is now Level 4. Now you can see the rarity of a particular enemy NPC. Level up Scan further in order to get even more information!

Whoa. I didn’t know you could get Skill Levels for rewards for completing certain secret requirements. Not that I was complaining, however. Scan was now my highest level Skill. A smirk crossed my features as I thought about how this meant my Scan was likely higher than Funky’s Scan. I couldn’t wait to brag about that to his face the next time I saw him.

Dismissing that notification, I said to Zazoom, “All right, Zazoom. So you belong to the Dwellers. What made you come up this far?”

I could tell Zazoom was growing increasingly uncomfortable under my blades, but he nonetheless said, “This is part of our territory. Although we largely leave the Sewers to your kind, we have marked out certain sections of it for our own use. This includes this Basement, which is where we keep the treasures we steal from humans who venture too far down into the Sewers.”

I immediately raised my head and looked around at all of the boxes and crates around us. “Are you telling me that all of these boxes and crates are filled with items and Equipment once owned by Heroes and Villains?”

“Yes,” said Zazoom with a grunt. “Treasure, as I said. Treasure that rightfully belongs to us.”

I bit my lower lip. “I’m not so sure about that. This Basement is part of my Base. Therefore, I think that means this stuff belongs to me.”

“It was given to us by the last Hero who owned the building above,” said Zazoom. “He promised us this place and everything within it so long as we did not go to the surface. Seeing as we dislike the surface world, we considered it a good deal.”

The last Hero—? Zazoom must have been referring to Faded Flag. “You mean the last owner of my Base allowed you to use this place? Why?”

“He was an honorable human,” said Zazoom with another grunt. “Unlike you, he understood and respected our people. We didn’t know that ownership of his home had changed hands. Where is he now?”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know the answer to that question. Heck, until Cy found the Basement, I had no idea Faded Flag even existed. I didn’t know if he even still played the game anymore.

“I don’t know,” I said, “but I am in control of his Base now. I’m not obligated to respect his treaty with you, whatever that was.”

“Then I am not obligated to tell you anything more,” said Zazoom. “And if you kill me, my people will know. They will notice my absence and send someone to look for me. And trust me, you do not want to feel the wrath of the Dwellers. It is … painful.”

A new mission prompt appeared before me suddenly:

MISSION: Wrath of the Dwellers I

Although you may have managed to defeat and capture the Dweller known as Zazoom, he claims that killing him would invoke the wrath of his people upon you. Depending on whether you believe him or not, this is either a credible threat or an outright lie designed to make you lower your guard.

If he’s telling the truth, then perhaps letting him go might be better for your health in the long run. If you determine he is lying, however, then you know what must be done.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Easy

RARITY: Unusual

SUCCESS: Let [Dweller Zazoom] return to his people OR kill him if you determine he is lying

FAILURE: Kill [Dweller] Zazoom if he is telling the truth OR let him go if you determine he is lying

REWARDS: Increased reputation with the Dwellers of the Sewers OR a Dweller Skin Pelt

ACCEPT? Y/N

What the heck? I had never seen a mission like this before, which offered you multiple options and the success and failure were dependent on whether you picked the ‘correct’ answer. Usually, missions had clear goals and clear requirements for success and failure. This, however, seemed a lot more like a real-life situation, where you weren’t sure what the right answer was and had to rely mostly on your own intuition and gut instinct to figure out what the best way forward was. Nonetheless, I accepted the mission and now had to figure out which was the best course of action.

A part of me didn’t trust Zazoom. He did, after all, try to kill me and Cy. If I took off his head, then I would ensure that my Base is safe. I would also apparently get a ‘Dweller Skin Pelt.’ Give how Zazoom was a Rare Enemy, I suspected this would be a Rare or even Unique item, which I might be able to sell for some cash, assuming it didn’t come with some interesting bonuses or even Powers that I could use to make myself even stronger.

On the other hand, it was clear to me that Zazoom definitely wasn’t alone. Other Dwellers existed and they might not take too well to having one of their own killed. The fact that this mission was labeled ‘The Wrath of the Dwellers’ and appeared to be a multi-part mission told me that Zazoom might very well be telling the truth here.

With a sense that I was going to regret this, I removed my Ice Daggers from Zazoom’s neck and took several steps away from him. In a flash, Zazoom was back on his feet, but rather than attack Cy and me, he merely eyed us warily, but I also thought I caught a hint of gratitude in his eyes.

“All right,” I said. “You can go back to your people now, but tell them that this Basement is mine now, as well as everything within it. And if they try to take this place back, I will fight them.”

To my surprise, Zazoom merely nodded in understanding and said, “In the Dweller Underworld, power and strength are respected above all else. I will inform our Queen of your response and tell Her also of Faded Flag’s disappearance. I cannot guarantee that the Queen, in Her Infinite Wisdom, will not send more of us to take back this Basement, but I can confirm she will at least know of your claim to it.”

With that, Zazoom turned around and rushed down the middle tunnel. We heard his claws clicking and clacking against the concrete floor until soon we couldn’t hear anything at all anymore, leaving Cy and I standing alone in the Basement, with me wondering if I made the right choice or if I was going to live long enough to regret this.
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Well,” said Cy, putting his hands on his waist. “That guy was a lot nicer than we thought. I thought for a moment there that he was just going to kill us, but then he didn’t. In addition to having a funny name, he’s also a nice guy. That guy’s got it all.”

I was about to explain to Cy why Zazoom actually wasn’t very nice when a new mission prompt appeared before me:

MISSION: The Wrath of the Dwellers I

STATUS: Successfully completed

After some determination, you decided to allow Zazoom to live and return to the Dweller Underworld, where his people live. Although Zazoom appeared grateful for your act of mercy and might prove to be very helpful at some point in the future, you still have a sense you might regret this going into the future.

REWARDS: Increased reputation with the Dwellers of the Sewers

As soon as I read that prompt, another one popped up in my view:

Congratulations! Your reputation with the Dwellers of the Sewers has increased by 100%! Your relationship with the Dwellers of the Sewers has risen from ‘Hostile’ to ‘Neutral.’ Increase your relationship with the Dwellers of the Sewers further in order to unlock unique benefits, such as Secret Missions, items, special Equipment, and more.

I frowned. I guess ‘Neutral’ was better than ‘Hostile,’ but it still didn’t seem like much of a reward to me. I mean, it was better than being hated, but I figured I should have gotten a better reward than that for allowing a potential enemy to live.

Shaking my head, I dismissed the prompt when yet another mission prompt appeared in my view:

SECRET MISSION: Find Faded Flag

After learning about the previous owner of your Base and his relationship with the Dwellers of the Sewers, your curiosity has been piqued and now you wish to find him. You don’t want to find him just to satisfy your curiosity, however. News about the disappearance of Faded Flag will no doubt spread among the Dwellers and reach the ears of their mysterious and all-powerful Queen, with results that could be potentially devastating for the future of Adventure City.

Find Faded Flag and confirm his whereabouts. The future of Adventure City may depend on it.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Intense

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Find Faded Flag and inform the Dwellers of what happened to him

FAILURE: Fail to find Faded Flag. Further negative consequences unknown

REWARDS: Increased reputation with the Dwellers of the Sewers, as well as other benefits depending on how well you complete the mission

ACCEPT? Y/N

I probably should have seen this coming, but it surprised me anyway. This was the first time I got a mission involving another player. At least, I assumed Faded Flag was another player. I guess it was possible he was an NPC Hero, but I kind of doubted it, given how he used to own my Base. Although the mission did not seem to have a time limit or deadline associated with it, I accepted it anyway. Secret Missions were incredibly rare and almost always had amazing rewards. Increased reputation with the Dwellers did not seem very spectacular, but it sounded like there were other rewards I could potentially get if I performed it well enough. Plus, I was worried about the ominous line about the future of Adventure City depending on the success—or failure—of this mission.

As soon as I accepted the mission, yet another mission prompt appeared in my vision:

SECRET MISSION: Explore your Base I

STATUS: Completed

You have successfully explored a Secret Room in your Base! But there is still more to your Base to explore. Keep poking around in nooks and crannies until you find each and every last Secret Room in your Base to unlock a special reward!

REWARDS: +100 Base EXP and +1 BP

Cool! I completed a Secret Mission I didn’t even know I had. Even better, I got 1 Base Point. I didn’t want to spend it right away, but it was nice to know that I had it. Based on the information in the description, it sounded to me like there were even more Secret Rooms in here to find. I found myself wondering what kind of rewards I would get for finding more Secret Rooms. Probably more Base Points, but if that was the ONLY reward I got, that would definitely be worth it.

That was when I got another notification:

Congratulations! With the discovery and successful claiming of the Basement, your Base has leveled up! Your Base is now Level 2. +1 BP! You now have 2 BP. You can distribute and check out the amount of Base Points you have by looking under the ‘BASES’ tab in your character menu.

Nice! I guess finding Secret Rooms gave experience points for Bases. That gave me even more reason to find the other Secret Rooms.

When I dismissed that notification, no more notifications popped up in my view. I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to spend too much time reading and dismissing random notifications. I had lots of stuff to do, after all, starting with seeing what kind of Equipment I might find in these boxes and crates.

“Hey, did the Base just level up?” asked Cy. “I saw a notification that said so.”

“Yep,” I said, glancing at the BASES tab and smiling. “Looks like the Base is now Level Two.”

“That’s cool,” said Cy. “So what are we going to do next?”

I gestured at the five tunnels. “First, we need to figure out how to close those tunnels. Last thing I want is for more of those Dwellers to come visiting, or even worse, wanting to get revenge on me for hurting one of their own.”

“How are we going to do that, boss?” asked Cy, scratching the back of his head. “They don’t have any doors.”

I stroked my chin and glanced at the crates. “Perhaps we can move some of these large crates in front of the entrances. Probably won’t hold them for long, but—”

“We should get another Security Camera to put down here,” said Cy. “Like what we have out front. That way, we can keep an eye on the Basement and make sure those Dweller guys don’t take us by surprise.”

I looked at Cy, again surprised by his foresight. “That’s actually a really good point I hadn’t considered. We definitely have enough credits to purchase another Camera.”

“Of course,” said Cy, puffing out his chest. “I’m not as dumb as I look.”

“That’s saying something,” I muttered. Then aloud I said, “Anyway, we’ll worry about blocking off the tunnels later. If Zazoom keeps up his end of the deal, then we might not have to worry about unwanted visits from his people for a while. Instead, let’s focus on finding out what is inside these boxes. Zazoom said the boxes and crates were full of items and Equipment owned by players.”

Cy turned around to look at all of the boxes, his eyes wide. “Are you sure about that, boss? Look at all of this stuff. It would take us ages just to sort it all out. Maybe even years.”

I glanced at the respawn timer and saw we had about half an hour left. “Well, we’ve got about half an hour left before we can leave my Base. We don’t need to go through all of it right away. Let’s just start with some of the smaller boxes and go from there.”

I walked over to the box containing Faded Flag’s stuff and picked it up. Putting the box on top of a taller box, I said, “Let’s start with this one. Cy, you can look at the boxes on the other side. If you find anything interesting, rare, or valuable, then let me know right away so I can take a look at it.”

While Cy skipped off to check out the boxes on the other side of the room, I flipped open the top flaps of Faded Flag’s box. The main reason I wanted to check this out was because I wanted to see if I would find clues to Faded Flag’s whereabouts. If this box contained a lot of his possessions, then there might be a hint or two that could point me in the right direction. Even if it didn’t, the fact was that Faded Flag’s box had the Snow Cape, an item which had already proved itself useful to me and would probably become even more useful in the coming days.

Looking in the box, the very first thing I found was a framed picture. That was shocking. Framed pictures were extremely rare nowadays. The vast majority of people used digital screens in their homes that could display any pictures you wanted. The only time I saw framed pictures in the real world was in my grandpa’s house. Lots of younger kids had never seen one in real life at all. I was surprised to find one in Capes Online, of all places.

The picture depicted a Hero smiling up at the screen, his arm around the shoulders of a pretty young African-American woman with a child in her arms. The Hero was tall and strapping, like most Heroes. His cape looked like the American flag, except faded considerably. His costume, meanwhile, resembled an army uniform in the colors of the American flag. He was a good deal taller than the woman, who I assumed was his wife, while his friendly smile and kind eyes told me that he was every bit as heroic as the picture made him out to be.

Curious, I Scanned the framed picture to see what information I would get:

Framed Picture

Rarity: Unique

Material: Wood and Glass

Description: A framed photograph of a smiling family. Framed pictures are extremely rare in the digital age, meaning that this photograph may be far more important than it first appears.

Once I dismissed that notification, another one suddenly appeared before me:

MISSION UPDATE: You have found what appeared to be a framed photograph of Faded Flag and people who might be his family. This could be an important clue to solving the mystery of Faded Flag’s disappearance. Identify the woman and child in the photograph in order to get closer to completing this quest. You might be able to find out who they are by showing this picture to the right person.

Now that was interesting. I tried to Scan the individual faces of the people in the photo, but unfortunately, Scan just treated the faces like another part of the photo and all I got was the same information for the item as before. But I knew this Framed Picture was extremely important to my mission without having to be told, so I put it in my item inventory for later reference. For now, I would check out the other contents of this box and worry about completing the mission later.
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As it turned out, however, the box didn’t have much else in it, other than an American flag-style bandanna that Scan helpfully informed me was called ‘FREEDOM BANDANNA.’ This item was part of a set and I would get special benefits if I could complete the set. The Freedom Bandanna apparently increased Charisma +5%, but when I tried to equip it, I was told I couldn’t wear a bandanna over my Costume, so I put it away for the moment. Perhaps at some point I would get another chance to wear it or I could sell it off at some point for cash.

In any case, Cy and I spent the next half hour digging through the boxes. We found a variety of interesting things, from small handguns that could be equipped by any Class to specialized equipment like the Beast Whistle, an item that could only be used by Beastmasters that allowed players of that Class to summon their beasts no matter how far away they were. Thinking of Funky, my friend and one of my Teammates, I made sure to stash away that particular item to give to him later.

By the time we were done, Cy and I hadn’t dug through even a quarter of the boxes, not even counting the crates, which probably had even more stuff. We had found about ten Health Drinks, six Energy Drinks, and even a few Antidotes, all of which went into my bag for future use. I was a little disappointed by the Antidotes because they couldn’t heal me of my Z-Virus Infection, but just because they couldn’t cure me of the Z-Virus didn’t mean they were useless. They could still heal other status ailments, after all.

We could have spent hours, even days, digging through the accumulated ‘treasure’ of the Dwellers, but once our one hour respawn limit was up, I decided it was time to head out. We needed to back to the Ninja HQ and speak to Yamamoto. I hadn’t heard from the Ninja Guild since my death, so I had no idea what was going on in the outside world since we destroyed the Stalking Shadows’ supply of Z-Virus. Although I was reminded of the sole bottle of Z-Virus I had in my bag, which I still tried to pretend didn’t exist. Kind of like my Infection, which was now at 8% according to the little countdown timer in the corner of my HUD.

After closing the Basement up and making sure it was well-hidden, Cy and I left Warehouse 13 and made our way north to the Ninja Guild HQ. Luckily, we didn’t run into any danger or trouble on our way up there, aside from getting accosted by random hobos looking for money or drugs.

In fact, nothing of note really happened until we reached Ninja Guild HQ, where we found Riku standing at the front entrance. As soon as we saw him, Riku rushed over to us and said, “There you are! Where have you two been? Grandmaster Yama-sama has been extremely worried about you since the destruction of the Stalking Shadow’s warehouse!”

I held up my hands to calm down Riku. “It’s okay, dude. We just respawned in my Base and had to stay there for about an hour. Couldn’t leave my Base until the timer was up.”

I almost thought about telling Riku about the Dwellers but decided against it. For now, I wanted to keep knowledge of the Dwellers with me and Cy. Riku didn’t need to worry about a possible invasion of the surface from the Dwellers on top of his troubles with the Stalking Shadows. Besides, it wasn’t like there was anything he or his fellow ninja could do about the Dwellers right now anyway.

“I see,” said Riku, nodding, although he still looked troubled. “Even so, you must come up to Yama-sama’s office. Some of our spies within the Stalking Shadows have reported some unusual happenings in the organization. Yama-sama hasn’t said what they are, but based on his expression and demeanor, I can only assume it is nothing good.”

“Does it relate to Atmosfear in any way?” I asked.

“You mean the Villain who killed you?” asked Riku. He shrugged. “I don’t know. The only way to find out is to up there and ask.”

I bit my lower lip but nodded. “Then lead the way and we shall follow.”

-

Minutes later, Cy and I stood in front of Grandmaster Yamamoto again. He was still seated on his throne like he was the last time we saw him, but he seemed far more agitated now. He kept pulling at his long mustache, muttering to himself under his breath in Japanese. Aimi and Riku stood on either side of his throne, as usual. Riku looked almost as agitated as Yamamoto, while Aimi gave off the aura of total calmness and control, although I could sense even she was somewhat worried about recent events.

“Hello, Yama-sama,” I said as Cy and I bowed before the Grandmaster. “Apologies for being late. We were held up by the respawn time limit in my Base and—”

“Oh, it’s not a problem,” said Yamamoto, waving off my apology before I could finish. “I am well aware of the … strange nature of you Heroes and Villains. I honestly did not expect you to get here so quickly, however. I assumed you would want to take time off to recover.”

“Recover from what?” I said.

“The trauma of dying, naturally,” said Yamamoto. “I have been told that it can be quite … traumatic for Heroes like yourself.”

I frowned but understood what Yamamoto meant. Due to the intense realism of Capes Online, players could very easily suffer trauma induced by death. It depended mostly on the Pain Level one set for oneself before playing. My Pain Level, of course, was set at Real, even with Kids Mode enabled, but so far death hadn’t negatively affected me that much. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because I was tougher than most players or maybe being in Project Second Life meant I could handle the trauma of death a lot better than most players. It was something to think about, anyway.

“No, sir, I don’t need time off to recover,” I said politely. “I can bounce back from trauma pretty well. I’m tougher than I look.”

“Apparently,” said Yamamoto. He shook his head. “Never mind, then. We must get on to the main point.”

“The aftermath of the attack,” I said. “What happened after Cy and I died? I know you guys managed to destroy the warehouse, but—”

“After your death, the charges exploded,” Aimi explained, speaking softly but clearly. “Riku and I just barely managed to escape in time. Had it not been for your deaths, the Villain Atmosfear and his Sidekick likely would have killed us as well.”

“Did Atmosfear and his Sidekick die in the explosion, too?” I asked.

“We are not sure,” Riku admitted. “They were still inside the warehouse when the charges went off and neither of us saw them escape. Of course, we were in the process of running away at the time, so we didn’t look too closely, but—”

“There is no way anyone could have survived such an explosion,” said Aimi flatly. “One charge alone can level a small house. The dozen or so charges we laid out would be enough to completely vaporize anyone unlucky enough to be caught within the general vicinity of the blast. Especially at such a close range.”

Aimi sounded confident about that, but I knew from experience that Atmosfear was one slippery criminal. If he could survive, he probably did. And even if he didn’t, all it would do was cause him and his Sidekick to respawn in his Hideout, wherever that was. Given how the explosion had happened only minutes after Cy and I got killed, I could only assume that Atmosfear and Giggles were back on the streets again. Even so, I took some comfort in the knowledge that their death had probably been fiery and extremely painful and Atmosfear lost all his experience and half his money. He was probably taking his frustration out on Giggles right now.

“All right,” I said reluctantly. “What about the illegal goods?”

“All of it was vaporized by the blast,” said Riku. “There isn’t even one drop of that poison that Master Haru and his dealers could sell to anyone. It is gone.”

Not entirely, I almost said aloud. I was thinking of the bottle of Z-Virus in my bag. I thought about mentioning it to the ninja but decided against it. Right now, the bottle was safe where it was. I had no intentions of using it. I didn’t even plan to sell it. At some point, I would probably destroy it to avoid the risk of it falling into the wrong hands. Meaning I’d probably have to blow it up into pieces. Perhaps I could ask the Ninja Guild if I could borrow a charge or two to use for this purpose.

“That is good news,” said Yamamoto. His eyes fell to the floor. “But it is still concerning to know that the Z-Virus is still out there. I remember the terror it caused far too well back in those days. It killed over half of the Ninja Guild during the height of the first outbreak, making it the deadliest enemy that the Ninja Guild has ever faced bar none.”

My eyes widened. I knew the Z-Virus had been an incredibly deadly virus, but hearing that it killed over half the Ninja Guild in its heyday was surprising nonetheless. “And now the Stalking Shadows are deliberately Infecting themselves with it in order to become immortal.”

“Fools,” said Yamamoto, shaking his head. “Damn fools, each and every one of them. I knew Haru was a two-faced liar, but to hear that he has somehow brainwashed his own men into Infecting themselves with the most dangerous virus ever created is a new low. I feel as though he has truly crossed the moral horizon. There is no coming back from such evil. No forgiveness, not even from me.”

Yamamoto spoke so sadly that I wondered if there was more to his and Master Haru’s relationship than I was first aware of. If so, I wondered if now was a good time to ask him about it. Nah. No point in opening up old wounds, not when we had more pressing matters to discuss.

“I know,” I said. I hesitated. “And I should let you all know that I am also infected with the Z-Virus.”

The effect was immediate. Yamamoto looked at me as if I had just said I was the Devil himself, while both Aimi and Riku drew throwing stars from their pouches and aimed them at me, but I quickly held up my hands and said, “Hold on. Although I have the Z-Virus, I am not actually contagious.”

“You are not?” said Yamamoto in a questioning tone. “How can that be? The Z-Virus was an extremely contagious disease. It is impossible not to spread it once you yourself have it unless you are Quarantined.”

“I know, but I’ve been able to find a way to contain it in my body,” I said. “Cy can back me up on that. Right, Cy?”

Cy nodded quickly. He seemed to be staring at Aimi and Riku’s weapons, no doubt thinking about how painful they were going to be. “Yeah, definitely. I’ve been with boss for a while and I haven’t gotten it at all. He’s perfectly safe.”

“See?” I said. “The only reason I wanted to let you guys know this is for disclosure. If we’re going to be working together to stop the Stalking Shadows and their spread of the Z-Virus, then I feel like it is only right that we are honest with each other.”

For a moment, I thought Yamamoto was going to order Aimi and Riku to kill me anyway. Wouldn’t surprise me. That was how Z-Virus carriers were treated back in the day from what I understood. Z-Virus carriers were to be killed on sight and their remains burned to ash because there was no efficient way of dealing with them other than that. And I wasn’t sure whether I would agree with them on that or if I would fight to the death myself.

Then Yamamoto nodded slowly. “I see. I believe you are telling the truth, both about being a Z-Virus carrier and also keeping it contained within your own body. It explains why your skin looks so pale.”

I touched the parts of my skin that my body did not cover up. I had looked in a mirror back in my Base and saw that my skin was definitely becoming paler. It still wasn’t as pale as Robert’s or Kuwabara’s skin, but it was getting there. And a glance at my screen showed that I was about 9% Infected now, which worried me greatly because I had no idea what would happen once I reached 10%. Hopefully nothing.

“Thank you for your honesty,” said Yamamoto with another nod of his head. “I greatly appreciate it.”

A new notification appeared both me all of a sudden:

[Grandmaster Yamamoto] appreciates your honesty even at the risk of your own life! Your relationship with [Grandmaster Yamamoto] has increased from ‘Friendly’ to ‘Trusted.’ Increase your relationship with [Grandmaster Yamamoto] even more in order to gain access to new missions and opportunities!

Huh. I guess honesty really was the best policy. Not that I was complaining. I wasn’t looking forward to dying two times in the same night, even if it was at the hands of different people.

Although Yamamoto no longer looked worried, I could tell Riku and especially Aimi were still rather upset with this revelation. I didn’t get any notifications about my relationship with them, but the way I saw it, I only really needed to be friends with Yamamoto. As long as Yamamoto liked me, then there was nothing Aimi or Riku could do about me. I hoped, at least.

“Now, then,” said Yamamoto as he stroked his beard. “The destruction of the Stalking Shadows’ warehouse and the Z-Virus bottles has indeed struck a great blow to the Stalking Shadows, but it has not defeated them, not by a long shot. The Stalking Shadows will only fall once we take out their leader, Master Haru.”

“Is that what we’re going to do next?” I asked.

Yamamoto nodded. “Indeed. After your help in destroying the Stalking Shadows’ Z-Virus supply, I now feel like I can safely entrust you with the mission of defeating Master Haru. The Stalking Shadows are a snake. If we can cut off the head—Master Haru—then the rest of the body will die. It is that simple.”

A notification appeared in my view, which read thus:

MISSION: Defeat the Stalking Shadows III

Due to your help in striking a near-crippling blow to the Stalking Shadows’ criminal empire, Grandmaster Yamamoto has asked you to participate in the defeat of Master Haru. You have proved yourself to be a trustworthy ally to the Ninja Guild. Don’t mess this up.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Intense

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Defeat Master Haru and end the Stalking Shadows

FAILURE: Get killed by Master Haru or one of his Stalking Shadow acolytes

REWARDS: Higher reputation with the Ninja Guild, plus a complete set of Ninjutsu Armor [Rare] and 10,000 credits. Other rewards dependent on how well one completes the mission. Only available after the entire mission has been completed.

ACCEPT? Y/N

That was a no-brainer. I accepted the mission and said to Yamamoto, “So, when do we get started?”
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As it turned out, however, we weren’t quite ready to get started right away. The mission to defeat Master Haru once and for all was to take place the following night at the current headquarters of the Stalking Shadows, a building on the south side of Adventure City labeled ‘Z-VIRUS FACTORY.’ I had never been to that part of the city before, so I didn’t quite know where it was. But thanks to the glowing dot on my map with the above label, I knew I would be able to find it pretty easily once I set out to do it.

From what I understood, the plan was for me, Cy, and a whole bunch of Ninja Guild members—ranging from normal [Ninja Assassins] to [Elite Ninja Assassins] and everything in between—were going to be part of a coordinated strike on the Stalking Shadows’ factory. The Ninja Guild spies had informed us that Master Haru was going to be on the defensive now and that we would need to act quickly and decisively if we were going to take him down once and for all, but Yamamoto thought that rushing into the next mission, especially after the events of tonight, would be a bad idea. He implied he had to speak to some allies about this as well, but when I pressed him for information, Yamamoto refused to tell us who his ‘allies’ were. I wondered if there were other ninja guilds around the city he was referring to or if he was referring to some non-ninja allies he had.

I also learned that the Stalking Shadows’ ‘headquarters’ was actually the factory where they were manufacturing the Z-Virus en mass. Supposedly, Master Haru spent a lot of time there overlooking the production of the Z-Virus itself. That was why we believed Master Haru was going to be there tonight.

In any case, I couldn’t complain about this decision. After tonight, Cy and I needed to take some time to rest and recover from all of the excitement anyway. Plus, I needed to spend the next day getting ready for the final mission tonight. Although I couldn’t prove it, I had the strongest feeling that Atmosfear was also going to be at the Stalking Shadows’ factory tonight. If he was, then we would inevitably fight each other, so I had to be ready for that as well.

That night, Cy and I returned to the Base and we both slept very well. Well, Cy slept well, anyway. I had trouble sleeping. My dreams were full of dark-clad ninja chasing me down hallways or shambling zombies pursuing me down increasingly narrow alleyways. Sometimes the dreams got so realistic that I wasn’t sure if I was in reality anymore, although when you thought about it, what made my dreams any less real than the game world I inhabited?

In any case, when I woke up the next morning bleary-eyed from a lack of good sleep, I almost hit the snooze button on my alarm clock so I could just go straight back to sleep when a familiar voice said, “Good morning, Nyle. I hope you slept well.”

Startled by the voice, I fell out of bed in a tangle of my bed sheets and blankets. Looking up, I saw Chuck standing there with his arms folded in front of his chest. With his sunglasses over his eyes, it was a little hard to read his expression, but I could tell he was rather amused by my current predicament.

Untangling myself from my blankets, I said, “Morning, Chuck. You sound cheery.”

“That’s because I just had my first sip of coffee,” said Chuck. He held up his hand and a cheap coffee cup with the words ‘WORLD’S GREATEST DAD’ appeared on the side. “Dark as midnight. Exactly how I like it.”

“Can I have some?” I asked as I finished untangling myself from my blankets. I stood up and then sat back down on my bed with a yawn. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Nightmares, right?” said Chuck with a sip of his steaming hot coffee.

“How did you know I have nightmares?” I asked. I rubbed my forehead. “How am I dreaming at all? I haven’t heard about players dreaming in this game. I didn’t know it was possible.”

“That’s because players normally don’t dream,” said Chuck casually. “When normal players sleep in-game, they typically don’t even feel it. It will simply skip from night to morning or whatever time they go to sleep and wake up at. From what the game developers explained to me, ‘sleep’ in this game is an illusion, mostly designed to aid in its realism. Technically, you can get the same benefits from sleeping from other sources, but they decided this was the best and most natural way for players to receive those benefits.”

I nodded. “You remind me a lot of Funky right now. Sounds like something he would say.”

Chuck shrugged. “Just a coincidence, I’m sure.”

I nodded again, although now I was thinking about Funky. The last time I had seen Funky, he had logged off after the Blackout in order to deal with some urgent business in the real world. My Friends List showed that he hadn’t logged back on at all since then. I sometimes worried about whether something had happened to him in the real world that might be keeping him from logging back on. Or maybe he had gotten so traumatized from the Blackout that he didn’t want to play this game again. Then again, if Funky was one of Capes Online’s developers, as I suspected he was, then he was probably working overtime to make sure the game didn’t get shut down.

“Due to your status as a Project Second Life participant, however, you can still dream,” said Chuck. He tapped the side of his head. “Remember, your whole mind was uploaded to Capes Online, whereas other players simply log into the game like any other game. That includes the ability to dream.”

“I see,” I said. “I guess that shows Project Second Life is basically working as intended, huh?”

“It is definitely a sign that the mind-to-upload process has improved,” said Chuck. “The first few people we uploaded to Capes Online lacked the ability to dream and—”

Chuck suddenly stopped talking. He gave off the air that he was about to delve into a subject he lacked the authority to discuss. He even glanced to the left and to the right real quick, like he was worried someone might be eavesdropping on us.

“What were you saying, Chuck?” I asked. “You were saying something about the other Project Second Life participants.”

Chuck shook his head and quickly regained his normal calm expression. “It is nothing, at least nothing you need to worry about.”

I frowned. Chuck had clearly been about to tell me something about the other Project Second Life participants, but apparently, it was too sensitive a subject to discuss even with me. It was another reminder that Chuck, for all his friendliness, was still bound by the rules of the Department of VR, meaning there were undoubtedly certain topics even he wasn’t allowed to disclose to me.

“Regardless, I didn’t come here to discuss dreams,” said Chuck. “I came here to update you on the Z-Virus situation, plus the current status of Project Second Life in the real world.”

Those words caught my interest, but the two subjects were both so interesting to me that I wasn’t sure which one to ask about first.

Luckily, Chuck chose for me and said, “Let’s start with the Z-Virus situation because it is most pertinent to you currently. How has Kids Mode been?”

“Bad, but not as bad as I thought,” I said. “I ran into a lizard person whose every third word was a censored swear word. It was … weird.”

Chuck smirked slightly when I said that. “Yes, I have been informed by other players that Kids Mode can be a very different experience if you are used to playing the full uncensored adult version of Capes Online. Nonetheless, it seems to have done a good job at slowing down your rate of Infection. You are only at nine percent Infection. Had we not applied Kids Mode to you, you would probably be at twenty-five percent Infection right now, at which point you would basically be screwed.”

I felt my skin again. “Whoa. I didn’t realize Kids Mode was that effective. Makes me feel a bit better about it.”

“Yes, but it is still no cure so I wouldn’t get too comfortable with it if I were you,” said Chuck. “Still, this is good to know. It means Kids Mode still works on this particular strain of the Z-Virus. I will have to make sure that this mode is applied to other Infected players.”

I paused. “Wait, are you saying that the Z-Virus is spreading?”

Chuck grimaced. “Yes, I was just about to get to that. Capes Online Support has received reports from other players—all outside the Project Second Life program, by the way—informing us about this odd virus their characters have contracted. There have also been additional reports from non-Infected players about battling zombified Civilians in the streets. Right now, no one seems to recognize the Z-Virus for what it is, but with the number of Infected growing by the hour, it is only a matter of time before they do.”

“And if they do, what will happen then?” I said.

“Mass panic at best,” said Chuck. “At worst, it might be the last straw for most of the players who didn’t log off after the Blackout. There’s a high chance that the spread of the Z-Virus could cripple Capes Online itself it a cure is not developed in time. Everyone is already on edge after the Blackout. This could be the final straw.”

I gulped. “And if that happened, then would Capes Online be shut down entirely?”

“Perhaps,” said Chuck. He sipped his coffee again, but he did not seem to be enjoying it very much. “That is why the Capes Online developers are hard at work on developing a cure. That is also why my Department is desperately trying to find and capture Atmosfear.”

“You should,” I said. “Atmosfear is most definitely behind the spread of the Z-Virus. He and his Sidekick Giggles killed me and Cy in a warehouse where the Stalking Shadows kept tons of Z-Virus bottles. We managed to destroy their supply of Z-Virus, but we think they might be producing it in a factory somewhere.”

“A factory?” Chuck repeated. “How could they be producing the Z-Virus in a factory? I know the original Z-Virus was designed by a Mad Scientist, but he never successfully mass-produced it, certainly not on the scale we are talking about. And I would think that any such activity like the mass production of a deadly virus would have been noticed and stopped a long time ago by the developers.”

“You would think so, but there are a lot of things that just aren’t so,” I said. “Maybe whatever method Atmosfear used to disable your tracking systems he’s also using to hide the factory.”

Chuck paused, his cup halfway between his mouth and his hand. “You know, that might be true. It would explain where the Z-Virus needles are coming from and how they are being produced in such large quantities.”

I nodded. “And I think that the Ninja Guild has found the factory. It’s right here on my map.”

I opened my map and pointed at the glowing dot labeled ‘STALKING SHADOW HQ’ on my map. “The Ninja Guild’s spies have informed us of a factory in South Adventure City. The public story is that it’s a needle factory, but there’s evidence the Stalking Shadows are using the factory to mass-produce the weaker strain of the Z-Virus that they’ve been selling to unsuspecting players and NPCs alike.”

Chuck leaned in more closely, being careful not to spill his drink. “Hmm. That does sound suspicious. If this is the source of the Z-Virus, then it is in our best interests to make sure that it is destroyed.”

“That’s exactly why we’re heading there tonight,” I said. “Most of the Ninja Guild, Cy, and I are going to head out there and destroy the factory. We suspect Master Haru is hanging out there, too, so we can kill two birds with one stone if we can pull this plan off.”

“Yes, I agree,” said Chuck. “That would be killing two birds with one stone … if you were going to go there, that is.”

I stared at Chuck in confusion. “Wait, what do you mean?”

Chuck stood back to his full height. “I appreciate you sharing this information with me, Nyle, but given the importance of his mission, I am afraid that I must ask you to stay here.”

“Stay here …?” I said. “In my Base?”

Chuck nodded and sipped his coffee again. “Precisely. You must stay here, where it is safe until we have dealt with the Stalking Shadows and the Z-Virus factory ourselves. I hope you will understand this.”
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No way,” I said. I rose from my bed, my fatigue and lack of sleep forgotten as I looked directly into Chuck’s eyes. “I can’t stay here. This is my mission, the one I’ve been working on for the past few days. If I don’t go there and help the Ninja Guild kill Master Haru, I will fail the mission and not get any rewards.”

“I understand how important completing missions is for you, but trust me, this is for the best,” said Chuck. “I have already gotten heat from Director Johnson for allowing you to roam freely through Capes Online despite your current status as a Z-Virus carrier. I am not sure he would want you in the middle of a highly sensitive operation like this one, where the decisions made there could potentially impact not just the game, but Project Second Life itself.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “You said you have some updates on Project Second Life.”

“Yes, I did,” Chuck agreed. “There is still much uncertainty about the Project, but Director Johnson has successfully managed to convince President Nelson to keep it going. That’s the good news.”

“Good news,” I repeated. “Does that mean there is bad news?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” said Chuck. He sipped his coffee again, but somewhat nervously this time. “Project Second Life is only going to remain active and online if we keep a strict leash on participants in the program such as yourself.”

“Is that why you are keeping me here?” I said, gesturing at my Base. “Because President Nelson will shut it down if you don’t?”

“Please understand,” said Chuck, speaking more quickly than usual, though not as quickly as my temper rose. “If you went to this factory and failed to destroy it, there could be untold consequences that would affect not just Capes Online, but Project Second Life itself. I believe that if someone else deals with it, then perhaps we can ensure the continuation of both Capes Online and Project Second Life, especially if we’re able to capture Atmosfear.”

“Who else could possibly deal with the factory aside from me?” I asked.

“The Glitch Elimination Task Force,” said Chuck. “I plan to inform them about the Z-Virus factory so they can destroy it themselves. It’s what they do, after all.”

I bit my lower lip. “I’m not sure the Glitch Elimination Task Force is up to it.”

“I believe they are,” said Chuck. “Not only is every member of the Force over level one hundred, but they are all skilled players in their own right with specialized training for dealing with glitches. A hidden factory churning out Z-Virus needles en mass would certainly fall under their purview, in my opinion. And I am even more certain they wouldn’t mind taking Atmosfear into custody, either.”

“But Atmosfear is my enemy,” I said, jerking a thumb at my chest. “I need to stop him myself.”

“I know all about your personal history with Atmosfear, Nyle, but this is our best option,” said Chuck. “By letting the Glitch Elimination Task Force destroy the factory and capture Atmosfear, we will not only nip the Z-Virus in the bud but also deal with the number one threat to Project Second Life’s continued existence, namely Atmosfear. That is most certainly a two birds, one stone situation, wouldn’t you agree?”

I bit my lip even harder. I found Chuck’s logic rational, but I didn’t like the idea of being cooped up in my Base for so long. “Will I be stuck in here forever or just until the situation is over?”

“Once the factory is destroyed and Atmosfear in custody, I will be more than happy to let you out,” said Chuck. “Until then, however, you need to stay here. I hope that you are able to understand why that is.”

I did, but I still didn’t like it. It meant I would fail my mission, but that wasn’t my biggest issue. My biggest issue was that I wouldn’t be able to stop Atmosfear personally. I still saw him as my enemy and my responsibility. Yes, it wasn’t my fault that he got into the game, but that didn’t matter. He was the first criminal I ever chased as a police officer and I’ll be darned if I am going to let him get away.

“I see what you mean,” I said, “and I guess it isn’t going to be forever, but I still want to help.”

“Trust me, you will help immensely just by staying put where you are,” said Chuck, waving at my room. “The less involvement you have in this situation, the better.”

“I suppose,” I said. “Anyway, how is the cure for the Z-Virus coming along?”

Chuck grimaced. “Not well, from what I understand. The developers have been struggling to come up with an antidote, not helped by the fact that they don’t actually have a copy of the Z-Virus to study. All they can do is study the bodies of players and NPCs who have been infected with it, but that isn’t the same as studying the actual virus itself, you understand.”

I nodded, but then stopped nodding as realization dawned on me. “You say they need an actual copy of the Z-Virus to study in order to make an antidote for it?”

“Yes,” said Chuck. He looked at me curiously. “Why do you ask?”

I opened my item inventory, picked out the Z-Virus bottle I had taken from the warehouse, and held it out toward Chuck. “Here. Give this to the developers. It’s a strain of the Z-Virus I recovered from the warehouse. They should be able to study it and figure out how to design a cure for it.”

Chuck stepped backward when I held out the bottle toward him, a wary look on his face. It occurred to me that I didn’t know if Chuck’s in-game avatar counted as a player character like me or if he was just some type of illusion or hologram. Given how he reacted when I held out the bottle to him, maybe his avatar was actually his player character. If so, then he clearly didn’t have a particularly strong imagination, given how it looked just like him (or how I assumed he must look in real life, anyway).

“Are you sure about that?” asked Chuck. He kept his eyes on the bottle as if it was a snake about to attack him.

“Positive,” I said. “Don’t worry. I don’t think you’ll get Infected just by touching it.”

“Even so, I have no intention of coming down with the Z-Virus,” said Chuck. “Luckily, I don’t need to touch it in order to grab it.”

Chuck held out his hand and then the Z-Virus bottle disappeared from my hand. A notification popped up:

You have given (1) Z-Virus bottle to [Agent Charles Omar].

“Thank you for this,” said Chuck. I didn’t see the Z-Virus bottle in his hands, so I assumed it was probably in his own item inventory. “I shall pass it on to Capes Online’s developers as soon as we are done talking. With this sample, they might very well be able to come up with an antidote to the Z-Virus.”

“I hope so,” I said. “How long do you think it will take them to do that?”

“I am not sure,” said Chuck. “It all depends on how fast they work and whether the Z-Virus can be used against itself like a vaccine. I will ask them to get to it ASAP, although I have a feeling I won’t need to, given how everyone at SI Games knows the consequences of what would happen if the Z-Virus returns.”

I nodded. I felt pretty proud of myself for keeping that Z-Virus bottle. Admittedly, I had felt nervous about walking around with it in my inventory like that, but it looked like it was going to work out in the end after all. Assuming, that is, that Capes Online’s developers could develop an anti-Z-Virus vaccine in time.

“Now, then,” said Chuck. He set his coffee cup down on the air and it vanished into thin air. “With that out of the way, I believe it is time for me to go. But first …”

Chuck tapped empty air a couple of times and then I got this notification:

[Hero Winter] denied permission to exit Base. Duration: 24 hours.

“What?” I said, almost shouting that word. “Hey, man, what gives? I thought you’d let me go after I gave you the bottle.”

Chuck looked at me apologetically. “Forgive me, Nyle. While I deeply appreciate the help you’ve been so far, it really would be better for you if you stayed here. Your help doesn’t change the fact that you need to stay where you are, at least until the factory is destroyed and Atmosfear is in custody. It’s nothing personal.”

My hands balled into fists. “See if I ever help you again.”

“No need to get upset,” said Chuck. “And look, I even gave you a time limit. Of course, it is impossible to trap a player in their Base forever, but I think twenty-four hours should be more than long enough for the Task Force to deal with the Z-Virus factory and Atmosfear.”

“What am I supposed to do for twenty-four hours?” I asked Chuck.

Chuck gestured at the blankets lying on the floor at my feet. “Make your bed and perhaps take a nap. I am aware that I accidentally interrupted your sleep. And given how late you stayed up last night, you probably need to catch up on your sleep anyway.”

“Come on,” I said. “You expect me to just lie around and sleep like I have nothing better to do?”

Chuck flashed a smirk. “Well, technically speaking, you don’t have anything better to do, now, do you?”

With a wave and another smirk, Chuck disappeared, leaving me standing alone in my room, feeling both shocked and betrayed by these sudden developments. And wondering if whether Chuck really was as nice as I thought he was.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

Despite the notification I got informing me that the Base was locked, I ran out of my room, jumped down to the base floor of the warehouse, and rushed over to the front door. I immediately wrapped both hands around the doorknob and pulled as hard as I could, straining every muscle in my body to help me.

But no matter how hard I tugged and pulled, I was unable to make the door even budge. It felt like pulling a mountain, even though it was a simple wooden door that couldn’t have weighed no more than 15 pounds if that.

As soon as I let go of the doorknob, I got this notification:

ERROR! [Hero Winter] not allowed to leave Base. Duration: 24 hours.

Gritting my teeth, I turned around and ran to the back door on the other side of the warehouse. I pulled on the doorknob, using all of my Strength and then some to force it open, but to my great frustration, the back door was as impossible to open as the front door, earning me yet another notification:

ERROR! [Hero Winter] not allowed to leave Base. Duration: 24 hours.

My scowl deepened. Both were basically locked. Which meant that Chuck had locked me in here. The jerk.

Then my eyes wandered up to the windows above. Normally, I barely paid attention to the windows running along the ceiling of the warehouse because they were too far out of reach for me to do anything about. But now that I had the Snow Cape item, that meant I could fly. Only about ten feet into the air, true, but with a good head start, that would be more than enough for me to reach the windows.

I took a couple of steps back, squatted down as far as I could, and then jumped into the air as high as I naturally could. At the exact height of my jump, I activated Flight and zoomed up into the air like a bullet toward the lowest window. At the speed I was going, I ought to smash straight through the window and crash out onto the street somewhere outside—

My face crashed directly into the window. It was like running into a wall. My face didn’t even crack the glass and I fell back down onto the floor flat on my back. The impact rattled my skull and earned me this debuff:

Debuff added: Dazed. -10% Agility and Dexterity. Duration: 1 minute.

“Dang it!” I shouted, slamming my fists on the floor in frustration.

Another notification replaced the debuff prompt:

ERROR! [Hero Winter] not allowed to leave Base. Duration: 24 hours.

“DANG IT!” I practically screamed. “Now it’s just mocking me!”

I heard a door slam open and looked up to see Cy rushing out of his room, shouting, “Boss! I heard someone screaming. What’s going—”

Unfortunately, Cy had been running so fast that he wasn’t watching where he was going. He hit the railing and flipped over the side of the railing and landed flat on the floor. He was still for like a second before getting back to his feet and running over to me, albeit in a drunken sort of way and clutching the part of his head that had hit the concrete floor.

“Boss, what’s the matter?” said Cy as he stopped before me. “Why are you lying on the floor?”

“I hit my head against the window while flying,” I said, rubbing my head as I sat up. I winced at the pain in my back. “Nothing serious.”

Cy breathed a sigh of relief. “Whew. I thought for sure you were attacked by more ninja again. Turns out you just did what I do all the time. Silly boss.”

The fact that Cy hit his head against solid surfaces all the time explained a lot, but I rose to my feet and said, “Never mind that. We’re stuck.”

“Stuck?” said Cy. “Stuck where?”

I gestured at the entirety of my Base. “In my Base. Chuck locked me in my Base while he sends the Glitch Elimination Task Force to destroy the Z-Virus factory. All exits and potential exits have been locked and can’t be opened at all.”

“What?” Cy said in surprise. “But if we stay here, we won’t be able to complete the mission!”

“I know,” I said. “I tried to explain it to him, but he said we needed to stay here for … reasons.”

I was about to explain the whole politics behind it but realized that Cy, as an NPC and a Sidekick, had no idea about the world outside Capes Online or how it even all worked. Heck, it confused even me. He didn’t need to understand it.

“Dang it,” said Cy. “I wonder if we can contact the Ninja Guild and let them know we won’t be able to make it tonight? Maybe they’ll be willing to put it off until we can get out of here.”

“I have no way of contacting anyone from the Ninja Guild,” I said. “Aimi, Riku, and Yamamoto are not in my Friends List. Plus, based on how urgent this mission is, I doubt they would be willing to reschedule it for us. It might not even be possible to reschedule it, depending on how urgent this mission is.”

“So you mean we’re going to fail?” asked Cy, making big, sad puppy dog eyes. “For the first time ever?”

“Not unless we can find a way out of here,” I said. “I already tried the front and back doors and the windows, but they’re all locked and have become physically impossible to open, much less destroy.”

“How about the Basement?” asked Cy. “Remember those five tunnels? Zazoom said they lead into the Sewers. Seems to me that all we need to do is leave through one of those tunnels and see if we can find a way to get back to the surface.”

I frowned. “Are you sure that will work? The Basement counts as part of this Base. I wouldn’t be surprised if the tunnels had been blocked off as well.”

“Well, we won’t know until we try,” Cy said. “Can we at least go check?”

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Well, I guess it won’t hurt to look. But I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you. I doubt Chuck would forget about the Basement.”

-

As I suspected, the five tunnels leading into the Sewers were completely blocked off. Before, all five of them had stood wide open, showing nothing but empty darkness beyond their arches. Now, however, each tunnel entrance was blocked off by massive stone blocks that completely filled the tunnel. Even Cy, who was a pretty skinny guy, couldn’t find a gap wide enough for him to slip through.

“Well,” said Cy as we stood in front of the middle tunnel entrance, my flashlight focused on the smooth stone surface of the block. “I guess they really did think of everything after all, huh?”

“Yep,” I said, running my hand down the surface of the blocked-off tunnel entrance. I punched it lightly with my fist. “Wonder if we can break it down through sheer force.”

“Doubt it,” said Cy. “I mean, you’re pretty strong and all, boss, but I have a feeling even Lightbringer wouldn’t be able to break this. You can try, though.”

I nodded and took a step back. I fired Ice Beam at it, but when the Ice Beam struck the stone blockade, it melted upon impact. When I cut off my Ice Beam, the stone block looked the same as before, showing no sign I had been shooting it at all.

“So not only is it too thick to punch through, but it is also anti-elemental attacks,” I said. I scowled. “So those designers are SI Games can design an impenetrable and unbreakable stone block, but apparently can’t design a vaccine to a virus they designed without having to reboot the game entirely. Jerks.”

“Think of it this way, boss,” said Cy with a smile. “At least we don’t have to worry about the Dwellers coming up for a visit. Those guys are creepy.”

“Maybe so, but we’re still stuck here ourselves,” I said. “What are we going to do for twenty-four hours?”

Cy gestured at the hundreds of boxes and crates behind us. “We could always look through those boxes for any interesting items. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“No,” I said flatly. “I hate sorting through things. Sally loved sorting things, but—”

“Who’s Sally?” asked Cy, tilting his head to the side in confusion.

I was about to call Cy an idiot for asking such a stupid question until I remembered that I really hadn’t told Cy very much about my previous life in the real world. He didn’t know about Sally, my dad, my life as a police officer, or any of that. It seemed weird that I had come to know Cy so well but had failed to tell him very much about my past. Then again, based on some of Cy’s own earlier comments, it was clear I wasn’t the only one hiding secrets.

“My fiancee from before I became a Hero,” I said without looking at Cy. “We were supposed to be married … before the accident that got me and Atmosfear here, that is.”

“Oh,” said Cy. “Sorry to hear that. Was she hot?”

I glared at Cy. “What do you think?”

Cy held up his hands suddenly. “Okay, okay, I got it. She probably was. I mean, if she looked anything like Recover, who you obviously have a thing for—”

“When did I say that?” I said, perhaps too quickly.

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Cy. “I see the way you look at her. I know how much her betrayal during the Blackout hurt you.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, boss. If you need someone to talk to, I’m your man.”

I shrugged Cy’s hand off my shoulder and said, “Cy, I am pretty sure you need to get your eyes worked on. I like Recover as a friend and Teammate. Nothing more.”

I didn’t really mean that. The fact was, Cy, despite his general klutzy nature, was a lot more perceptive than I originally thought. I did, in fact, have some feelings for Recover, feelings that were a lot deeper than simple physical lust. And he was absolutely right that our fight during the Blackout and her subsequent quitting of Team Winter had hurt me more than I would ever admit.

But I wasn’t sure if I should develop any sort of relationship with her. After all, Capes Online was my world now. To Recover, this was just a game she played every now and then. I wasn’t sure that I, a digital being, could form a relationship with a physical being like Recover. I didn’t think it would be fair to her, given how different our worlds were. And that was assuming I felt attracted to her, which I had to admit I was. But whether that attraction was just lust or actual love … I wasn’t sure yet.

My thoughts were interrupted by a loud alarm ringing somewhere above us. Before either Cy or I could respond, a notification appeared before me:

An Intruder has broken into your Base! Please see Security Camera footage for more information on the identity of the Intruder.

As soon as I dismissed that notification, a video popped up in my view. It showed the street outside the front door of Warehouse 13 from what appeared to be a few minutes ago. The footage showed that the street was entirely empty save for a stray cat playing with a dead mouse, but then the cat looked up as if it had heard something, picked up the mouse in its mouth, and darted away out of view of the camera.

I soon saw the reason for that. A man wearing a dark cloak that covered his body from head to toe walked down the alleyway. He was a fairly tall figure, but the cloak he wore completely obscured his entire body, making it impossible to tell who he was. If I was looking at him in real life, I might be able to Scan him, but as it was all I could do was watch the footage and see it play out.

The cloaked man stopped in front of the front door of the Base. He grabbed the handle and gently tugged on it before noticing the outside keypad. He immediately punched a password into the keypad, but when it apparently failed, he shook his head and held out his hand toward the front door. A full-sized holographic keyboard appeared before him, which he immediately began typing on like he did this sort of thing every day.

After a few seconds of typing, the cloaked man dismissed the keyboard and then tried the door again. This time, the door opened and he went inside, though not without first glancing up at the camera as if to say he knew he was being watched.

That was where the security footage ended, and Cy—who must have seen it as well—said, “Holy crud, boss! Did you see that? That guy broke into our Base without breaking a sweat. Who is he?”

“Not sure, but based on that cloak, I’m guessing he’s with the Stalking Shadows,” I said. “I bet they sent one of their Assassins to take us down. Let’s head back to the surface. If he’s in our Base, then we have no choice but to engage him in battle.”

“Battle?” said a familiar cool, calm voice behind me. “You wouldn’t want to find me. Not unless you want to spend the rest of your week in a hospital, anyway.”

Cy and I whirled around to see the cloaked figure from the security footage standing before us. In-person, he was even taller than I thought. The hood still hid his face but there was something oddly familiar about the way he stood, like I had seen him somewhere before. Even stranger, though, was that my Hero Sense hadn’t picked up on him at all. Either he was a really high-level Villain with a cloaking Power of some sort or he had some other way of avoiding detection by my Power. Regardless, he was clearly an enemy who needed to be stopped before he killed us.

Quickly, I Scanned the figure, but got this information:

ERROR! [Cloaked Figure] cannot be Scanned due to Cloak of Shadow.

Ah. His cloak appeared to be an item of some sort that negated Scan. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it after we took him out.

“You sound awfully confident for a guy wearing a cloak,” I said. I summoned twin Ice Daggers in my hands, while Cy raised his fists like he was ready for battle. “But we outnumber you two to one. If anyone is going to be spending the week in a hospital, it will have to be you.”

The Cloaked Figure chuckled. “Looks like you’ve learned a couple new Powers since I last saw you, Winter. And I really like the cape. It looks really cool.”

Cy gasped and muttered to me, “He’s making puns, boss. He can’t be that bad if he makes puns, right?”

I wanted to slap Cy in the face, but I kept my attention focused purely on the Cloaked Figure. “Don’t act like you know me. We’ve never met before.”

“Actually, we have,” said the Cloaked Figure. “But maybe my cloak is confusing you. Let me show you who I am.”

The cloaked figure raised his hands and lowered his hood. As he did so, Cy and I both gasped, because we had no trouble recognizing the man standing before us:

It was FunkyFresh94, who we called Funky for short. And he wore a dead serious expression on his face.


CHAPTER FORTY

 

There was no mistaking the cloaked man standing before us for anyone else. Although his cloak hid most of his body, his face was most definitely Funky’s. He even still wore his football helmet, although now it was golden for some reason, which made me think Funky must have gotten some new Equipment since the last time I saw him. Either that or he had just spray painted it gold. Either option was likely with Funky, who was perhaps the oddest and most eccentric figure on Team Winter, if not the most mysterious.

“Funky?” I said. I smiled and lowered my Ice Daggers. “So glad to see you. I thought you were an Assassin sent from the Stalking Shadows for a second there.”

“No worries,” said Funky with a swift nod. “I know what you’ve been through recently. Better to be safe than sorry, I always say.”

“But where’s Lennox?” asked Cy, looking around. “You know, your pet dragon?”

As soon as Cy said that, a tiny red dragon the size of a cat shot out of the back of Funky’s cloak, did a quick circuit of the Basement, and then rested on Funky’s shoulders. Lennox the dragon looked quite content on Funky’s shoulders, but he was still looking at Cy and me carefully as if he wasn’t quite sure he could trust us yet.

“Right here,” said Funky as he scratched Lennox’s chin. “I knew walking around in public would draw unnecessary attention to me, so I had to hide him in my Cloak of Shadow.”

“Where have you been for the past two weeks, anyway?” I asked in confusion. “I mean, I know you have a life outside the game and all, but lots of stuff has been happening recently and I really could have used your help for a lot of it.”

“As I said, I had some business to attend to in the real world.” Funky grimaced. “Still do, in all honesty. But when I learned about what was going down tonight, I knew I had to get back into the game as fast as I could.”

“Do you mean the raid on the Z-Virus factory?” I asked. “How did you find out about that? Only the SI Games and Department of VR people know about that.”

“Let’s just say I have some contacts in SI Games who are rather free with their information and leave it at that,” said Funky vaguely. “The point is that the Department of VR made a terrible mistake in locking you away here, even if they had good intentions for doing so.”

I frowned. Although I didn’t argue with Funky’s last statement, I did have problems with his first. Funky always insisted he was ‘just’ a gamer, ‘just’ a Capes Online fanboy who happened to know a lot about the game and how it functioned, but for the longest time I had come to suspect he was actually one of the game’s programmers, designers, or developers. His knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics and secrets was even deeper than Cy’s. I didn’t understand why Funky was so coy about his real identity, especially since he now knew mine, but I supposed that would be a question to worry about later. Seemed like everyone in this game had their own secrets.

“Yeah, I agree, it was,” I said. “Doesn’t explain how you got in here, though.”

“Sorry about that,” said Funky. “I needed to talk to you ASAP and I couldn’t wait until your twenty-four-hour limit was up. So I hacked into your Base’s security systems and bypassed the password-protected lock entirely. Don’t worry about replacing it. It should still work. I simply disabled it for a few minutes so I could get in.”

My eyes narrowed. “And how did you know Cy and I were in the Basement? The Basement is a Secret Room. Even I didn’t know about it until yesterday.”

“I didn’t see you in your rooms or the main Warehouse space,” said Funky. “Using simple deduction, I figured you must have found a Secret Room in your Base. Also, you left the Basement entrance open in your bathroom.”

I glared at Cy. “Cy, did you forget to close the entrance to the Basement before we entered?”

“Sorry about that,” said Cy apologetically. “I didn’t think anyone would be able to follow after us. Or that anyone could enter the Base at all other than us, that is.”

“Normally, most people can’t,” Funky agreed. “But Secret Rooms can be entered even by people who don’t know about them if you leave the door open. That’s a feature most people aren’t aware of. So I’d recommend closing the door behind you every time you come down here to avoid making unwanted visitors aware of your Basement.”

I was a bit annoyed that Cy hadn’t even mentioned that as a possible security issue, but decided that we’d just have to do that from now on, especially if we had any visitors over who we didn’t want to be aware of the Basement. “All right, then. You said something about locking me away being a mistake. Not that I disagree with you, but I do wonder why you think that.”

“Because the Z-Virus factory is a trap,” said Funky. “And the Glitch Elimination Task Force is about to walk directly into it unless we can stop them.”

“A trap?” I said. “What do you mean?”

Funky continued to scratch Lennox’s chin, the serious look on his face never changing. “You know by now that Atmosfear is working with Master Haru to spread a weakened version of the Z-Virus among the players and NPCs of Capes Online, right?”

“Of course,” I said. My eyes narrowed again. “How do you know that if you haven’t been playing Capes Online for two weeks?”

“My contacts in SI Game told me,” said Funky without missing a beat. “They are very helpful.”

There was Funky’s deliberate vagueness again. I liked the guy, but frankly, if he wanted to be a deceptive Villain than a brave Hero, I felt like he could pull that off without a hitch. “Do you know why Atmosfear and Master Haru are trying to do this?”

“Not exactly,” said Funky, “but I got a clue from a spy within the Stalking Shadows that they are deliberately luring in both the Ninja Guild and the Glitch Elimination Task Force to the factory for the purpose of brainwashing them.”

“Brainwashing them?” I said. “What do you mean?”

Funky sighed. “Let me start from the beginning. You know that this particular strand of the Z-Virus is actually a weaker, less potent version of the original, right?”

“Right,” I said, nodding, “but it’s still just as deadly.”

“Not quite so,” said Funky, shaking his head. “It won’t kill you if it Infects you completely. It merely turns you into a soulless zombie that can be controlled by anyone with sufficiently high Charisma.”

“Really?” I said. “I didn’t know that.”

“It’s what the SI Games developers discovered while trying to design a vaccine,” said Funky. “Anyway, it appears at this point that the Stalking Shadows intend to Infect both the Ninja Guild and the Task Force with the Z-Virus in order to make them subservient to Master Haru. In one fell swoop, Master Haru will have rid himself of his biggest rival in Adventure City and get some very powerful minions who will obey his every command.”

I froze when Funky said that. I was thinking about Targetman and how high-leveled he was. I understood that most of the Glitch Elimination Task Force members were similar to him in level. “If Master Haru gets both the Task Force and the Ninja Guild on his side …”

“He will be almost unstoppable,” Funky finished for me. “Which is why I need your help. You already have this as your mission. Plus, you know about the issue already, so I don’t have to fill you in on why this is a bad thing.”

“If this is what Master Haru is trying to do, then why don’t you warn SI Games?” I asked. “You have contacts in the company. Why not let them know so they can call back the Task Force?”

“Because no one listens to—I mean, I’m just a player,” said Funky. He put a hand on his chest. “They probably wouldn’t listen to me anyway and would probably be more interested in finding out how I knew that information than anything.”

“I see,” I said. “So you decided to take matters into your own hands and stop Master Haru and Atmosfear yourself?”

“Pretty much,” said Funky. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Not entirely by myself, of course. There’s no way I could take on the Stalking Shadows myself. That’s why I need your help. Will you come with me?”

Suddenly, a brand new notification appeared in my view:

CUSTOM TEAM MISSION: Stop Master Haru and Atmosfear

Your Teammate FunkyFresh94 has explained the real situation to you and why he needs your help. Will you leave your Base and go with him to stop the Stalking Shadow’s dastardly plan to brainwash the Ninja Guild and Glitch Elimination Task Force or will you elect to stay behind and let him do it?

NOTE: Accepting this mission does not override any previous missions.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Intense

RARITY: Unique

SUCCESS: Defeat Master Haru and Atmosfear

FAILURE: Allow all members of the Ninja Guild and Glitch Elimination Task Force to be Infected with the Z-Virus

REWARDS: Unknown (to be determined by FunkyFresh94)

ACCEPT? Y/N

“Wait …” I squinted at the screen. “Are you offering me a mission?”

“I am,” said Funky. “Certain kinds of players can create custom missions that other players can complete. I am once such player and thus I am offering you this mission.”

“Well, you really don’t need to offer it to me,” I said as I hit ‘Y.’ “I was planning to go and stop the Stalking Shadows anyway.”

“I know, but I thought I would give you extra motivation to do so,” said Funky. He winked at me. “Plus, I will definitely make it worth your while. Trust me on that.”

If Funky was indeed one of Capes Online’s developers, as I suspected he was, then I had no reason to doubt that he could reward me greatly if I accepted his mission. Perhaps he would have a secret piece of Equipment to give to me or something. In any case, it didn’t hurt to accept the mission, regardless of what the rewards were.

“All right, then,” I said. I tossed my Ice Daggers away and said, “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

Funky smiled. “Sure thing, but we need to make one more stop before we do so.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

The ‘one last stop’ Funky spoke of was Recover’s Base. Although Recover’s Base was in the exact opposite direction from the factory, Funky explained we still had time to talk to her because the raid wasn’t going to happen until tonight. I thought we should go and attack the factory early, but Funky insisted we needed a plan and more allies before we tried to do that. His explanation made sense, although I hoped we didn’t spend too much time at Recover’s Base.

The only thing I was really worried about was leaving my Base. When I mentioned to Funky that Chuck had locked me inside my Base, he pulled out that holographic keyboard again and overrode the command that kept me locked in my Base. That was how I knew he had to be a Capes Online designer, although I guess he could have been a hacker as well. He also made it so that the Department of VR wouldn’t notice me leaving my Base, although his explanation for how he pulled that off was so technical it sounded like a different language to me. All I understood was that all of the Department’s monitoring systems would show to Chuck and the other agents that Cy and I were in my Base under lockdown and the only way they could know otherwise was if they personally visited my Base themselves, which seemed unlikely to happen given the current circumstances.

In any case, Funky told me not to worry about Chuck or anyone from the Department finding out about my disappearance. And if someone did find out somehow, he told me he would deal with it. He sounded very confident when he told me that he would handle it, making me think that he had to be pretty high up in SI Games if he could deal with agents from the Department of VR who oversaw Project Second Life.

With that out of the way, we quickly made our way to Recover’s Base. It took us about an hour to walk there, despite the shortcuts Funky took. The short walk did allow me to see more players moving about the streets of Adventure City. It looked to me like the number of active players was going back up again, perhaps people getting over their fear of the Blackout. It was a good sign that things were returning to normal, but at the same time, I felt a little worried that something even worse than the Blackout was about to happen tonight if we couldn’t stop it in time.

When we reached Recover’s Base, Funky didn’t knock or even slow down. He pulled out his keyboard and punched in a code so fast I couldn’t even follow. The front doors of Recover’s Base slid open silently, allowing all three of us to enter without trouble. I half-expected Recover’s security systems to stop us, but I guess Funky must have disabled them like he disabled mine, because I didn’t hear any alarms going off as we stepped into the waiting room of Recover’s Base.

But as soon as we passed over the threshold, I heard the sounds of multiple sets of footsteps making their way toward us and then four people stepped out of the hallway and into the waiting area. The first two were Recover and Brawn, who smiled and waved at us when they saw us. The other two were Dillo and Hop. The two of them didn’t look very different from the last time I saw them. Hop was still staring at her phone like she was bored, while Dillo also smiled and waved at us.

“Dillo!” I said, shaking his hand when we met in the middle of the waiting room. “I didn’t know you were back online! Haven’t seen you since the Blackout.”

“Yeah, I’m back,” said Dillo. He nodded at Recover. “I got a message from Recover about what’s going down tonight. Said you were going to need a lot of help so I couldn’t stay offline any longer.”

I looked at Recover. “Did Funky already explain the situation to you?”

Recover nodded. “Yes. He told me about the Z-Virus and what it does and what Master Haru and Atmosfear are going to do with it. No way I was going to let this happen if I can stop it.”

“Awesome,” said Cy, clapping his hands together excitedly. “The Team is back together! Man, feels like the old days again.”

“The old days of two weeks ago?” I said to Cy.

“You know what I mean,” said Cy, waving his hand at me dismissively. “Point is, we’re all back together again. This is so cool.”

“Yes, it is,” Funky agreed. “And we need to be together again if we’re going to pull this off. But we’re also going to have to handle this carefully because the attack is going to be tonight and if we just rush into danger blindly, we could make the situation even worse.”

I looked around at my Teammates, a smile creeping onto my face. “Why wait? If we are all together again and we know what is going to happen, why don’t we go and attack the factory now? If we can destroy it—”

“Because we need a plan,” said Funky. “If we attack now, our chances of losing are extremely high. If we wait until the Task Force and Ninja Guild attack, then we can hit the Stalking Shadows from three different points. They won’t even see us coming until it’s too late.”

I nodded. “Okay, I see your point. Could we at least warn the Ninja Guild about it? They like me and Cy. They might be willing to listen to our warnings.”

“Yama-sama won’t listen,” said Funky, shaking his head. “He is too obsessed with killing Master Haru to call this raid off. I suspect warning him about this will actually make him want to kill Haru even more.”

I frowned. “Have you met Yamamoto before? You sound like you know him pretty well.”

“I have,” said Funky, again in his usual vague way. “The two of us have worked together before. That is how I know what his response to such news would be. No, our only option is to hit the factory at the same time as the Ninja Guild and Task Force. That way, we can take the Stalking Shadows by surprise and hopefully also stop them from brainwashing the Ninja Guild and Task Force with the Z-Virus.”

I hated the idea of waiting, but frankly I couldn’t argue with Funky’s logic. I may have been the Team Leader, but that didn’t mean I ignored what my Teammates said. It did occur to me, though, that Funky was currently acting more like a leader than me. Even Recover and Dillo seemed to be listening more to him than to me, which made me feel a bit jealous of him. I wondered if Funky had a high Charisma stat or something.

“So what do we do until tonight?” asked Dillo. “Sit around and wait?”

“Plan,” said Funky. “We need to figure out a plan of attack.”

Funky thrust his arm forward at the table in the center of the waiting room that was covered with old magazines. Suddenly, a 3D holographic display of the Z-Virus factory rose up from the table and began to rotate on the spot. The Z-Virus factory looked like your generic factory. In fact, if I hadn’t known that was where the Z-Virus was being manufactured, I would have assumed it was just an ordinary factory where things like furniture, technology, appliances, and so forth were built.

“This is the Z-Virus factory,” said Funky. “Located in South Adventure City in the Factory District. Few people live there due to the presence of so many huge factories churning our products by the busload, which is why I suspect it has gone under the radar for so long. But after tonight, everyone will know where it is.”

I nodded, but before I could say anything, I heard a small ping in my ears. At first, I thought I had gotten a message in my inbox from somebody, but when I looked at my inbox, I didn’t see any new messages.

That was when my eyes drifted down to the lower right-hand corner of my character screen and I saw that my Infection rate had finally reached 10%.

Just as my eyes registered that fact, I suddenly felt … thirsty. This despite the fact that I had drunk a Health Drink before we left my Base. I pulled out another Health Drink and sipped it. At first, the cherry-flavored drink took away the thirst sensation, but when the liquid went down my throat, I still felt incredibly thirsty. It was as though I hadn’t drunk anything in days, which made no sense to me because of the Health Drink I just sipped.

Even weirder, the Health Drink didn’t taste very good to me. It was almost disgusting, almost making me spit it out of my mouth. Cherry wasn’t exactly my favorite flavor, but I didn’t hate it enough to want to spit it out. That made me worried.

“Winter, are you okay?” asked Dillo, who stood next to me. “You look sick.”

“I am sick,” I said. I looked at Dillo. “Did anybody tell you about the Z-Virus I have?”

Dillo nodded. “Yeah. Recover told me about it. She also told me that you have Kids Mode enabled, so you can’t spread it to other people. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be standing next to you.”

Beside Dillo, Hop snorted suddenly, prompting me to say, “What’s so funny, Hop? Are you watching something funny on your phone?”

“What?” said Hop, glancing up at me with a clear smirk on her face. She looked down at her phone again and said, “Oh, I’m not watching anything I would feel comfortable letting kids watch.”

I scowled. “Haha, Hop. Very funny. I am dying of laughter at your cleverness.”

“It was a pretty funny joke,” Cy admitted. “But you gotta be nice to boss. Just because he’s playing Kids Mode doesn’t mean he’s a kid. It just means he needs things to be a little safer for him, that’s all.”

Hop snorted again and I said to Cy, “Cy, you are not helping.”

“I’m not?” said Cy in astonishment. “But I’m always helping.”

I sighed in exasperation, while Dillo said, “Please don’t mind Hop. You know how sarcastic and blunt she can be. But … I gotta admit, knowing you have Kids Mode enabled, even if it’s for a very good reason, is kind of funny when you think about it.”

“Everyone, please stop talking about Winter’s Kids Mode and focus on the planning,” said Recover in a firm voice. “It isn’t Winter’s fault he needs a special mode to accommodate his needs, after all.”

I looked at Recover in disbelief. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to help or you’re making things worse.”

Recover flashed me a smirk. “No need to get so uptight. No one’s really judging you for having Kids Mode enabled. We just think it’s amusing, that’s all.”

“All of you are getting distracted by the wrong things,” said Funky. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the holographic model of the factory, which he was constantly rotating, perhaps an effort to find weak points we could attack. “We need to spend our time figuring out how to tackle tonight’s upcoming mission, not make fun of Winter for something he needs.”

“Funky’s right,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “We have far more important things to worry about than my current predicament.”

Then a small smile crossed Funky’s lips. “Exactly. Such as scheduling your nap time, for example.”

Dillo and Recover burst out laughing, while Hop just smirked and Brawn chuckled. Cy also burst out laughing, rolling over the floor like Funky had just told the greatest joke in the world.

I sighed. Perhaps forming a Team full of people who thought an adult needing Kids Mode enabled was funny was a bad idea.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

Six hours later …

 

I crouched low in an alleyway between two silent factories, keeping my eyes and ears open for any potential trouble. Beside me, Cy also crouched, but he looked a lot more bored than me. He kept tapping his foot on the street to a beat I didn’t recognize. At first, I ignored it in order to focus on our surroundings, but Cy’s tapping was the only consistent sound in the dark night and eventually I couldn’t just ignore it anymore.

“What are you doing?” I asked Cy, speaking in the low whisper we had practiced before coming out here.

“Hmm?” said Cy, glancing at me. “What do you mean?”

“You’re tapping your foot,” I said, gesturing at Cy’s foot. “Stop it. It’s annoying.”

Cy stopped tapping his foot as soon as I said that. “Sorry, boss. When I get bored, I just like to tap my feet sometimes. I was tapping it to the beat of one of the old classics by Michael Jackson.”

“Michael Jackson?” I repeated with a frown. “That old late twentieth-century singer?”

“Sure,” said Cy, nodding. “I like listening to his music even though it’s so old. A lot better than most modern music, at any rate.”

I shook my head. “I had no idea you were a music hipster, Cy.”

“I am not a hipster,” said Cy indignantly. “I merely have very discerning tastes in music. There is a difference.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever, man. Just keep your eyes open for any trouble. If you see any Ninja Guild or Task Force members, put it in the group chat.”

I returned my attention to the huge factory before us. I heard Cy mutter something about me not appreciating the classics, but luckily he stopped tapping his feet and appeared to be paying attention now as well. That was good. In order for us to pull off this plan, every member of the Team needed to be aware of our surroundings.

But the stillness of the night made it hard even for me to focus and soon I found myself thinking about our plan.

It had taken us about two hours of back and forth discussion before we finally settled on tonight’s plan. That was how I discovered that Dillo, despite his somewhat timid attitude, could argue his position quite vehemently when he wanted to, as well as argue against other positions even better. He almost seemed like a lawyer to me, but when I asked him if he was a lawyer in real life, he told me he wasn’t.

In any case, the plan we finally got everyone to agree on was surprisingly simple. We decided that we were going to surround the Z-Virus factory and then wait outside for the battle between the Stalking Shadows, Ninja Guild, and Task Force to begin. Once the Ninja Guild and Task Force began their assault on the factory, my Teammates and I would enter through the back. We figured that that was where Atmosfear and Master Haru had to be. It was unlikely that either of them would be at the front lines of the assault, so our best bet was to find out where they were hiding and force them out ourselves.

Seemed simple enough, but I knew from past experience that even the simplest plans could always go wrong. Something Dad always used to tell me was that a plan never survived contact with the enemy and I expected this to be no different. Still, with my Team, the Ninja Guild, and the Task Force attacking the factory all at once, I didn’t see how the Stalking Shadows could possibly put up a good defense. Even taking into account the fact that many, if not most, of them were hopped up on the Z-Virus itself, that didn’t mean they would be able to withstand such a deadly assault.

With luck, the battle would be over in less than an hour, less than half an hour if we’re going to be optimistic. The only ending for it that I could see was the complete destruction of the Stalking Shadows and the victory of our side. Of course, we’d have to make sure not to get caught in the crossfire between the Stalking Shadows and the Ninja Guild/Task Force, but I had ordered my Teammates to avoid getting directly caught in any battles that didn’t involve them personally during this fight and to avoid confusing Ninja Guild members for Stalking Shadows members.

The only thing that worried me was the thirst in my mouth. Even though I had gotten a drink of ice-cold water from Recover’s water cooler back in her Base, I was still thirsty. Even worse, I was starting to look at the necks of other people—including my own Teammates—and fantasize about how their blood must taste. My eyes briefly lingered on Cy’s neck before I forced myself to focus on the factory, which was still and quiet at the moment.

If I didn’t know any better, I would say I was becoming a vampire. In truth, though, I was starting to realize that I was becoming a zombie, like every other person who got Infected by the Z-Virus. Zombies weren’t known for drinking blood, but I understood that Z-Virus carriers had an irresistible drive to ‘procreate’ via biting people, typically on the neck, although any part of the body would suffice. My own transformation wasn’t complete yet—and I had to thank Kids Mode, as embarrassing as it was, for that—but I was at 10% already and my desire to spread the virus would only accelerate from here.

But I wasn’t going to panic just yet. If all went well tonight—and there was no reason anything should go off the rails—then by the end of the hour, the Z-Virus factory would be destroyed. Of course, that wouldn’t heal me of my infection, but it would ensure that no one else had to suffer from it, at least. Maybe I would get lucky and the developers would finish that vaccine tonight, although I had a feeling it was going to take them a lot longer to do than that.

My own thoughts were interrupted when I heard what sounded like the engines of an airplane roaring by overhead. Curious, I looked up at the night sky, but I couldn’t see anything except for the tall towers of Adventure City, with the occasional cloud passing by. Thanks to light pollution, I couldn’t see the night sky, which was one of the harder changes of living in the big city. I was from a small town in the country where you could see the night sky pretty much every night of the week. In a big city like this, I couldn’t see anything other than the lights from the building around me. As impressive as Adventure City was, it could be a little depressing at times as well.

“Cy,” I whispered, “do you hear that?”

“The airplane engines?” Cy whispered back. “I do. They’re loud. Where are they coming—”

Suddenly, a large airplane flew by overhead. It was huge, big enough to carry a thousand passengers in it by the look of it. It was colored red and gold, but that was as much detail as I could glean from its passing, because in the next instant it was gone, though not before dropping something from the cargo hold. The thing that fell from the cargo hold resembled a large boulder, but unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, the boulder resembled a human being curled into a ball.

The boulder creature fell too fast for me to follow, however, and it crashed into and through the roof of the factory. As soon as the boulder creature crashed through the factory’s roof, alarms began blaring from within, followed by the sounds of smashed glass and even the startled cries of fear from some of the guards within. I even heard one guard scream for his life before he was abruptly cut off by a loud squelching sound that made my stomach churn.

At the same time, my Perception allowed me to spot ninja jumping from the rooftops of nearby buildings onto the roof of the factory. Although it was hard to tell from a distance, I could tell they were Ninja Guild members based on the way they moved. Some of them went through the hole in the center of the factory, while others climbed in through the windows or other entrances. One ninja—a particularly fat one who I didn’t recognize—even jumped down one of the factory’s smokestacks, which seemed like a dumb move to me, but then again, I wasn’t a ninja.

I quickly sent out a Team chat:

Me: Everyone, the assault has begun! Looks like the Task Force dropped some type of boulder creature on the factory and the Ninja Guild members are taking advantage of this moment to enter the factory and attack. Time to get started.

FunkyFresh94: And everyone, be careful. In addition to the obvious dangers posed by Master Haru and Atmosfear, we must be keenly aware of the Z-Virus. Most of the Stalking Shadows at this point are Z-Virus Infected, so avoid direct contact with individual Stalking Shadows as much as possible. At the very least, don’t let them bite you or draw blood.

Me: What Funky said. Let’s do this!

Summoning my Ice Daggers, Cy and I ran out from the alleyway toward the factory’s back door. Based on the chats coming in from the window in the corner of my vision, I knew that the rest of my Team had already started their own attacks. The factory’s huge size meant that our Team—split up into three micro Teams comprised of me and Cy, Dillo and Hop, and Funky, Recover, and Brawn—had to attack from different angles in order to put more pressure on the Stalking Shadows. The plan was to meet up somewhere in the factory and take out Master Haru and Atmosfear. So far, so—

My thoughts were interrupted when the back door to the factory burst open. It would have hit me in the face if I hadn’t instinctively Dodged at the last minute, along with Cy. The two of us jumped back when the door opened and landed on the street, staring as a new figure emerged from the shadows of the factory.

The figure who now stood before us was yet another Stalking Shadow, if his blue and black tunic was any indication. But he looked different from the other Stalking Shadows I had fought back in the warehouse. He was taller, for one, and wore armor that covered the majority of his body. He also wielded a long, deadly-looking chain in one hand, which he dragged along behind him like it was connected to something heavy. Over his head, the nametag [ELITE STALKING SHADOW TAKESHI] hovered, but I Scanned him anyway to get an idea of what he could do:

Elite Stalking Shadow Takeshi

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Assassin

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Fire

The elite of the Stalking Shadows, these ninja earned their way to the top through trickery, skill, and plain old-fashioned cheating. Don’t be fooled by their often slim appearances, however. Their assassination skills are top notch and, despite the organization’s relative youth, Elite Stalking Shadows have already earned a reputation for being absolutely ruthless assassins who waste no time in taking out their targets

“Ah,” said Takeshi. His voice was deep and rumbling, despite his rather slim appearance. “It would appear that Master Haru’s friend was correct when he warned us that we might be attacked from behind. I will have to thank him for his foresight later, after I kill you two, of course.”

I raised my Ice Daggers. “You might want to rethink that, bud. I saw a giant rock monster fall through the roof of your factory and a whole bunch of Ninja Guild members followed him. Think you guys have bigger things to worry about than little ol’ me at the moment.”

Takeshi chuckled. “Don’t worry. Master Haru has already anticipated the Task Force’s moves. The Task Force may have drawn first blood, but the Stalking Shadows always strike back. That is our motto and our philosophy.”

Then Takeshi grunted and hurled his chain at us. But it wasn’t just a chain that flew out of the darkness behind him. It was a frigging mace, with a ball on the end the size of a boulder, and it was coming straight for us.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

Without hesitation, Cy and I separated, jumping to the side to avoid the incoming mace. We were just in time. When the chain ball struck the ground where we’d been standing, it crashed so hard that it sent pieces of the street flying upward. Landing on my feet, I watched as Takeshi drew his mace back and began swinging it over his head in wide, sweeping arcs like it weighed nothing, even though the ball itself had to weigh at least a ton based on the size of the thing.

“You have good reflexes for someone who isn’t a ninja,” said Takeshi, no strain his voice as he swung the ball over his head. “But it will take more than fast reflexes to survive death.”

Takeshi hurled his mace at me. This time, however, I activated Flight and flew straight up into the air. The chain ball crashed into the spot where I had been standing moments before and, before Takeshi could pull it back, I landed next to the chain itself and slashed it with both of my Ice Daggers.

The Ice Daggers cut through the chain as easily as butter, causing the rest of the chain to jerk back toward Takeshi. Takeshi, however, dropped the chain and immediately threw about two dozen throwing stars at us with both hands. He threw them so hard and so fast that all I barely dodged them, although I got hit by one and saw a couple of points of Health get shaved off by my bar.

That wasn’t the worst part, though. The worst part was the debuff notification I got when the throwing star hit me:

Debuff added: Poison. -5 Health/1 second. Duration: 30 seconds.

My eyes widened in shock. If I let this Poison keep going, then I would lose all my Health in less than eight seconds and die. I pulled an Antidote out of my inventory, but before I could down it, Takeshi rushed toward me, a long, jagged knife in hand.

But then Cy appeared out of nowhere and tackled Takeshi to the ground. While the two of them struggled for dominance, I quickly downed my Antidote and was pleased to see the Poison debuff go away, although it had still taken out about a fourth of my overall Health. Still, that would probably be enough to survive the fight and I had extra Health Drinks on hand just in case I needed them.

Now I needed to save Cy, but he was so tangled with Takeshi that there was no way I could attack without risking him harm.

“Cy!” I shouted. “Move! Now!”

To my relief, Cy pushed himself off Takeshi and rolled away. Takeshi managed to jump to his feet, but then I hurled one of my Ice Daggers at Takeshi. But Takeshi threw down what looked like a ball at his feet and a huge smoke cloud appeared. My Ice Dagger flew into the cloud, but I didn’t hear it strike flesh. Instead, I heard it land harmlessly on the concrete ground somewhere within the smoke cloud.

“Uh oh, boss,” said Cy as he scrambled to his feet. “I got this!”

Cy thrust his hands toward the smoke cloud and unleashed a powerful gust of wind that easily dissipated the smoke cloud. But once the smoke cleared, only my dagger—now starting to melt thanks to me not holding it anymore—lying on the ground where Takeshi had been mere moments before. Takeshi himself was nowhere to be seen.

“What the heck?” I said, looking around rapidly. “Where did he go? How did he escape?”

“Oh, I know what he did!” said Cy, snapping his fingers. “He used a Smoke Bomb! That’s a kind of item that only ninja typically use. It’s really useful for making big escapes, but you’re right, I can’t see him anywhere and wonder where he—”

Takeshi suddenly stepped out of the shadows behind Cy and wrapped the broken chain of his mace around Cy’s neck. Cy gasped in pain for a second before Takeshi tightened. Cy opened his mouth to scream and gasp for air at the same time, but the chain was so tight around his neck that he couldn’t do either. I could see his Health bar dropping rapidly, however, as Takeshi choked the life out of him, and I knew I needed to act fast.

I thrust my hand out and activated Ice Shackles. Freezing cold shackles made out of ice popped out of the ground and wrapped around Takeshi’s ankles. The sudden appearance of the Ice Shackles around his ankles must have surprised Takeshi because he briefly glanced down at the shackles and loosened his grip every-so-slightly on Cy’s neck.

But it was enough for Cy, who slammed the back of his head against Takeshi’s face. The impact of Cy’s thick skull against Takeshi’s face was enough to make Takeshi let go of Cy entirely. Instead of following up on the attack, however, Cy flew forward and landed well outside of Takeshi’s reach, gasping for air again and rubbing his throat.

I summoned my Ice Daggers again and rushed toward Takeshi, who was struggling to remove the shackles around his ankles. He seemed too distracted by the shackles to notice me, so if I could just get a good hit on him—

Suddenly, Takeshi looked at me. As my Ice Daggers came down on his head, he thrust his hands out and caught my wrists. Without hesitation, he twisted my wrists hard enough until they felt like they were about to break, forcing me to drop the Ice Daggers as I cried out in pain. I struggled to free myself, even using Super Strength to make myself even stronger, but Takeshi’s grip was strong as steel and there was nothing I could do to free myself.

“You are a clever one, I will give you that,” said Takeshi, again without any strain in his voice, “but I am no ordinary ninja. I have been blessed with the Z-Virus, making me as immortal as Master Haru himself. Allow me to show you the true power of the Z-Virus.”

Oh. That explained why Takeshi smelled like blood and rotting flesh, although I didn’t have much time to dwell on that revelation before Takeshi twisted my wrists so hard that I heard a soft snap from both of them. Pain shot down my arms as a notification appeared, but I had no time to read the notification before Takeshi kicked me in the stomach.

His blow came hard and fast and knocked me over onto the ground. I tried to touch my aching stomach, but the pain in my broken wrists flared whenever I did that and it was all I could do to keep myself from crying in pain. Takeshi stood over me now, his own dagger in hand. He raised it above his head, but before he could bring the dagger down on me, I heard a shrill scream and Cy came flying out of nowhere. He threw a kick at Takeshi’s head, but at the last possible second, Takeshi dodged the kick and jumped away. Cy, however, kept up the assault, kicking and punching Takeshi with surprising ruthlessness, although I wasn’t sure he would be able to defeat such a powerful enemy on his own.

Not that I was in any position to help, though. The notification that had popped up when Takeshi broke my wrists was still there, so I read it and it said thus:

Debuff added: Broken wrists. -100% Dexterity. Unable to use any handheld weapons or Powers requiring use of hands. Duration: 10 minutes or until healed.

Dang it. That ninja broke me. I’d never suffered broken wrists before and they hurt like hell. Even worse, I found it almost impossible to get up and help Cy. I couldn’t even reach into my inventory and drink a Health Drink, because that required using my hands, which I did not currently have the use of. I found myself wishing I had brought Recover or Hop on my micro Team, but hindsight is always 20/20.

In any case, I didn’t have the luxury of lying around on the ground in pain. I tried to sit up but found it impossible due to my broken wrists. I looked up to see Cy was still on the offense, but I could tell he was starting to get tired and that his attacks, even when they landed, didn’t do much to Takeshi. Takeshi was also looking increasingly angry, making it clear he was going to do another counter-attack soon.

Scowling, I tried to think of a way to attack Takeshi from my current position. I had to think quickly because I knew from experience how fast the tide of battle could turn and the last thing I wanted was for Cy to get killed so early in the attack. I thought about my Powers, but realized that almost all of them required use of my hands in order to work.

The only thing I had left was my Energy Cannon on my left arm. My wrists might have been broken, but my Energy Cannon didn’t require the use of my wrists in order to operate. I just needed to think a thought and it would fire Energy at whoever it was aimed at. Yet even that wouldn’t work. Cy and Takeshi were too close to each other for me to risk shooting my Energy Cannon. I didn’t want to hit Cy, after all.

But then a thought occurred to me and I realized that I did have at least one Power that didn’t require my hands to use. Two of them, actually, and if I could combine them together—

A loud yell of pain snapped me out of my thoughts. Looking back at Cy and Takeshi, I saw that the battle had now tilted in Takeshi’s favor. He had somehow managed to get Cy into a headlock, squeezing as hard as he could on Cy’s neck. Cy was struggling to free himself, but it was obvious even from a distance that Takeshi had him firmly in his grasp. Soon CY would be dead and then Takeshi would come after me unless I acted now.

Activating my Flight Power, I shot up into the air. This time, however, I ignored the pain in my wrists and focused on controlling my Flight. Normally I just rocketed into the air uncontrollably, but in order for my plan to work, I needed to focus on controlling my Flight.

At first, I just flew into the air like a rag doll, but sooner than even I expected, I stopped in midair and found myself floating upright in the air. It felt both amazing and terrifying to float up in the air like this, but I had no time to take this all in. Cy’s HP was dropping like a rock and would hit zero soon if I didn’t get this just right.

Raising my Energy Cannon, I began charging my energy blast. The Energy Cannon began whirling with charged energy, a sound so loud I was sure Takeshi could hear it, but it looked like Takeshi was so focused on killing Cy that he didn’t notice me flying or hear my Energy Cannon charging. I’d never charged my Energy Cannon before, so the sensation of my energy being sapped from me was both new and a little frightening. In the corner of my eye, I saw my Energy bar rapidly depleting. I would have to fire this very soon to make sure I didn’t run out of Energy and fall to the ground below, but not yet … not yet … not … yet!

With almost perfect aim, I fired my Energy Cannon at Takeshi’s head. A huge blast of Energy—much bigger than my previous Energy blasts—exploded from the barrel of my Cannon and hurtled toward Takeshi. The recoil from the blast sent me flying backward and caused me to fall down on to the ground, although I moved my hands out of the way in time to avoid damaging my wrists.

Takeshi looked up in time to see the Energy blast coming his way. I saw him loosen his hold on Cy in a clear attempt to get free, but then Cy grabbed his hands and forced him to stay where he was.

That caused Takeshi to look down at Cy with surprise, which turned out to be the very last mistake he ever made because in that instant, my Energy blast struck his head and his skull exploded.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

The explosion of Takeshi’s skull was shockingly loud, although not loud enough to cover up the sounds of battle coming from within the factory. Brains and blood flew everywhere as Takeshi’s now-headless body keeled over and crashed onto the street. I was outside the range of the explosion, so I didn’t get any blood or brains on me, but Cy was not so lucky. Even though he retreated from Takeshi’s headless corpse as fast as he could, his green costume was now stained red and white with the gore from Takeshi’s blown up skull.

“Ew,” said Cy, looking down at his costume with disgust. “This is going to take forever to get out. I don’t think there’s enough bleach in the world to clean my Costume.”

“You could have said thank you,” I said. I grunted when the pain in my wrists flared. “Can you get over here and feed me a Health Drink? My wrists are broken.”

Cy nodded and ran over to me. He pulled a Health Drink out of his own item inventory, popped off the lid, and tipped it against my lips. As the cool cherry-flavored drink went down my throat, I saw my Health bar shoot up to full and also felt the pain in my wrists go away. As the last of the Health Drink vanished down my throat, a notification popped up in my vision:

Debuff lifted: Broken wrists. Dexterity restored and Powers that require the use of hands are available once again.

I smiled when I read that, but then another notification popped up in my view which read:

You killed [Elite Stalking Shadow Takeshi]! +2,000 EXP for you and your Sidekick!

“Nice,” I said as I read the notification. “Two thousand EXP for both of us.”

“Really?” said Cy. “That must be why I leveled up just now! I am now Level 14. Cool!”

I nodded in agreement before another notification appeared before me:

New Skill Unlocked: Aim [Level 1]. Your ability to hit targets from a distance accurately is now increased by 10%! Level up this Skill further in order to improve your aim even more!

Interesting. I must have unlocked it when I fired my Energy Cannon at Takeshi. Not that I was complaining, of course. I used ranged attacks frequently, so I was a bit surprised I didn’t get this Skill sooner. Perhaps I needed to consciously be aiming something in order to use it.

“Anyway, I’m just glad this battle is over,” said Cy, glancing at the now-headless corpse of Takeshi. He shuddered. “I thought I was going to be a goner for a second there.”

“We might have won this battle, but the war is far from over,” I said when I heard an explosion from within the factory. “Sounds like everyone is still fighting. Come on. We’ve got no time to lose.”

I rose to my feet, but instead of going through the back door (which I now suspected was booby-trapped due to Takeshi’s presence), Cy and I flew up to a door closer to the second story. It looked like the maintenance entrance, so I pulled open the door and emerged out onto a series of catwalks that stood above the rest of the factory. When I did, I got to see the battle for the very first time.

The factory was an absolute war zone now. A huge hole in the ceiling—created by the crashing rock monster earlier—opened up into the night sky overhead, with ropes that the Ninja Guild members had used to enter hanging from it. A giant chunk of the catwalk had been destroyed by the rock monster’s impact, leaving a big gap in the middle of the factory that was too wide to jump.

Fights were raging all over the interior of the factory. I saw Stalking Shadow members and Ninja Guild members dueling on conveyor belts or jumping from Z-Virus crate to Z-Virus crate in an attempt to stay ahead of the competition. Some ninja already lay dead on the ground, but it looked like a fairly even mixture of Stalking Shadows and Ninja Guild members. Due to how mixed both sides were, it was impossible to tell who was winning at this point.

But my attention was drawn to the rock monster standing in the center of the factory, next to a vat full of what looked like bubbling black Z-Virus. The rock monster now stood at his full height, easily ten or eleven feet tall with thick rocky skin that doubled as armor. He was vaguely humanoid in appearance, but also somewhat monstrous, with shovel-like claws and a rounded body that resembled a boulder. A dozen low-leveled Stalking Shadows were fighting him all at once, but despite their swift speed and constant attacks, their blows seemed to bounce off the rock giant’s skin like rubber. I even saw one Stalking Shadow try to stab the rock giant in one of his joints, only for his sword to literally shatter when it collided with the rock giant’s body. That same ninja’s skull also shattered when the rock giant grabbed his head and squeezed.

The nametag [HERO GOALEM] hung over his head and I couldn’t help but Scan the giant in awe:

NAME: Goalem

LEVEL: 300

HEALTH: 1,000/1,000

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: Powered Armor [Glitch Elimination Task Force]

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Water

Founded in the wake of the Z-Virus that nearly decimated Capes Online, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is full of elite Hero and Villain players who work directly for SI Games. Armed with unique weapons, Equipment, and Powers, as well as a thorough knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics and code, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is a force to be reckoned with in the world of Capes Online. They have a 100% success rate of destroying glitches.

“Holy crap,” said Cy under his breath as we watched Goalem fight the Stalking Shadows. “They sent Goalem of all people? Man, they’re serious about taking out Master Haru.”

“Who’s Goalem?” I asked, glancing at Cy.

“The Walking Mountain,” Cy whispered to me quickly. “He’s a member of the Glitch Elimination Task Force. He’s pretty slow, but he also has sky-high Defense and is one of the most famous defensive-oriented Heroes in the world. Rumor has it that a Villain dropped a nuke on him once and all it did was scratch his armor.”

My eyes widened in shock and I looked at Goalem again. “He does have a ridiculous amount of Health. But why is he called Goalem?”

That question was answered almost immediately. One Stalking Shadow rushed toward Goalem, but Goalem pulled his leg back and, in a move straight out of soccer, kicked the Stalking Shadow so hard he went flying into and through the wall on the other side of the factory. Given the unsettling squelch sound I heard when the Stalking Shadow hit the wall, I could only guess that his death had been instantaneous

Goalem then took a deep breath and screamed, in a voice with a heavy Mexican accent, “GOOOOOOAL!”

His scream seemed to stun the remaining Stalking Shadows, who all came to a stop when Goalem screamed. That was when huge vines as thick as tree trunks exploded out of the ground around the Stalking Shadows and grabbed each and every one of them. The Stalking Shadows tried their best to fight back but were unable to do so. The vines restricted their movement in such a way that they couldn’t cut themselves free. Given how thick those vines were, I doubted they would have been able to free themselves even if they could use their weapons to hack away at their vines.

At first, I thought this might have been one of Goalem’s Powers at work, but then a drop-dead gorgeous woman who I had never seen before stepped out from underneath a nearby conveyor built. She was tall and built like a supermodel, with her green hair draping down her shoulders seemingly in waves. She wore a green and black spandex suit that left even less to the imagination than Recover’s, if that was possible, and she carried what looked like over-sized garden shearers in her hands. The nametag [ANTI-HERO ROOTLESS] hovered above her head faintly.

Again I Scanned her and got this information:

NAME: Rootless

LEVEL: 250

HEALTH: 500/500

ALIGNMENT: Anti-Hero

CLASS: Gardener [Glitch Elimination Task Force]

WEAK POINT: Hair

WEAKNESS: Fire

Founded in the wake of the Z-Virus that nearly decimated Capes Online, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is full of elite Hero and Villain players who work directly for SI Games. Armed with unique weapons, Equipment, and Powers, as well as a thorough knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics and code, the Glitch Elimination Task Force is a force to be reckoned with in the world of Capes Online. They have a 100% success rate of destroying glitches.

Cy whistled like a wolf when he saw Rootless. “And Rootless, too? Man, they really are going all out, aren’t they?”

“Is she another member of the Task Force?” I asked.

“Yep, and one of the deadlier ones, too,” said Cy, nodding. “Not super strong, but she’s pretty much the best Gardener in the world and can summon and control even the deadliest plants with ease. Also, she’s super hot. Like, in the top ten hottest women in the world hot.”

“I can see that,” I said, frowning, “but I don’t how she could be so dangerous when—”

Without hesitation, Rootless walked up to one of the restrained Stalking Shadows. She smiled seductively, her smile so arousing that even the Stalking Shadow stopped struggling against his bindings. A hopeful look spread across the ninja’s eyes as if he thought he was going to get some.

Then, without warning, Rootless raised her shearers and neatly lopped off the ninja’s head. She repeated the performance against the other restrain ninja several times, behaving as if she was simply trimming the hedges of her garden. It was almost frightening how easily and coolly she dispatched the various Stalking Shadows. It made me feel glad I wasn’t down there fighting her.

“That’s why she’s so scary,” said Cy. “But you know, I wouldn’t mind being restrained against my will by one of her vines, if you know what I—”

“I know what you mean,” I said, cutting Cy off before he could delve even further into his fantasies of being dominated by strong women. “Geez, considering how those two are cleaning up the place, I almost feel redundant for coming here.”

“Same here,” said Cy. His eyes locked on Rootless below, who was now fighting a couple more ninja that had popped out of the shadows without her knowing. “I could just watch Rootless all day.”

I slapped Cy on the shoulder. “Creep on her later. Right now, we still need to find Master Haru and Atmosfear.”

Cy sighed reluctantly and said, “Okay, fine.”

I immediately began making my way down the catwalk, doing my best to remain hidden. Last thing I wanted was for the combatants below to notice me. I did keep an eye out for my Teammates, but I didn’t see anyone, so I sent a quick Team chat:

Me: Cy and I are in the factory. How’s everyone else doing?

Funky: Same. Got ambushed by an Elite Stalking Shadow, but took him out easily enough. Zombie flesh smells awful after it’s been cooked by dragon fire.

Hop: Still can’t get in. Dillo’s dealing with a couple of zombie ninjas. They can’t hurt him, but it doesn’t look like we’ll get inside for a while.

Me: No problem. The Task Force and Ninja Guild are currently locked in combat with the Stalking Shadows. The Task Force sent some of their heavy hitters, but so far no one seems to notice we’re here. Still don’t know where Atmosfear and Master Haru are.

Funky: Check the offices. I imagine the two of them are holed up back in there if they are anywhere in the factory.

Suddenly, my map of the factory glowed and I saw a glowing blue spot on the southern end of the factory, which was the end I happened to be close to. I could even see what looked like a series of offices in the distance, although with their doors closed it was hard to tell who was in them.

Me: I see them. Heading that way now.

Just as I sent that message, I heard a soft thud and then felt a splitting pain in my left kneecap. Crying out in pain, I fell down onto my hands and knees, clutching my now-shattered kneecap as a new notification showed up:

Debuff added: Shattered kneecap. -50% Agility and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

“Boss!” said Cy, looking down at me. “What’s the matter? What happened?”

I gritted my teeth. “My kneecap … it’s broken …”

“Broken?” Cy repeated. “What do you mean? How did it get broken?”

A shadow swooped by overhead and then a figure landed in front of us with enough weight to make the catwalk shake underneath us. Then the figure rose to his full, rather considerable height, and in the light from the flames below, I saw that it was Targetman, the leader of the Glitch Elimination Task Force. And he was aiming a gun right at us.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

Hello, Winter,” said Targetman. His grip on his rifle was straight and firm, not wavering even slightly as he looked through the scope. “I did not expect to see you again so soon. Agent Omar promised me that you would be locked away in your Base for the duration of the mission.”

Gritting my teeth, I reached into my inventory and pulled out a Health Drink, but before I could down it, Targetman pulled the trigger of his gun and a loud bang went off. A bullet struck my hand and made the Health Drink I held go flying out of my hands and into the fighting below.

“No, no,” said Targetman. He lowered his gun in order to look at me directly, although his goggles meant I couldn’t even see his eyes. “You are not going to get away that easily, my friend. As I said, Agent Omar specifically promised me that you would not be present here tonight, which makes me wonder whether Agent Omar was lying to me or you somehow managed to break out of your Base to come here for your own reasons. I do not like either explanation.”

I winced at the sound of a loud explosion somewhere nearby, but held up a hand and said, “I know what this looks like, Targetman, but I came here to help. I found out that Master Haru and Atmosfear have set this entire thing up to be a trap. They are going to try to Infect your Team and the Ninja Guild with the Z-Virus in order to make you part of their army.”

“I see no proof of that statement,” said Targetman without missing a beat. His goggles refocused a couple of times before a frown crossed his features. “Yes, no proof at all. I do, however, see a Z-Virus carrier standing before me, attempting to sneak past me and my Teammates without being noticed. A Z-Virus carrier, moreover, who shouldn’t be here at all and already has a history of getting involved in things that he has no business being a part of.”

Uh oh. I remembered how Chuck had explained to me that Targetman and the rest of the Task Force were ticked off about how they had been unable to stop Dark Kosmos during the Blackout. No doubt that was fueling Targetman’s feelings toward me. I needed to defuse the situation quickly.

“Look, man, I know it looks suspicious, but you have to trust me,” I said, gritting my teeth when the pain in my knee burned. “My Teammates and I—”

“So you are not alone?” Targetman said, his eyes narrowing. “I see. Yes, I did see some players enter the fight who weren’t part of my Team or with the Stalking Shadows or Ninja Guild. Now I know they are your accomplices.”

“Accomplices?” I repeated. “Targetman, you’ve got to understand. My Teammates and I are here to help you and—”

“The Glitch Elimination Task Force does not need help from a bunch of low-leveled players,” Targetman interrupted without missing a beat, “especially players who carry the Z-Virus within them. How much has the Infection set in by now, Winter? Twenty percent?”

“Ten,” I said, “but Kids Mode is still enabled. I couldn’t Infect you with it even if I wanted to.”

Targetman tilted his head to the side. “I am aware of that, but I still find it suspicious that one of the only Infected players in the game went to the trouble of breaking out of his Base and coming directly to the factory where this stuff is manufactured for reasons that aren’t very clear to me.”

“I already told you why I am here,” I said. “I came here to help you guys. If you can’t see that, then you’re blind as a bat no matter how high your Accuracy is.”

Targetman shook his head. “I do not believe that. I do believe, however, that your presence here, along with the presence of your Teammates, is an unwanted and potentially dangerous distraction to our very important mission. And because you went against the rules and left your Base, it is my duty to ensure you do not go any further.”

My heartbeat started running wild when Targetman said that. “You’re not going to delete me, are you?”

“Nyet,” said Targetman. “I could not get away with that even if I wanted to. However, I can still kill you and send you and your Sidekick back to your Base to respawn. That is perfectly within my rights. Even Agent Omar would not be able to dispute that … if he was even here at all, that is.”

Targetman’s finger was tapping the trigger of his gun. Any second now, he was going to pull it and kill me and Cy. And I knew he could. At Level 200, he could probably kill both of us with one hit. No way I could possibly hope to defeat him in PvP combat. I would need to find some way to get out of here or distract him long enough for us to get away.

“Hey, boss,” Cy whispered in my ear, making me turn my head slightly to listen to him, “why don’t we just go back the way we came? If we’re fast enough, we might be able—”

Cy was interrupted by a loud thud behind us. The two of us looked over our shoulder to see a new figure standing behind us. It looked like a full-sized robot with a human brain in a dome on top of its head, glowing pink for some reason. The robot was humanoid in appearance, aside from the extra two arms around its waist, and it was a dull gunmetal gray color, which looked very deadly in the lights from the fires below. Its face was two glowing blue optics and a vent for a mouth. Over its head, the nametag [SIDEKICK MECHBETH] floated over its head, the same golden color as Targetman’s nametag, in fact.

“There you are, Mechbeth,” said Targetman. “I was wondering when you would show up.”

“Apologies, Targetman,” said Mechbeth. The robot spoke in a monotone female voice, kind of like those early 21st-century text-to-speech programs. “I was distracted by a couple of Stalking Shadows that attacked me. I would have been here much sooner if not for them.”

Dang it. I hadn’t realized that Targetman had another Sidekick, but it made sense. Mechbeth was probably only about half as strong as Targetman, but that would still put here at around Level 100, give or take, which meant that she could probably kill me all by herself if she wanted. I wondered why Targetman had two Sidekicks, even though players were supposedly locked to one. I suppose Task Force members were an exception to that rule or something.

But I didn’t have time to worry about that. I rose to my feet, leaning on the railing for support and taking as much weight off my knee as possible. Targetman aimed his gun at me again, but still did not shoot.

“Why are you standing, Winter?” asked Targetman in a voice full of danger and warning. “Do you simply wish to make it easier for Mechbeth and I to kill you?”

I gritted my teeth when the pain in my knee flared again. “No. I simply don’t want to die lying on the ground like a child.”

Targetman nodded. “I understand. I also believe in dying on your feet a free man rather than on the ground like a slave. My great-grandfather died in such a way opposing the Soviets of old. I can respect a man who chooses to die in that way.”

I gripped the railing. “There’s that, but honestly, I don’t plan to die today at all, whether on my hands or on my knees.”

With that, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded out from underneath me in both directions. The ice immediately appeared underneath both Targetman and Mechbeth. Mechbeth made weird robotic noises, while Targetman just shot his gun.

But as it turned out, Targetman was too late, because once the catwalk froze, I slammed my good leg—using my Super Strength—down on the frozen catwalk as hard as I could.

The catwalk shattered and all four of us went falling down to the floor below. Well, me, Cy, and Targetman did. Mechbeth somehow managed to cling onto the frozen remains of the catwalk, but it still left her dangling several dozen feet off the floor as we fell to the floor below.

The fall wasn’t very long, but we seemed to fall forever. During the fall, my gaze locked with Targetman’s, who had a look of utter shock on his face from my unexpected move. But then I saw him reach for a small handgun in his belt and knew that if he could pull out of his gun now, he would be able to kill us both.

But then we hit the floor all at once. I landed on top of Cy, but the fall still jarred me and I got this debuff notification:

Debuff added: Jarred. -20% Accuracy, Evasion, and Agility. Duration: 2 minutes.

I also lost a tiny amount of Health, but it was much less than I thought. I guess landing on Cy must have broken the fall for me, which made sense. Nonetheless, I rolled off of Cy and said, “Cy, you okay?”

Cy lay flat on his stomach, a dazed look on his face before he shook his head and said, “Yeah, boss, I think so. Aside from the fact that I probably broke my back. By the way, where did all those pink elephants come from?”

I sighed. Cy must have been suffering from some sort of crash-induced hallucination. Luckily, Cy had a fairly thick skull, so I figured he would be okay after a Health Drink or two.

That was when I remembered Targetman and looked over to see the Task Force Leader lying just a few feet away. At first, I thought he was dead until I Scanned him again and saw that the fall had only taken a fraction off his Health bar. It looked to me like he must have fallen on his head and knocked himself out entirely. His Health bar might have been full, but I knew from experience how vicious debuffs could be and how they could negatively impact even the best players in the game if they weren’t careful.

Deciding to take advantage of this moment, I grabbed the Health Drink that Targetman had shot out of my hands earlier and downed it in a couple of gulps. My Health bar filled all the way back up while the pain in my kneecap disappeared and I got a notification informing me that my broken kneecap was healed and the associated debuffs were lifted.

Smiling, I jumped to my feet and said to Cy, “All right, Cy. Let’s get out of here before Targetman wakes up.”

Just as I said that, however, I heard a loud clunk behind me and whirled around just in time to see Mechbeth rushing toward me. Expecting her to attack me, I summoned twin Ice Daggers in my hands and raised them high, but to my surprise, Mechbeth just brushed past me and knelt before Targetman.

“Sir!” said Mechbeth. Although her voice was very robotic, I thought I caught a hint of worry and concern in it. “Sir Targetman, can you hear me? Sir?”

I turned around to look at Mechbeth. She was trying to shake Targetman awake, but whatever debuff he was suffering from must have been pretty tough, because he wasn’t responding to her touch at all. Mechbeth, however, didn’t give up. She kept shaking him over and over despite how useless the gesture obviously was.

“Sir, sir!” said Mechbeth again. “Please wake up, sir. We have an important mission to complete and we cannot do it if you are unconscious.”

I bit my lower lip. Seeing Mechbeth’s genuine concern for her Hero got to me, I will admit. I considered just leaving now and resuming my trip to the back offices where Master Haru and Atmosfear were. Heck, for a moment I even considered killing both Mechbeth and Targetman outright. I was no Assassin, but even I could see the opportunity to take out two potential threats that could make life more difficult for me later. Targetman had already tried to kill me twice, after all. Perhaps I should return the favor and see how he likes it.

But then I shook my head and walked up to Mechbeth. The Sidekick must have heard me because she immediately stood up and lifted her fists, which crackled with electricity.

“Stay back, carrier,” Mechbeth said. “You will not kill sir as long as I am here.”

I stopped a few feet from Mechbeth and withdraw a Health Drink from my inventory, which I held out to her. “Here. Take this and give it to Targetman. It should restore his Health and wake him up, as well as heal any potential internal injuries he might be suffering.”

Mechbeth eyed me suspiciously. “Why should I accept your help? You are the one who put him in this situation in the first place.”

“Because I’m not the monster you think I am,” I said. “But even if I was, you guys have an important mission to complete. You won’t be able to stop the Stalking Shadows if Targetman is out cold like this. What do you care about more? Attacking me or helping your boss?”

Mechbeth’s robotic face meant her facial expressions were fairly limited, but even I could tell that she was considering my offer. She looked over her shoulder at Targetman one last time and then looked at me. “Fine. I will take your gift.”

I nodded and handed the Health Drink over to Mechbeth, who took it rather quickly and then immediately turned around again and began feeding it to Targetman.

I didn’t stay to see what would happen, however. I immediately ran in between a couple of conveyor belt lines, running into the shadows of the factory even as the sounds of fighting around us grew louder and more vicious with each passing second.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

Gee, boss,” said Cy as the two of us made our way as stealthily as we could through the complicated maze of crates, conveyor belts, and various other machines and equipment that made up the Z-Virus factory, “that sure was nice of you to help Targetman back there, even though he tried to kill us both.”

“It was the right thing to do,” I said without looking over my shoulder at Cy. “Targetman might be jealous of me for defeating Dark Kosmos, but he’s not a Villain or even really a bad guy. He’s trying to keep Capes Online safe from glitches in the same way I tried to keep my hometown safe from criminals. I can respect other law enforcers, even if they don’t like me.”

“Yeah, but I’m still a little worried he’s going to come after us again,” said Cy, glancing over his shoulder as we walked. “You saw how much he wanted to kill us. If it wasn’t for your quick-thinking back there, both of us would be back in the Base again.”

“I know,” I said, stopping to listen for any sounds of an ambush or trap before continuing on. “But I take being a Hero seriously. Real Heroes help people who need it, even people who don’t like them. That’s what I believe, anyway.”

“Let’s just hope Targetman agrees and doesn’t decide to hunt you down like a pig,” said Cy. “He seems like the kind of guy who would get really offended by helped by one of his targets.”

“Which is precisely why I decided to run as soon as I gave Mechbeth my Health Drink,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Cy with a wink. “Helping Targetman might have been the right thing to do, but that doesn’t mean I want to be there when he wakes up. I’ll let him find me himself if he wants to.”

“Smart move,” Cy agreed. “But that fight with him really messed up our progress. How much longer until we reach the offices where Atmosfear and Master Haru are?”

I pulled open my map of the factory and looked it over. Interestingly, my map had updated now, showing me not only the general layout of the factory but also the positions of my Teammates and even spots where battles were taking place. The vast majority of the fighting was clustered in the very center of the factory, right where Goalem had made his dramatic entrance, although I noticed a few fights on the periphery and even some outside on top of the factory. From what the map showed me, Dillo and Hop were still dealing with the Elite Stalking Shadows outside, although it looked like they were only dealing with one now rather than two, while Funky, Recover, and Brawn were locked in combat with about half a dozen other Stalking Shadows, including one labeled [STALKING SHADOWS COMMANDER], which didn’t make me feel good. I also spotted several Ninja Guild members, including Riku and Aimi, stuck in combat with some Elite Stalking Shadows.

Luckily for us, the various members of the Task Force were separated fairly widely across the factory. Even better, none were on our way to the offices in the back. In fact, it looked like no one was back there, not even any of the Stalking Shadows. I would think that Master Haru and Atmosfear would both have a few token guards at least, but perhaps the ferociousness of the attack had forced all available Stalking Shadows to leave their established positions to defend the factory.

In any case, I wasn’t complaining. This would make it that much easier for Cy and I to reach their offices and take them out. Granted, we would still have to actually fight Atmosfear and Master Haru, but I was going to have to do that anyway, so I wasn’t very upset about that. Admittedly, both Atmosfear and Master Haru were probably very strong and high-leveled, but it was too late for me to turn around and go home.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed my Infection rate had increased. It was now a solid 11%. That still wasn’t necessarily worth worrying about, but being reminded of my Infection caused me to notice my thirst. My teeth tingled when I thought about the sensation of sinking my teeth into flesh and spreading the virus I carried within me. I tried to ignore it, but it was very difficult. I found myself fantasizing about biting into the neck of another person and spreading the Z-Virus into their body and making them just like me. I had no idea what human flesh and blood tasted like, but my imagination was already supplying me with the details, even making my mouth water as—

“Boss, watch out!” Cry cried out as he shoved me to the floor.

Snapped out of my thoughts, I heard a dull thud above me and looked up to see several throwing stars embedded in the crate to my left. Looking in the direction from which they came, I saw four Stalking Shadows jumping across crates and conveyor belts toward us with amazing speed and agility.

“More of these guys?” I said as I rose to my feet and summoned my twin Ice Daggers. “Just how many members do the Stalking Shadows have anyway?”

I didn’t get an answer for that, because in the next instant the four Stalking Shadows landed around us and began attacking. This forced Cy and me to stand back to back, fighting off their attacks as best as we could. It was difficult to keep up with the speed of the Stalking Shadows, not helped by the occasional lucky hits they got, but we managed to defend ourselves well, although it meant we were pinned down in our current position and could go no further.

The two Stalking Shadows I personally fought took turns attacking, although occasionally they would both attack me at once in an attempt to throw me off. But my Dual-Wielding Skill meant I was able to hold off even two attacks at once. A notification appeared when I blocked a particularly vicious double assault from the ninja, but I ignored it in order to focus on surviving.

Finally, one of the Stalking Shadows thrust a little too deep, leaving his guard wide open. Without hesitation, I plunged one of my Ice Daggers into his chest, instantly killing the Stalking Shadow, who fell to the floor with a dull thud as his blood leaked out of his wound like a broken pipe.

But even as I wrenched my Dagger free of the ninja’s chest, I caught a whiff of human blood and my mouth started watering. For a moment, my eyes were locked on the corpse of the Stalking Shadow I just killed. I fantasized about cutting off bits of his flesh and tossing it in my mouth. I could just imagine crunching his skin between my teeth and gnawing on his bones, drinking his blood like a fine wine and—

“Boss, snap out of it!” Cy shouted suddenly. “Fight isn’t over yet!”

Shaking my head, I was barely fast enough to raise my Ice Daggers in time to block the dagger of the remaining ninja I fought. I caught his blade on my own and then thrust forward, sending the ninja staggering backward. Sensing an opportunity, I rushed forward and slashed across his chest, but the ninja bent over backward, Matrix-style, allowing my Ice Dagger to harmlessly pass overhead.

Then the ninja thrust his arm forward and stabbed his dagger somewhere near my spleen. Pain exploded in me as a new notification popped up in my view:

Debuff added: Stab. -1 Health/2 seconds. Duration: 1 minute.

Dang it. I swung my Ice Daggers at the ninja, but he yanked his knife out of my spleen and leaped backward, neatly avoiding my attack. When he yanked his dagger out of my spleen, more pain exploded through my body and I nearly passed out from the pain alone. The blood loss was horrible, staining my white-and-blue Costume and making me feel lightheaded.

Yet somehow, I didn’t care about that. Getting stabbed by the ninja like that actually made me feel angry. It wasn’t normal anger, either. It was the anger of a beast getting hit by its inferior. The anger rose within me, making me forget about the pain, the blood loss, and my own problems for the moment. A notification suddenly kicked in:

Buff added: Painless. Feel no pain from most basic wounds and injuries. Duration: 10 seconds.

What? Really? That was an interesting and convenient buff. I wondered where I got it from.

But I had no time to think about that. I just strut forward, slashing my Ice Daggers wildly before me, forcing the ninja to back up to avoid getting cut up. Although I still suffered from my Stab wound, my new Painless buff meant I could just ignore it in order to focus on taking care of my enemy. With a grin, I attacked the ninja as viciously and quickly as I could, taking great pleasure in seeing the absolute fear in the eyes of my victim.

That was when the ninja accidentally backed into a wall. The ninja had just enough time to look over his shoulder as if to confirm that he had walked into a walk before I thrust both of my Ice Daggers into his throat. The ninja’s blood exploded from his throat onto me as he choked for air, but that was the last thing he did before I yanked both of my Ice Daggers either way and took off his head completely.

The now-headless ninja collapsed onto the ground, his blood spilling all over the floor from the spot where his head had previously been connected to his body. A powerful sense of satisfaction filled me as I stood over his headless corpse. I still didn’t feel any pain from my wound, even though I knew it was there. I was thinking instead about how satisfying it had been to kill that ninja and how I wished his death could have lasted a little longer, if only for my own enjoyment. A couple of notifications popped up informing me that I had earned 2,000 EXP overall from killing the two ninja, though that still wasn’t enough to take me to the next level yet.

“Boss?” said Cy behind me. “You okay?”

I whirled around to find Cy standing a few feet behind me. He looked a little worried, especially when he noticed the blood on my Costume and my Ice Daggers.

“Yeah, I am,” I said. “Where are the guys you were fighting?”

“I managed to beat them by shooting them out the window with Gust,” said Cy slowly. He looked at my Stab wound. “Are you sure you’re okay? That looks kind of ugly.”

I glanced down at my open wound and shrugged. “Oh. I forgot. I guess I must have gotten so caught up in the heat of the battle that I didn’t notice it.”

“That, uh, happens sometimes, I guess,” said Cy. “So are you going to drink a Health Drink or—?”

Truthfully, I didn’t really feel a need for a Health Drink, given how my Painless buff meant I couldn’t feel any pain. But seeing my Health bar steadily tick down as I lost blood convinced me to pull out a bottle and down it. My Stab wound closed and my Health bar rose back to full, although interestingly it didn’t do anything about my Painless buff.

“There,” I said, wiping the last drops of the Health Drink off my lips. “I should be okay. We need to keep moving. Don’t want more of those Stalking Shadows to catch up to us, after all.”

With that, I resumed following our map to the back offices, with Cy trailing behind me. I could tell he felt slightly apprehensive about following me, a feeling I somewhat understood, but not really. It wasn’t like I was going to kill him, after all. He was perfectly safe with me, him and his no doubt delicious blood and—

I caught myself. Whoa. Maybe he wasn’t as safe as I thought.
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The fact that I had caught myself thinking such thoughts about my own Sidekick deeply disturbed me, although I didn’t say that to Cy. I just followed the map as best as I could, using the map to avoid walking into the battles raging on all around us. Although I enjoyed killing the Stalking Shadows, I knew better than to let myself get caught up in these battles. Killing Atmosfear and Master Haru was the only thing that mattered right now. Their minions were just a sideshow in comparison to the main event.

But my mind was still distracted by what I did earlier. Between feeling increasingly more bloodthirsty, as well as my Painless buff, I was beginning to realize that the Z-Virus was affecting me in more ways than I thought. The Painless buff was definitely nice—it felt kind of like being on the best pain pills all the time—but I realized that it was another sign that the Infection was getting worse. I suspected that the Painless buff was one of those things that all Z-Virus carriers got at some point. That explained how the zombies I had fought so far had been able to take ridiculous amounts of punishment without even slowing down, much less getting killed. I also now understood why Kuwabara had enjoyed being a zombie. If being a zombie meant you didn’t have to deal with pain, that was definitely attractive in and of itself.

But it was still a bad sign. I didn’t want to end up a zombie like the Stalking Shadows. It would mean giving up control over myself. Some people might like the idea of handing control over to someone else, but I didn’t. It just made me glad for Kids Mode again. As embarrassing as it might be, Kids Mode was probably the only reason why I hadn’t fully succumbed to the Z-Virus yet. With luck, I would also be healed of the Z-Virus entirely once the developers finished making the vaccine.

Luckily, we didn’t run into any other ninja on our way across the factory. Based on what the map showed, it looked like all available Stalking Shadows had been sent out to the scene of the battle. Even more encouraging, the number of fighting Stalking Shadows had dropped considerably. Dillo and Hop had finally entered the factory, where they had met up with Funky, Recover, and Brawn to take on a small team of Stalking Shadows, while the Task Force’s members were all still alive and active. Even the Ninja Guild members had clearly lost fewer members than the Stalking Shadows.

I couldn’t hide the grin on my face. By all accounts, it looked like we were winning, and handily at that. I wouldn’t be surprised if we got to the offices only to discover that Atmosfear and Master Haru had both fled. However strong they might have been, I doubted either of them would be able to withstand our combined might, even if they worked together and combined their Powers. I was becoming more and more convinced that victory would be ours.

Soon, Cy and I reached the stairs leading up to the back offices. We carefully climbed the stairs a few at a time, stopping every now and then to listen for possible threats or traps. But we didn’t run into anything dangerous and soon reached the offices themselves. There were about three of them and each one had a window that allowed the occupants to look out over the factory. Perhaps the windows were normally used by the factory overseers to keep an eye on the workers and make sure that product was being manufactured smoothly and on time, but now they were probably used by Master Haru and Atmosfear to keep an eye on the battle.

Crouching low, Cy and I made our way over to the first window. We peered inside but didn’t see anyone, so we made our way down to the second one and still didn’t see anyone. It wasn’t until we got to the third window that we found people inside.

On the other side of the window were three figures. Two I recognized easily: Atmosfear and Giggles. Atmosfear looked similar to the last time I’d seen him, with his red and silver body armor and his Roman centurion-style helmet. The only difference now was that Atmosfear had a long, black cape running down his back, as well as what looked like a large ax by his side. Giggles also looked pretty much the same, though the hilt of his dagger looked different. Perhaps he had gotten a new weapon since the last time I saw him.

The third figure, however, was new to me. He was clearly a ninja, garbed in black and purple, although unlike his fellow ninja he wore a high tech visor over his eyes. Due to the fact that he was sitting down behind a desk, I couldn’t tell how tall he was or what else he might have had. Knowing ninja, he probably had all sorts of different weapons on him to help him deal with a variety of situations.

But, although I had never seen the man, I had zero trouble recognizing him as [STALKING SHADOWS MASTER HARU]. And it looked like he and Atmosfear were having a big argument.

The glass must have been soundproof because I couldn’t hear what they were saying. But I could see Atmosfear waving his hands back and forth, pointing sharply at Master Haru every now and then and one time even slamming a fist down on the table. Master Haru, to his credit, did not seem to be very afraid or worried about Atmosfear, although based on the way the bottom of his mask moved, I could guess he was responding to whatever Atmosfear’s complaints were.

“What are they talking about?” Cy whispered to me. “Looks like Atmosfear is upset about something.”

I cracked a grin. “Probably about this attack. The map shows me that the Stalking Shadows are losing. They’ve lost quite a few of their own men while our side has barely lost anyone. They won’t be able to hold us back for much longer. Soon these guys will have to retreat, which means not only abandoning one of their Hideouts but also losing access to the artificial Z-Viruses they’re producing. No wonder Atmosfear is upset.”

“What should we do?” Cy said, not taking his eyes off the two arguing Villains. “Should we attack while they’re distracted? Or wait for the rest of the Team to catch up with us?”

I glanced at the map. “Everyone is in the factory now, but the rest of the Team is too far away to get here in time. We need to attack now before these guys get away. We’ll bust down the door and use Blizzard like how we did the last time we defeated Atmosfear. In such a small, enclosed space, even Master Haru won’t be able to dodge it.”

Still bent over, we made our way past the window and stopped in front of the door. A quick twist of the handle showed that the door was locked, but that was easy to fix. I put my hand on the door and, looking at Cy, said, “Ready?”

Cy nodded. “When you are, boss.”

I smiled and nodded in return before looking at the door again. With a soft sigh, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded out from my hand and completely covered the door from head to foot. As soon as the door froze, I reared back and kicked it right in the middle.

The door shattered under the impact of my kick and Cy and I jumped into the office. Our sudden appearance caused Atmosfear and Giggles to whirl around to face us, while Master Haru even rose from his chair as if he was going to make a run for it.

But I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t even engage in any banter. I just thrust my hands forward and shouted, “Cy, now!”

Powerful winds exploded from Cy’s hands, sending papers, books, and knickknack's on the shelves flying about. It also made the Villains stand still. Master Haru clung to his desk, while Atmosfear stood his ground and held his hands over his head to protect himself from the flying objects. Giggles’ robes whipped about him wildly, but he just said, in a deadpan voice, “Oh, no. Not this ag—”

With a yell, I activated Blizzard. My Energy bar dropped to zero as cold energy exploded from my hands and combined with the air to form a raging blizzard. Snow suddenly started falling from the ceiling, covering the whole room in a thick layer before being scooped up by the winds and covering Atmosfear, Giggles, and Master Haru. Giggles cried out in pain as the snow engulfed him, while Atmosfear tried to fight it off only to vanish underneath the snow as well.

The last I saw of Master Haru before the blizzard overtook him was a look of complete and utter surprise on his face.
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The blizzard seemed to last an eternity, but really it was probably only for a couple of seconds. Then it vanished, allowing Cy and I to see the results of our combined attack for the first time.

It looked like Christmas had come early to this office in particular. Books and desks were covered in piles of snow. The whole floor was almost lost underneath the thick amount of snow we had summoned. Some of the snow had even flown outside the office. The temperature had noticeably dropped. While my Ice Man Costume kept me from getting too cold, Cy wasn’t so lucky. He had wrapped his arms around his body, his teeth chattering and the exposed parts of his skin looking blue, although he looked infinitely warmer than Master Haru, Atmosfear, and Giggles.

Master Haru was literally frozen to his office chair. His facial expression was frozen in the same look of surprise that he had been wearing before the blizzard struck. Snow stood on his frozen shoulders, while his eyes stared blankly into nothingness.

Atmosfear and Giggles weren’t much better. Like Master Haru, they had been flash frozen into their current positions. Atmosfear’s face was twisted into an expression of hatred and hostility, while Giggles face was distorted by the fear that had obviously overtaken him right before he was frozen. And unlike last time, this time I knew neither of them was going to escape anytime soon.

A new notification appeared before me after that thought crossed my mind:

[Stalking Shadow Master Haru], [Villain Atmosfear], and [Sidekick Giggles] are Frozen! Movement reduced by 100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

Field Effect added: Fallen Snow. Movement reduced for all non-Ice players and NPCs by 10%. This does not affect players and NPCs wearing proper Ice Equipment such as Snowshoes.

I cracked a grin while Cy whooped and did a fist pump. “We did it, boss! I can’t believe how easy that was.”

I shook my head. “Don’t get too cocky now, Cy. They may be frozen, but that doesn’t mean they’re dead. Let’s smash up Master Haru, but spare Atmosfear and Giggles.”

Cy looked at me questioningly. “Why should we spare those two? Don’t we need to kill them as well? They’re pretty nasty, after all.”

“I want to hand them over to the proper authorities,” I said, thinking about Chuck and the Department of VR in general. “Killing them and letting them respawn in their Hideout would just allow them to resume their criminal activities. They need to face justice.”

“I see,” said Cy. He nodded. “Okay, makes sense.”

“But first …” I opened my Team chat and sent this message to everyone:

Me: Guys! Cy and I just defeated Master Haru, Atmosfear, and Giggles. Took all three of ‘em by surprise :) 

Recover: Wow! That was fast. But I’m not complaining.

FunkyFresh94: Good job. We’re still dealing with the Stalking Shadow remnants, but their numbers are dwindling rapidly, thanks in no small part to the efforts by the Ninja Guild and the Task Force.

Dillo: Good. I fricking hate ninjas like you wouldn’t believe. The fewer ninjas we have to fight, the better.

Me: Don’t worry, guys. I’m sure we’ll get some pretty sweet rewards once all is said and done. Everyone needs to get over here. And try to avoid picking fights with any Ninja Guild or Task Force members. Once I show them what I did, I’m sure the Task Force won’t try to stop us.

With that out of the way, I walked around the frozen Atmosfear and Giggles, though not before using Freezing Touch to make their Frozen status last for about ten more minutes. Then I walked up to the frozen Master Haru and stood next to him, looking down at the frozen ninja master with my arms folded in front of my chest.

I had to admit, I was a little underwhelmed by Master Haru. I had expected him to be a bigger threat than this. Of course, I had taken him by surprise, but that was another weird thing when you thought about it. Ninja weren’t supposed to be taken by surprise. They were the masters of surprise themselves, after all. I guess there was a reason he called himself Master Haru and not Grandmaster Haru. In any case, I would take pleasure in smashing his icy form to pieces. He was indirectly responsible for my own Infection, after all. I would make sure to pay him back in kind.

Raising my fist, I smashed it directly on top of Master Haru’s head as hard as I possibly could. Thick cracks appeared in Master Haru’s frozen form before his entire body collapsed into a pile of frozen flesh.

I grinned in triumph and waited for the notification that would inform me that I had killed Master Haru and would be rewarded a ton of experience for doing so. I also anticipated a cascade of other notifications informing me that I had completed all of my missions and would be given all sorts of cool rewards for my tireless efforts. It wouldn’t be the same as getting cured of my Infection, but it would do for now.

That was why my grin disappeared in an instant when I got this notification:

You killed [Stalking Shadow Master Haru]! No EXP gain from destroying a Decoy.

“What the—?” I said. “ A Decoy? What the heck was that?”

My question was answered almost immediately by the notification that popped up immediately afterward:

You destroyed a [Stalking Shadow Master Haru] Decoy! You probably feel pretty foolish right about now for thinking it would be that easy to kill Master Haru.

My jaw dropped. This had to be wrong. I was sure I had killed the actual Master Haru, not a ‘Decoy’ as these prompts said. I looked at the frozen chunks of flesh that had formally been Master Haru a second before, but then noticed they looked … different now. I picked up the closest frozen chunk and, looking at it closely, realized I was looking at a chunk of frozen wood painted the same colors as Master Haru. In fact, all of the frozen chunks were just hunks of wood, like I had destroyed a wooden statue rather than the real Master Haru.

Alarmed, I looked over at Cy and shouted, “Cy! Master Haru isn’t dead yet. This was his Decoy sitting here all along. He’s still here.”

“A Decoy?” Cy repeated. “No way. He can’t be a—”

Cy abruptly stopped speaking. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed onto the snow-covered floor with a soft thud. A prompt appeared before me that said:

[Sidekick Cyclone] has been knocked unconscious! Duration: 30 minutes.

My eyes widened when I read that notification, but then a dark blur jumped between the frozen Atmosfear and Giggles and rushed at me. The blur kicked me solidly in the chest, sending me staggering back into the wall. A dagger came flying at my face, but I managed to activate Flight in time to soar straight up into the air and perform a somewhat awkward landing on the other side of the desk.

Rising to my feet again, I looked up and saw Master Haru standing behind his desk, his dagger embedded in the wall that I had been standing in front of mere seconds ago. Wrenching his dagger out of the wall, Master Haru whirled around and raised his knife before him, but oddly enough, he didn’t try to attack me again.

I took advantage of this moment to Scan Master Haru, just to make sure he was actually Master Haru and not another lifelike Decoy:

Stalking Shadows Master Haru

LEVEL: 50

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Master Ninja

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Fire

The Master of the Stalking Shadow ninja clan himself, Master Haru was once a faithful student to Grandmaster Yamamoto until the two had a tragic falling out recently, causing Haru to strike out on his own and found his own ninja clan. Although relatively young for a Master Ninja, Master Haru is also quite ambitious and appears to have his eyes set on more than just making the Stalking Shadows the only ninja guild of Adventure City.

“So, you are the Hero Winter I’ve heard so much about,” said Master Haru, flipping his dagger in his hands. “The Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos and saved the whole world from the Blackout.”

“And you’re Master Haru, the dangerous ninja assassin I’ve been warned about,” I said. “Honestly, I expected you to be a lot taller.”

Master Haru grunted. “And I expected the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos to be far more perceptive, but it looks like we both had incorrect assumptions about each other.”

I nodded. “Then why don’t you allow me to correct your assumptions about my intelligence? That Decoy trick of yours was pretty neat, but it only helped you survive for a little while. Your men are being slaughtered by my Teammates, the Ninja Guild, and the Task Force even as we speak. You should have run as soon as you cast that Decoy spell. Then you might have been able to rebuild your clan from the ground up later on.”

Master Haru chuckled. “Only a fool declares victory before the last soldier has been killed. Observe.”

Master Haru raised his other hand in which he held a small remote control with a single blue button on it. Without hesitation, Master Haru pressed the button.

As soon as he did, a metal slab fell from the ceiling and covered the open doorway. Then I heard several locks click into place, which was when I realized that Master Haru had locked us both into his office.

“One-on-one?” I said to Master Haru. I gestured at the snow all around us. “With this snow? Come on, now. This is a very small office. And with the Fallen Snow effect in play, you’re not as fast as you think you are.”

“Again, you speak presumptively,” said Master Haru. “Look out the window and tell me what you see.”

I didn’t want to turn my back to Master Haru, but I had to admit that my curiosity got the best of me and I looked over my shoulder out the office window. As soon as I did, I wish I hadn’t.

Thick green gas was pouring out of the vats in the factory’s ceiling. Gallons and gallons of sickly green gas poured out everywhere, forming a thick green mist in the air that was impenetrable to the naked eye. In seconds, the entire factory was obscured by the thick green gas, making it impossible to see anything directly outside of the office in which we stood.

I looked at Master Haru again. “What is that? What did you do? Did you unleash poison on everyone in the factory? Are you trying to kill everyone?”

“I have killed no one, Hero Winter,” said Master Haru. His words became as soft as the snow under our feet but far more dangerous. “Instead, I have granted everyone within this building eternal life and true immortality.”

The implications of Master Haru’s statement hit me like a freight train, only to be confirmed seconds later by the following notification:

Your Team has been Infected with the Z-Virus! Teammates can no longer use or respond to Team chat. All EXP gain still divided normally.

Field Effect activated: Friendly fire. Your attacks can now harm your Teammates and vice versa. Killing Teammates will give you the same amount of EXP as killing an enemy character.
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No …” I whispered under my breath. “No, this can’t be true …”

I pulled up my Team Winter membership list and saw an [INFECTED] status next to the names of each member of the Team. Even Funky was Infected with the Z-Virus now. Even worse, the tiny bars underneath the [INFECTED] label—which seemed to display the progress of the infection—were rapidly filling up, going from 0% to 50% in less than five seconds.

“What did you do?” I shouted at Master Haru. “What did you do to my Teammates?”

Master Haru bowed. “I gave them eternal life. Why would you ever find that horrifying?”

Anger shot up in me like lava spewing out of a volcano. I tried to fire two Ice Beams at Master Haru, only to discover that my Energy still hadn’t recovered from using Blizzard, meaning I was all out of Energy and couldn’t use any of my Energy-based Powers. It didn’t help that I wouldn’t be able to use Blizzard again for about twenty-five minutes, but I had a feeling I would be lucky if I lasted even half that long against Master Haru.

“Your impotency is noted,” said Master Haru. “Your Combo Power earlier must have used up all your Energy, didn’t it?”

I stared at Master Haru in shock. “How did you know that? I didn’t tell you that.”

“Atmosfear told me about your Powers,” said Master Haru, glancing at the frozen Atmosfear. “He told me you could summon a Blizzard, which I understood to be one of you and your Sidekick’s Combination Powers. Your attack nearly took me by surprise, but luckily I summoned a Decoy at the last possible second, which took the brunt of the attack for me.”

My hands twitched. I really should have seen that coming, but instead I let my own arrogance get the best of me and assume I had won before I could verify that. I really needed to stop being so hasty. “What about my Teammates? You Infected them all with the Z-Virus. How?”

“It is a new gaseous form of the Z-Virus,” said Master Haru. He gestured at Atmosfear. “Developed by my dear friend and ally Atmosfear. His Powers lean toward creating gases and voids, so he was able to take the Z-Virus sample I gave him and develop it into a gas I could spray on other people. As you can tell, it was more than successful.”

“Did you plan to do this the entire time?” I said. “Did you plan to use your Z-Virus gas to brainwash my Teammates and turn the Ninja Guild and Task Force members into your minions?”

“Of course,” said Master Haru. “Admittedly, I didn’t expect such a … vicious attack. But no matter. In the end, I managed to turn the tables on you, just as a true Stalking Shadow would.”

I looked at the status bars on my Team’s page again and was shocked to see that they were already 100%. “How did they get Infected so quickly? I thought it took three days for the Z-Virus to full Infect a target.”

“This new strand of the Z-Virus is weaker than the original, but works much faster,” said Master Haru. “You saw that when you got bit by that Civilian, did you not? When injected into a person’s veins or sprayed onto them, the Z-Virus acts immediately. It only takes three days if you are bitten or Infected in some other indirect way.”

I gulped. I had been wondering why poor Robert had gotten Infected so quickly after he injected himself with the Z-Virus, while mine would have taken three days at most if Kids Mode hadn’t been enabled. It was all starting to make sense now. “Meaning that each and every one of my Teammates is now a mindless zombie.”

“As are all of the Ninja Guild and Task Force members,” said Master Haru, “but I would not call them ‘mindless’ zombies. They are now my eternal soldiers. Their bodies may rot, but they will never die, never feel pain, and never know the fear of dying. From my perspective, I would say I have improved their lives, rather than worsened them.”

I was about to say that he was both wrong and delusional, but then I noticed cracks starting to appear along Atmosfear and Giggles’ frozen forms. With a start, I realized that the five-minute timer for the Frozen effect was up and I still lacked enough Energy to reinforce it.

In the next second, the ice around Atmosfear and Giggles shattered. Giggles immediately fell to his hands and knees, breathing hard and fast, while Atmosfear merely put a hand on his head like he was suffering a really bad headache.

“Holy heck, I forgot how much that hurts,” Atmosfear grunted. “Hurts worse than a rattlesnake biting your butt while you’re taking a dump, let me tell you.”

Then Atmosfear looked out the window and grinned. “Well, well, well. When I got Frozen, I had been worried for a second there that our little plan might have fallen apart. But it looks like I had nothing to worry about.”

“You should have known that I would not flee so easily,” said Master Haru, drawing Atmosfear’s attention to him. “Not after all of the hard work and sacrifice we put into making my dream a reality.”

“You’re right,” said Atmosfear, putting a hand on his head. “I’ll never doubt you again, Haru, you tricky ninja you.”

Then Atmosfear looked over at me. A wicked grin crossed his face and he waved at me. “Hiya there, Nyle! Long time, no see. You got a cape now. Looks pretty stupid if you ask me, but then again, you donuts aren’t exactly known for your fashion sense, now are ya?”

“Big words coming from a guy with an even gaudier cape than me,” I said.

Atmosfear dusted icicles off his cape. “Hey, this cape is actually cool, unlike yours, which is as lame as they come. Plus, my cape has all sorts of special bonuses and effects that give me an edge in combat.”

I scowled but knew better than to respond to Atmosfear’s taunts. I looked at Master Haru and said, “Where did you even get this Z-Virus strain from? I was told that the Z-Virus was eliminated five years ago when the Capes Online servers were rebooted.”

Atmosfear cracked a grin. “Is that really what they told you? Man, I knew you were stupid, but I didn’t know you were gullible as well.”

“Gullible?” I repeated. “What do you mean by that?”

“The Z-Virus wasn’t totally eradicated five years ago, as the official story claims,” said Atmosfear. He leaned toward me, his grin becoming more and more wicked by the second. “I mean, sure, SI Games attempted to destroy it that way, but they didn’t get all of it. They missed the original Z-Virus carrier—the dog owned by the Mad Scientist who created the Z-Virus—without even realizing it.”

“Impossible,” I said. “I was told that that dog was destroyed along with all of the other Z-Virus carriers.”

“Like I said, SI Games did try to destroy it,” said Atmosfear. “But they never realized that they weren’t the only people keeping an eye on how the Z-Virus was developing in-game. There were other people who were just as … intrigued, you might say, by the sheer destructive potential of the Z-Virus. So they managed to sneak the dog away when no one was looking. SI Games never actually bothered to verify that the mangy mutt was dead. They just assumed it got wiped out in the server reset, especially considering how it was never supposed to last long outside the original event anyway.”

“Who were these people who sneaked the dog out of there?” I said. “And where is the dog now?”

Atmosfear’s grin grew so wide now that it practically covered his face. “Why, our old pals at the Department of VR, of course.”

“What?” I said in shock. “You mean the Department of VR knowingly rescued the original Z-Virus carrier? For what purpose?”

“To study it,” said Atmosfear. “And figure out how to put it to their own use, of course. Don’t look so surprised. It’s pretty much a given that our pals in Washington are always going to be the first to get their hands on whatever the newest and deadliest weapon of the week happens to be.”

I pursed my lips, but I couldn’t say I disagreed with Atmosfear. It made sense that the government would want to get their hands on a biological weapon as powerful as the Z-Virus. Capes Online might not have been reality, but VR games were a huge staple of modern society now, so it made sense that the government would want to be aware of all potential weapons both in the game and out. And not necessarily because they wanted to protect their citizens, either.

“Assuming you’re telling the truth, where did you get the Z-Virus from specifically?” I asked.

“Easy,” said Atmosfear. “I got it from my contact in the Department, the guy who put me in here in the first place. He gave me the Z-Virus and told me to spread it as far and widely as I can. I was, of course, more than happy to be of service to my country and do exactly that.”

I gasped. “But the original Department leaker, James Osaka, is dead. How could he have given you the Z-Virus?”

“When did I say it was that guy?” said Atmosfear. He laughed. “That guy was framed, by the way. By my contact. Trust me, Nyle, my friend in the Department isn’t some low-level intern who is doing stuff behind his superiors’ back. My contact goes all the way to the top … well, top of the Department, anyway.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Are you talking about Director Johnson or someone else?”

“Not telling,” said Atmosfear, covering his mouth with his hands like he had just told me a bad secret. “If I tell you who my contact is, he threatened to delete me outright. I’m a smart man and I know when to take someone’s threat seriously, even if they’re a stuffy federal government bureaucrat who takes real pleasure in forcing people to obey his orders.”

I scowled. I should have known that Atmosfear wouldn’t tell me who his contact was, but the information he gave me was useful nonetheless. It meant that he could be tracked after all and that he was still in contact with the rogue agent. I didn’t know if Chuck was watching this scene play out or not, but even if he didn’t, I made a mental note to let Chuck know about this once this situation was over with. Hopefully, Chuck would be able to verify Atmosfear’s claims.

“Why did your contact tell you to spread the Z-Virus?” I asked. “What is he trying to do?”

“Again, none of your business,” said Atmosfear. “He just promised me my own eternal army of zombie slaves if I obeyed him. Always wanted a zombie army, so of course I said yes. ‘Course, I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter because of the whole delete my mind forever thing, but I like zombies, too.”

My hands clenched into fists, but it was clear that Atmosfear was not going to tell me what I wanted to know. “Very well, then. If you’re going to keep your lips tight, then I’ll just have to beat you and give you over to the government. I’m sure the Department of VR would be intrigued to know about who the real leaker behind your presence here in Capes Online is.”

“I’m sure they would,” said Atmosfear. “Assuming, of course, you can even stop me. Which your friends there might disagree with.”

Before I could ask Atmosfear what he meant, the metal slab covering the door smashed open. I whirled around just in time to see my Teammates rush through the doorway. I was at first filled with excitement, thinking that reinforcements had finally arrived and that I was going to be saved.

But then I noticed how pale their skin was … and how each and every one of their Infection bars underneath their names was 100% Infected.


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

Each one of my Teammates looked awful. At first glance, you might not notice anything out of the ordinary, but if you looked a little more closely, you could see the telltale signs of being a Z-Virus carrier. Their eyes were a deep blood red, while their skin was pale as snow and blood leaked out of the corners of their mouths. Their collective body stink could be smelled even from over here, smelling like rotting flesh and fresh blood. I would have gagged if I wasn’t already used to the stench from the last several Z-Virus carriers I had fought already.

When my Teammates entered the room, they immediately attacked me. Brawn tackled me to the ground, while Funky and Dillo grabbed my arms and restrained me. Even Recover and Hop kicked me a couple of times in the ribs. I tried to fight them off as best as I was able, but they overwhelmed me with their combined strength and attacks.

Soon, my Teammates had successfully captured me. Funky even summoned some weird energy chains to put around my wrists, a Power he did not offer an explanation for. Not that I needed one, however. When the chains were clamped around my wrists, I got this notification:

Debuff added: Power Negator. All Active Powers negated as long as you wear these chains. Duration: N/A.

My eyes widened in shock when I read that notification. Even if I had recovered enough Energy by now to use a Power, I wouldn’t be able to. I wondered if Power Negator was a status effect available to all Classes or if only Beastmasters like Funky could inflict it. Or maybe Funky was just that special and could get it because he was a Capes Online developer or something.

In any case, Cy and I were both tied up and forced to kneel on the floor in front of Master Haru and Atmosfear. Atmosfear was leaning against the desk, his arms folded in front of his chest and a big grin on his face, with Giggles standing silently by him. Unlike Atmosfear, Giggles eyed my zombie Teammates carefully, probably because he didn’t trust them not to attack him and Atmosfear.

“Good job, my loyal subordinates,” said Master Haru. He jumped over the desk and landed in front of me. “You have captured the main threat to our existence. For that, I must thank each and every one of you for your help.”

My Teammates didn’t say anything in response. That was probably because zombies couldn’t talk. I found myself wondering how this was affecting my Teammates in the real world, though. If their characters were zombified, could my friends still log off or were they stuck in the game like back in the Blackout? If the latter, then the Z-Virus was even more serious than I first thought.

Master Haru knelt until he was on the same level as me. His piercing blue eyes fixed on mine with the focus of a tiger on the hunt. “Tell me how you feel now, Hero Winter. Your own Teammates have betrayed you after I gave them the gift of immortality.”

“Gift?” I said. I glanced at the mindless looks on my friends’ faces and snapped at Master Haru, “This isn’t a gift. It’s a curse. You’ve taken away their free will.”

“And?” said Master Haru, raising an eyebrow. “I have delivered them from death and pain, the two greatest natural evils of the world. I wish to live in a world where no one is in pain or dies. Why else do you think I have all my followers take the Z-Virus and why I have been fervently spreading it as far and wide as I could?”

“Because you’re a maniac who wants to take over the world,” I said. “That’s why.”

Master Haru frowned. “You have been listening to Yamamoto, haven’t you? The fool. He is too bound by tradition and so-called honor to care about the future. Under his rule, the Ninja Guild has become hopelessly stagnant. It has no mission, no vision, nothing to guide the organization as a whole. That is why the Stalking Shadows are destined to replace it. My vision of a world where pain and death have finally been conquered shall eliminate any and all rival visions.”

I bit my lower lip. Master Haru seemed sincere in his desire to rid the world of pain and death, but I wasn’t sure he really meant it. “It’s still wrong. Besides, my friends are players and Sidekicks. We respawn upon death. We don’t need ‘immortality,’ as you define it. Turning them into zombies actually makes them worse.”

“True,” said Master Haru, stroking his chin. “You Heroes and Villains already have some form of immortality. And you and Atmosfear, in particular, have an even more special form of immortality which is beyond what most players have. But what about us? Those you call ‘NPCs’? When we die, it is over for us.”

I hesitated. Master Haru was right, however much I didn’t want to admit it. Players always respawned whenever we died, but NPCs couldn’t except for Sidekicks, and even then I was pretty sure that most Sidekicks lost their ability to respawn after they were fired by their player. I hadn’t thought to look at the whole death/respawn issue from the NPC’s perspective before, though.

“That was my main disagreement with Yamamoto,” said Master Haru, averting his gaze to look down at the snow under our feet. “I saw this as the injustice it was. How just was it that we have to die once, while you Heroes and Villains can die and respawn as much as you want? Yamamoto told me that it was simply the way of the world and there was nothing we could do about it. But I have proved him wrong. I shall prove him wrong, once the Z-Virus has spread throughout the whole world.”

“But SI Games will just reset the servers again if that happens,” I said. “Like they did the last time the Z-Virus got out of control.”

Master Haru looked at me again, but this time with a very odd light in his eyes. “It’s clear to me you don’t understand the bigger picture here. Were what you said true, I would not even be attempting this. But the gods of this world are losing their grip over their own creation. Slowly, yes, but surely, as surely as sand falls between the gaps in a person’s fingers.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “This is just a game. How could SI Games be losing control over their own creation? You’re not making any sense.”

“If you knew what I knew and saw what I saw, then you would not only agree with me but beg to join me,” said Master Haru. “A new world is coming, Hero Winter. One where the differences between us NPCs and you players will no longer exist. There is a new god in the world seeking to establish his order and he desires everyone, player and NPC alike, to join his cause.”

Master Haru leaned in until only a couple of inches separated our faces. “Do you want to know why we haven’t killed you yet? It is because you are valuable. You defeated Dark Kosmos when no one else could. As the emissary of this new god, I can offer you a spot in his new world, where no one dies and no one feels pain. Do you accept it?”

Without warning, a notification appeared in my view which read:

MISSION: Join the New World

Although Master Haru’s statements are cryptic and strange, you sense he might be telling the truth about this new god in the world seeking to take over Capes Online. The rise of the Stalking Shadows and the return of the Z-Virus is the first sign of change in the world. Will you accept Master Haru’s offer to join the new world being built in this god’s image or will you reject it, knowing you will make yourself a powerful enemy you might not be able to defeat?

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

DIFFICULTY: Easy

RARITY: Unique+

SUCCESS: Accept Master Haru’s offer to join the New World

FAILURE: Reject Master Haru’s offer to join the New World

REWARDS: Immortality and a high ranked position in the New World that Master Haru’s god is building

ACCEPT? Y/N

Yet another mission from a Villain NPC? Maybe the world really was changing after all, just like Master Haru said.

But I didn’t need to even think about it. I hit ‘N’ and said, “Sorry, Haru, but you’re going to have to try harder than that. I have no interest in joining any world order being built by a god who hires someone like Atmosfear to do his bidding.”

“Hey, any god who likes me probably has really good taste,” said Atmosfear. “Just saying.”

Master Haru, however, shook his head sadly. “I suspected you might reject my offer based on what Atmosfear told me about your character and your relationship with him. I thought he might be wrong and you might be more open to reason, but it’s clear to me now that I was gravely mistaken.”

I smiled. “Well, what are you going to do to me, then? If you kill me, I’ll just respawn in my Base. There’s nothing you can really do to harm me.”

Master Haru stepped up. “You are correct that there’s nothing I can do to hurt you, but there is something that one person can do to hurt you.”

Master Haru looked at Funky. “Funky, please open up Winter’s character menu.”

Without hesitation, Funky raised his hand and my character screen—the same one I had seen Chuck pull up when he enabled Kids Mode for me—popped up.

“Turn off Kids Mode,” said Master Haru flatly.

Again, showing no hesitation whatsoever, Funky went down to the button labeled ‘KIDS MODE’ and turned it off.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

As soon as Funky turned off Kids Mode for me, pain unlike any I had felt before wracked my body. I gasped and fell over onto the snow in pain, trying to scream and not scream at the same time as a new notification appeared before me:

Kids Mode has been disabled. All swearing and violence censors have been turned off and EXP gain is no longer halved.

Normally, I would have been overjoyed to see that notification, but now it filled me with dread and terror because it meant that there was nothing to stop my Z-Virus Infection from reaching 100% now.

Even as I lay there thinking those thoughts, I could see the Z-Virus icon in my corner start to rise. 12% … 15% … 20% … 25% … it kept rising higher and higher, rising almost too fast for my eyes to follow. It seemed like the Infection rate was trying to catch up after being suppressed for so long by Kids Mode.

The pain just got worse the higher the Infection rate went. It felt like someone was stabbing me with needles right in my eyes. My Painless debuff did nothing at all to mitigate it. Breathing became harder and harder. My head felt like it was swelling to twice its size. My fingers and toes became cold and numb. My limbs were rigid and unfeeling. My hair felt like it was on fire.

But worse than any of that was the thirst—the hunger—growing deep within me. The thirst for human blood I had felt before was almost overwhelming now. I wanted to—needed to—taste human flesh. I found myself licking my lips uncontrollably, trying to stave off the deep desire for human flesh and blood growing within my very soul.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, my Infection rate reached 50% and suddenly slowed to a crawl. I lay on the floor, my face half-buried in snow, panting hard as the pain slowly began to subside, although I could tell it wasn’t going away, not entirely, and perhaps never would.

“Boss?” said Cy beside me. “Are you okay, boss?”

With a deep, shuddering breath, I opened my mouth to speak but found it too dry to form words. It took me a couple of seconds before I managed to utter, “It … hurts …”

“Hmm,” said Master Haru, stroking his chin. “It looks like the Infection rate has stopped at fifty percent. I had assumed enough time had passed that the Infection would go all the way to one hundred percent when Kids Mode was disabled, but it appears I was wrong.”

“That was freaky,” said Atmosfear. He crouched down and smirked at me. “You were screaming like a little baby there. Very dignified, like the donut you are.”

I simply glared at Atmosfear, doing my best to communicate my hatred of him without using words. But then I felt a deep rumble inside my stomach and I suddenly wanted to bite his neck. Shaking my head, I realized that the hunger within me was powerful. Not powerful enough to override my sense of self just yet, but it would be soon enough.

“What should we do with him, Haru?” said Atmosfear as he stood up to his full height again. “Kill him anyway, just to be sure?”

“No,” said Master Haru, shaking his head. “Instead, I want him locked away somewhere until the Infection is completed. By my estimates, I would say that we need wait only one more day before the Infection has totally consumed his body, mind, and soul. Once that is done, then we can move forward with our plans to create a world without death and pain.”

Atmosfear snorted. “Sounds boring to me, but whatever. As long as you keep paying me as well as you have, I’ll do whatever you want.”

“Do not worry about that, Atmosfear,” said Master Haru with a slight nod. “I always pay well. After all, if it wasn’t for your chemical insight, then I would never have been able to do this in the first place.”

“What can I say? I’m smarter than I look,” said Atmosfear with a shrug.

“What about me?” asked Cy in a terrified voice. “Are you going to kill me, too?”

Master Haru looked at Cy with a soft expression. “Do not worry, Cyclone. No one has forgotten about you. We will simply Infect you with the Z-Virus as well as your Hero. As I said, I seek to make a world without pain and death. I will not exclude certain individuals simply because they are—or were—my enemy.”

Master Haru thrust a hand into his pocket and pulled out a vial with a bubbling black substance in it that I recognized, even without using Scan, as a Z-Virus sample. “Luckily for you, I can perform this action right now. I always carry a Z-Virus bottle on me for just these sorts of occasions.”

Master Haru walked up to Cy. Cy immediately began trying to free himself, but he was being held by Brawn, whose massive, stone-like hands kept Cy in a tight grip that he simply wasn’t strong enough to break on his own. I tried to say something positive to Cy, something to calm him down, but the words caught in my throat. I now understood why so many Z-Virus carriers had a hard time speaking or sounded odd when they did. It seemed like the transformation and Infection messed with your vocal cords somehow. Perhaps they would return to normal once I got better, but somehow I doubted it.

In any case, I needed to save Cy. I might not be able to save myself, but there was no way in heck I was going to let Cy suffer this same fate. I need to act and act fast, but how? The Power Negator meant I couldn’t use any of my Powers. My Energy had recovered somewhat, but it was still nowhere near full. Most of my Skills were basically useless with my arms bound. It seemed like I had no way to save myself or Cy. I could only watch as Master Haru lifted the bubbling sample of Z-Virus above his head and popped the stopper, which fell onto the snow without making a sound. Cy continued to struggle, but then Funky grabbed Cy’s head and forced his mouth open. The fear in Cy’s eyes made me angry, but I knew there was no way I could save him from my fate.

Right before Master Haru could tilt the open bottle into Cy’s mouth, the sound of shattering glass broke the silence and I heard the sound of metal crashing through flesh. A second later, Haru screamed in pain and staggered backward, dropping the Z-Virus bottle onto the snow and grabbing his wrist. A quick glance showed me that there was now a very bloody bullet hole in Master Haru’s right hand, which was no doubt the source of his pain. He cursed violently in Japanese as he clutched his wrist, although he also sounded totally surprised.

“What the heck was that?” said Atmosfear, glancing at the office window, which now had a small bullet hole in it.

“Someone shot a bullet into the office,” said Giggles. He had drawn his knife but looked very fearful nonetheless. “I saw it go through Master Haru’s hand.”

“A bullet?” said Atmosfear in disbelief. “But I don’t see anyone out there. Everyone out there should be a zombie now. Why would anyone shoot Haru?”

Atmosfear’s question was soon answered when something small and round flew through the bullet hole. It soared over the heads of my Infected Teammates and landed softly on the snow before us. It was a small, round black ball, but that was all I could see before it exploded and unleashed the thickest, heaviest cloud of smoke I had ever seen.

The smoke cloud quickly covered the entire office in less than a second. Visibility dropped to zero as a new notification popped up before me:

Field Effect added: Smoke Cloud. Visibility and Accuracy -100%. Duration: 3 minutes.

“Was that a smoke bomb?” Atmosfear’s voice called out in the thick smoke. “Haru, has one of your ninja lost their freaking mind?”

“No,” said Master Haru, his voice tinged with fear. “Not one of mine. This is the work of—”

Master Haru’s voice was interrupted by the sound of several solid thuds. I heard people falling to the snow all around me and realized that each one of my Infected Teammates had been knocked out. I knew this because as each one fell, a notification would show up informing me that my Teammates were all knocked out. This thankfully did not count as a total party kill, but it was definitely concerning to see all of my Teammates fall like dominoes. It made me wonder who could possibly be attacking them and whether they were a friend or foe.

Without warning, I heard the sounds of metal rapidly clashing against metal followed by the sound of metal piercing flesh and someone—who sounded an awful lot like Giggles—screaming in pain.

That was when I heard Atmosfear finally shout, “That’s it! I’m sick of this smoke. Time to get rid of it.”

A second later, I found it impossible to breathe and realized that Atmosfear was likely using his Void Power. Although I doubted zombies needed to breathe, I still wasn’t fully Infected yet myself, so when the air was sucked out of my lungs, I knew I had precious little time before I died. At the same time, however, the smoke also vanished into Atmosfear’s hands, similar to dust being zoomed into a vacuum cleaner. Once the smoke was gone, Atmosfear shut off his Vacuum Power and I found I could breathe once again.

With the smoke gone, I could see that the situation had completely changed in the less than five seconds since the smoke bomb had been thrown.

All of my Infected Teammates lay on the floor around me looking quite dead, but a quick Scan showed me that all of my Teammates were still alive, just unconscious.

I couldn’t be quite so sure for Giggles, however. The Villain Sidekick lay on the floor with a deep, bloody gash in his chest. He was cursing like a sailor which, thanks to the fact that Kids Mode was no longer active for me, meant I could hear everyone last one of his, er, ‘creative’ swear words. Atmosfear stood by him, appearing unharmed, but he was also making no effort to come to the aid of his wounded Sidekick, either, which was typical for him.

More importantly, however, was the figure standing between me and Master Haru. He was a tall and powerfully built man wearing what looked like black and gold samurai armor modified to allow for greater movement and speed. He carried a long, deadly-looking katana in his right hand, which was red with blood that had probably been Giggles’. With his back to me, I couldn’t see his face, but I could read the nametag above his head that read [GRANDMASTER YAMAMOTO].

My eyes widened in shock. “Yama-sama? What are you doing here? And why do you look so … different?”

Yamamoto looked over his shoulder at me. His face was still as age and withered as ever, but the grin on his face was the same grin he had worn after pranking me and Cy back in the Ninja Guild HQ.

“Hello as well, Hero Winter,” said Yamamoto. “As for why I am here, that is simple. I have come to end what I started.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

Before I could ask him what he meant by that, Yamamoto turned his gaze back to Master Haru and said, “Haru-san, it has been a while since we last saw each other face-to-face like this.”

Master Haru carried a long dagger in his hand, which I realized he must have used to parry Yamamoto’s katana during the smoke cloud. “Not long enough, Yamamoto. Should I live to be a thousand years old, it would still not be long enough.”

“What did I tell you about anger and hatred, Haru?” said Yamamoto. “Bathe too deeply in your negative emotions and you will be drenched in them.”

“What would you know about emotion?” Master Haru snapped. “You, who would condemn the innocent people of the world to this cruel and unjust cycle of pain and death, despite knowing it could be averted, are a monster and an enemy. The Ninja Guild had stagnated under your leadership and that is why the Stalking Shadows will replace you.”

I was taken aback by Master Haru’s emotion. Before, he had come across to me as a calm, collected man who rarely let anything bother him. Now, however, I felt like I was looking at a completely different man. I suppose it had to do with the fact that he was now speaking face-to-face with his former master. It also probably didn’t help that his hand was still bleeding.

“I do not lack emotion, nor do I repress it,” said Yamamoto as he raised his blade before him. “I master it. That is why the Stalking Shadows will never rise above being a petty criminal gang. You never learned to master your emotions, Haru. Instead, you allowed them to master you, which is why you have made foolish decision after foolish decision, starting with leaving the Ninja Guild and forming your own group with your sycophants whom you call disciples.”

“How did you even get in here without getting Infected by the Z-Virus?” asked Atmosfear, glancing out the office window. “Sure, the gas has died down a bit, but you still should have gotten Infected.”

Yamamoto held up a gas mask. “I was aware that something like that might happen, so I brought this gas mask to protect my face from the gas. Although I prefer to use the traditional methods of old to deal with most problems, I will admit that some of these modern gadgets are quite useful every now and then.”

“Why are you even here?” said Master Haru, practically spitting out the sentence. “Our intel suggested you weren’t going to be part of the assault.”

Yamamoto smirked. “Don’t tell me you weren’t aware that I knew of spies within my midst. I might be an old, silly man, but I am not foolish. I ensured that incomplete information was given to my own followers in order to keep my involvement in the assault a surprise. Even my own daughter—who you Infected—was unaware that I planned to help.”

“The bullet,” said Master Haru. “Was that you, too?”

“No,” said a Ukrainian-accented voice from the doorway. “That was me.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and saw Targetman standing there. He wore a gas mask over his head that looked like Yamamoto’s, except slightly more advanced. He flipped the visor over his eyes off, however, and glared at Atmosfear and Master Haru. I didn’t see Mechbeth with him, but I didn’t care. I was filled with both excitement and dread. Excited that Targetman was here to help stop Atmosfear and Master Haru. Dread because I knew Targetman was going to kill me, too.

“Targetman?” said Atmosfear. He actually took a step back in fear. “Don’t tell me you also had a gas mask.”

“I do,” said Targetman, gesturing at the mask on his face. “It was the last gift that my Sidekick, Mechbeth, gave to me before she succumbed to the Infection herself. I shot Master Haru’s hand all the way from the other side of the factory thanks to my Perfect Aim Skill.”

I gaped. “No way you could have hit Master Haru’s hand from the other side of the factory that accurately.”

“It’s true,” said Targetman. “It took me a while to get here, mostly due to my own Infected Teammates trying to kill me, but now I am here and I am going to do what I am paid to do: Eliminate glitches.”

Targetman looked at Atmosfear in particular. “And you are Atmosfear, the player who aided Dark Kosmos during the Blackout by kidnapping players for Dark Kosmos to torture. The bounty SI Games put on your head is extremely high, high enough to pay my bills for a whole year.”

For the first time since I had seen Atmosfear, he looked genuinely terrified. I guess he knew just how powerful Targetman was and just how screwed he was. Not that I could blame him. I had personally seen how powerful Targetman was in combat and knew there was no way Atmosfear could ever hope to beat him in combat.

“Well, this is an unexpected, but welcome, development,” said Yamamoto. “It is good to see you again, Targetman. Last time we met, you were a new Hero just starting out. It’s good to see you have become the Hero I knew you would become.”

Targetman just grunted. “Nice to see you again, too, Yama-sama, but we can catch up later. Right now, we have two criminals to eliminate.”

“I agree,” said Yamamoto with a nod. He looked at Master Haru. “What do you say about this, Haru-san? Will you surrender and allow us to take you into custody peacefully? Or will you continue to foolishly fight us for no reason?”

Master Haru scowled. “Despite being my former master, it is as clear as daylight that you don’t understand me. I will never stop fighting for a world without pain and death. If that means I must kill you and every last member of the Ninja Guild in order to do it, then I will. I fight for the future.”

Without warning, Master Haru threw his knife at Yamamoto. Yamamoto easily parried the knife with his sword, but that turned out to just be a distraction because Master Haru pulled out his own smoke bomb and tossed it at his feet. The smoke bomb exploded and unleashed a small smoke cloud that covered him from head to foot.

Yamamoto, however, rushed over to the smoke cloud and slashed it in half. But instead of his blade cutting through flesh, he only cut through the smoke column that had enveloped Master Haru, revealing that the leader of the Stalking Shadows had completely disappeared.

“Whoa,” said Cy, staring at the empty column of smoke in shock. “Did Haru get away?”

Yamamoto stepped back and grunted. “He only thinks he did. I can sense his ki. He is still in the factory. I shall go after him.”

Yamamoto pulled out another smoke bomb from his armor and was about to toss it onto the floor before I said, “Wait, Yama-sama! Can you free me from these chains?”

Yamamoto glanced over his shoulder at me and his eyes locked onto the energy chains still keeping my wrists tied together. Without another word, he raised his sword and slashed it down, shattering the chains and getting me this notification:

Debuff lifted: Power Negator. All your Powers are once again available to you.

I grinned when I read the notification. My Energy was only about a quarter full now, but that was more than enough for me to use my Powers. I quickly popped open an Energy Drink and downed it all in one gulp. My Energy bar filled up again, making me grin even more broadly than before. I rose to my feet, along with Cy, and looked over at Atmosfear and said, “All right, Atmosfear. Your time is up.”

Atmosfear stepped back, while Giggles pulled a Health Drink out from his robes and drank it. Giggles’ chest wound began to heal as he rose to his feet and scrambled to stand beside Atmosfear, but it was clear to me that even Giggles didn’t believe they would be able to stop us.

“Hey, Targetman,” said Atmosfear quickly, putting on a rather forced-looking grin on his face. “I know I have a big bounty on my head and all, but is this really what you should be doing? I mean, Winter here is actually Infected with the Z-Virus. Shouldn’t you focus on eliminating him instead?”

Targetman’s eyes darted over to me briefly, as if he was seriously considering Atmosfear’s words. “Under other circumstances, I would. But you are the bigger threat. Not only did you willingly work for Dark Kosmos during the Blackout, you also helped Master Haru spread the Z-Virus in an attempt to harm players and destroy the game itself. Winter poses a threat only to himself and his immediate surroundings. You, on the other hand, pose a threat to the entirety of Capes Online. And that is why you must die.”

Targetman raised his gun to fire it at Atmosfear, but before he could do so, the floor shook underneath us like an earthquake. Almost all of us were knocked down to our feet, including Targetman, who looked around in surprise for a moment as the floor shook.

“What was that?” said Targetman. He looked at Atmosfear again. “Was this your doing, Atmosfear?”

Atmosfear suddenly grinned again. “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask your Teammate?”

Before Targetman could respond to that, a huge stone fist smashed through the office window and grabbed Targetman like a toy. Targetman had just enough time to lower the visor on his gas mask before he was yanked back into the factory. I caught a brief glimpse of Goalem’s deathly pale, zombified visage before he disappeared, although the sounds of fighting could be heard quite clearly outside as Targetman did his best to free himself from his Teammate’s solid stone grasp.

“What an idiot,” said Atmosfear with a laugh. He looked down at Giggles. “Giggles, I think it’s time for us to make our escape. Sometimes, you gotta know when to fold ‘em.”

Scowling, I aimed my Energy Cannon at Atmosfear and said, “Oh, no, you don’t.”

I fired my Energy Cannon at Atmosfear, but Atmosfear dodged it and thrust out his hands. Black smoke—the smoke he had sucked up earlier—spewed out of his open palms toward us. The smoke quickly obscured our vision, making it almost impossible for us to see before Cy used Gust and blew the smoke away just in time for us to see that Atmosfear and Giggles were gone. But I quickly caught sight of the back of Giggles’ robes disappearing through the office window, so I said to Cy, “Come on! We can’t let them get away. Not again. Not when we can stop them for good.”

So Cy and I jumped through the window and rushed after Atmosfear and Giggles as fast as we could.
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Even though Atmosfear and Giggles got maybe a two-second head start on us, they somehow kept well ahead of Cy and I as we ran after them. Atmosfear, in particular, made great strides as he ran, with Giggles following closely behind. We were running down the walkway in front of the offices, heading to … well, I wasn’t sure where Atmosfear and Giggles were going. Best as I could tell, they were simply trying to find the quickest way out of here. But I had no intention of letting them get away. I had already allowed that once. I would not repeat my mistake.

I fired Ice Beams at the two, but my attacks missed, although at times only narrowly. It seemed like both Atmosfear and Giggles had either great Evasion or maybe had leveled up Dodge a lot because they sometimes managed to avoid Ice Beams that should have hit them. Cy helped with regular Gusts, but even his attacks missed.

As we ran, I glanced down at the factory below. I saw ninja—Ninja Guild and Stalking Shadows alike—wandering around in what looked like dazes, seeking out fresh human flesh and blood to feast upon. I also saw members of the Task Force doing the same. It was a reminder of what I would become if I didn’t get healed right away. In the corner of my eye, the Infection rate was now 51%. My hunger and thirst grew stronger than ever and I found it harder and harder to think straight, but my single-minded focus to bring Atmosfear to justice helped me push forward regardless of my feelings.

The four of us were just about to reach the end of the office walkway when Atmosfear suddenly grabbed Giggles and jumped off the catwalk. I thought he was going to jump down to the floor for a second, but then he landed on a slightly lower level catwalk and resumed running. Without missing a beat, Cy and I made the jump and landed as well, although Cy nearly fell off upon landing and I was forced to grab him to prevent him from falling to the floor below.

That gave Atmosfear and Giggles more time to put more distance between us. The two of us resumed running after them when suddenly three ninja jumped up and appeared before us. Two of them were Stalking Shadows while the third was a Ninja Guild member, but I didn’t even hesitate to blast them back with Ice Beams and Cy’s Gust, knocking all three of them off the catwalk onto the floor below.

By now, Atmosfear and Giggles were well ahead of us, but still within our sight. I pushed myself to run faster than ever, but it was hard because I was already running at full speed. Below, I could hear the various zombies all growling and crying out as we passed overhead, but I ignored them in order to focus on Atmosfear and Giggles.

Our pursuit took us all the way around the factory, forcing us to make sharp twists and turns just to keep up. More than once we almost lost Atmosfear and Giggles, only for us to see them again a moment later. My Stamina kept me going, but it was running out and would soon hit zero if we didn’t catch up with the Villains soon. But again, I ignored it in order to focus on catching up with them.

Eventually, our pursuit took us to the very heart of the factory, near the hole in the ceiling created by Goalem’s earlier fall. Here, the catwalk turned into a circle with various other pathways branching off it like the spokes of a wheel. Directly below us was a bubbling vat of Z-Virus. It was currently covered with a glass lid, but I could see the Z-Virus bubbling away beneath it like water in a hot pot.

That was when I saw what Atmosfear and Giggles were trying to do. They were trying to reach the other side of the catwalk circle, the part closest to the hole in the ceiling. I didn’t know if Atmosfear or Giggles could fly, but they probably had some kind of Power to let them jump high enough to reach it, at least. If they got through the hole in the ceiling, then they would probably get away and we’d lose them again.

“Cy!” I said to Cy as we ran. “When I jump, I need you to use Gust to send me flying. Can you do that?”

“Sure thing, boss!” said Cy, his voice slightly out of breath as we ran. “I’m ready when you are.”

Nodding, I jumped into the air and used Flight to give myself an extra boost. A second later, a powerful Gust of wind slammed into my back and sent me hurtling through the air. I crossed the gap between my side of the catwalk and the other side, flying over Atmosfear and Giggles’ heads. Landing on the catwalk in front of them, I whirled around and swung my foot at Atmosfear’s face.

But Atmosfear jumped back at the last second. Giggles, however, was not so lucky. He ran right into my foot, which hit him hard enough to send him staggering off to the side. He would have fallen over into the vat of Z-Virus below if the catwalk didn’t have any railing. As it was, Giggles just grabbed the railing for support, a dazed look on his face as he struggled to remain standing upright.

Rising to my full height, I summoned twin Ice Daggers and rushed toward Atmosfear. Atmosfear, however, drew a battle ax from his side and swiped at me. I jumped back to avoid getting my head taken off, however, and skidded to a stop a couple of feet away from Atmosfear.

“It’s over, Bryce,” I said, twirling my Ice Daggers in my hands. “I’m not going to let you get away again, not like last time. This time, you are going to face the justice you’ve escaped for so long.”

“What justice?” said Atmosfear with a chuckle. “Justice doesn’t exist, donut. If it did, I would be fully recognized by the world for my amazing intellect, instead of treated like I’ve got the plague.”

“Doesn’t matter what you think,” I said. “Both in real life and in this game, you’ve broken countless laws and harmed far too many innocent people. I am going to bring you to justice even if I have to break every bone in your body to do it.”

I lunged at Atmosfear again. The two of us started to trade blows. I would hop in close and try to get him with my Ice Daggers, while Atmosfear would force me back with wide swings of his massive battle ax. Neither of us used our Powers. It was a straight battle of weapons as we both struggled to take out each other. Sometimes I would get in a good cut or slash and take a few points off Atmosfear’s Health. Other times, Atmosfear’s ax would glance off me and take a few points off my Health bar. Neither one of us, however, managed to land the decisive blow we knew would end the fight.

As I parried his ax and he blocked my Daggers, I began to feel tired. My Stamina was running out again. It had almost run out while we were chasing him and Giggles and now it was getting low again as we fought. I wished I could take a moment to rest, but Atmosfear was like a wild animal now. He swung his ax wildly through the air, each blow strong enough to take off my head and forcing me to Dodge, which was hard on this narrow catwalk. I was also vaguely aware of Cy and Giggles fighting each other somewhere behind us, but I was so focused on surviving my battle with Atmosfear that I could spare no attention to Cy’s own struggle.

Hours seemed to pass as Atmosfear and I fought each other. Although my own Stamina was running out, I could tell, based on how slow his attacks were, that Atmosfear was also getting tired. In the back of my mind, I realized that this battle would soon be decided not by my or his superior skill, but by whoever ran out of Stamina first. And based on how low my Stamina was getting, I had a feeling it would be me first.

But my thoughts were interrupted by another wild swing Atmosfear’s ax. I tried to Dodge it, but I was so exhausted that I couldn’t even do that. Instead, I raised my Ice Daggers in front of my face.

My Ice Daggers blocked the ax but exploded into a million pieces in the process. The explosion of ice got in my face and made me stumble backward, holding onto the railing for support. Perhaps sensing victory, Atmosfear grinned maniacally again and raised his ax. This time, I was completely out of Stamina and knew I wouldn’t survive a direct attack from Atmosfear.

So instead, I activated Freezing Touch. The portion of the catwalk we stood upon froze under our feet. Atmosfear looked down when that happened, but I didn’t hesitate. I fired an Ice Beam, which hit him in the chest. It didn’t take more than a couple of points of Health off his bar, but it did make him drop his ax, which fell straight onto the frozen catwalk.

As soon as the heavy ax hit the catwalk, the catwalk shattered under our feet. Both Atmosfear and I fell toward the vat of bubbling Z-Virus below, but I grabbed onto the broken edge of the catwalk and held on for dear life. Atmosfear, however, grabbed onto my ankles as his ax fell down and smashed through the glass lid of the Z-Virus below. With a hole in the lid, the stink of the Z-Virus—which smelled like rotting flesh and dried blood—rose up through the air toward us. The stink, however, didn’t make it harder for me to breathe, probably because I was already half-Infected anyway and so didn’t need as much air as I normally did.

Gritting my teeth, I looked down at Atmosfear and shouted, “Bryce! I can save us both if you’re willing to work with me. We can both survive this if we’re smart.”

Atmosfear looked up at me. His face was twisted with absolute and utter hatred, his eyes blazing like an inferno as he glared at me. “Why should I work with you when I can take us both our together? Better to die free than spend the rest of my life behind bars.”

Atmosfear’s grip tightened on my ankles and he pulled down. I redoubled my grip on the half of the catwalk I held onto, but with my Stamina depleted, it was hard to keep holding on. Each one of my fingers screamed from the pressure of hanging onto the frozen catwalk. Then each one of my fingers began to slip and then I found myself free falling with Atmosfear toward the Z-Virus vat below.

But then a strong arm reach down and grabbed my wrist, making me stop abruptly. Shocked, I looked up expecting to see maybe Cy or Yamamoto, but to my surprise, it was Targetman. Even with his gas mask on, he looked tired and exhausted, but his grip was as tight as iron and he somehow managed to hold both Atmosfear and me in the air.

“Targetman?” I said. My voice was weak, probably due to my low Stamina. “How did you get here?”

“Had to take out Goalem,” said Targetman grimly. “Only way to escape him.”

“Aw, no fair,” Atmosfear, who still clung to my ankles, complained. “You ruined my perfectly good plan to kill Nyle with me. You Task Force idiots really are this world’s equivalent of the donuts in the real world, you know that?”

“True, we do play a similar role,” said Targetman. He suddenly pulled out a gun and pointed it at Atmosfear. “Only, we are under no obligation to bring criminals like you in alive.”

Targetman pulled the trigger. The gunshot was deafening in my ears, but despite being so close to me, the bullet didn’t even touch me. Instead, it went straight into Atmosfear’s forehead. Atmosfear’s Health dropped to zero and his face froze in his trademark monstrous grin as he let go of my ankle and fell.

Atmosfear’s body smashed into and through the glass lid of the Z-Virus vat. The last I saw, before Atmosfear’s body sank into the vat, was Atmosfear’s chilling grin as he sank into the Z-Virus vat out of sight.
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A moment later, Targetman hauled me up onto the catwalk with him. Gasping for breath, I crawled several feet away from the edge of the catwalk until I was sure I was in no danger of accidentally falling in. Then I rolled onto my side and began breathing hard as my Stamina bar slowly but surely began to refill.

Targetman, however, looked no worse for the wear. He stood up and holstered his handgun. He was no longer even looking at the Z-Virus vat below. He simply tapped the air several times, like he was interacting with a screen I couldn’t see, before nodding once and dismissing it.

“What … what did you just do?” I said, breathing hard.

Targetman looked down at me. His gas mask made it impossible to see his face, but I could tell my question had taken him off-guard. “Simply confirming Atmosfear’s death and claiming my bounty. I got a notification informing me of his death. He didn’t give much experience, although given how much lower his level was than mine, I can’t say I was surprised.”

“You mean he’s dead?” I said.

“Looks like it,” said Targetman, glancing down at the open vat below. “My Headshot Power has a ninety percent chance of guaranteeing an instant death. And if that didn’t kill him, then I imagine the Z-Virus vat would have.”

“But won’t he just respawn?” I said. I grabbed the railing and slowly rose to my feet, my knees still somewhat shaky from my near-death experience. “I mean, back in his Hideout?”

“Perhaps,” said Targetman, never taking his eyes off the bubbling Z-Virus vat below, “but I am not sure. The original Z-Virus interfered with the respawn process of players infected with it. Then again, I’ve never seen a player fall into a full, hot, bubbling vat of that stuff before. If he died before his body sank in, he will probably be okay. If not … well, I cannot imagine a worse fate than what he might be experiencing now.”

I gulped. As much as I hated Atmosfear, I still found his death rather gruesome. “He was a Project Second Life participant like me. Does that change anything?”

“I honestly don’t know,” said Targetman, shaking his head. “Your kind always seems to play by different rules than the rest of us. There’s no way to know until—or if—he respawns.”

I almost started when Targetman said ‘Your kind.’ What was he implying? That we both weren’t human? I couldn’t disagree more. Just because my mind happened to be uploaded to the game and I didn’t have a physical body in the real world to return to like he did didn’t mean I was any less human than him … at least, I hoped so.

Before I could ask him about it, I heard someone cry, “Atmosfear, no!” and the two of us looked across the gap in the catwalk to see Cy and Giggles standing on the other side.

To my surprise, Cy stood on top of Giggles, whose arms were tied firmly behind his back with a thick rope. Giggles’ eyes, however, were focused more on the bubbling vat of Z-Virus below than anything.

“Hi, boss!” said Cy, waving at me with his usual big smile on his face. He gestured at Giggles. “I caught a big one! Although he kind of lost the will to fight when Atmosfear died there, so—”

“You killed my boss,” said Giggles, interrupting Cy. He was glaring at both Targetman and me now, his eyes burning with sheer hatred. “How dare you! I will kill both of you myself to avenge Atmosfear’s memory!”

“Didn’t Atmosfear constantly abuse you?” I said to Giggles. “Why would you even want to avenge him?”

“You don’t understand,” said Giggles in a vicious voice. “He is my Villain. It is my duty as a Sidekick to avenge him when he falls. And I will avenge him. I will slit your throat and watch you bleed out and enjoy every second of your painful, agonizing—”

Without warning, Cy kicked Giggles in the back of the head so hard that Giggles’ head smashed down onto the catwalk. His eyes were open, but the lights definitely weren’t on in there.

“Sorry,” said Cy, looking at me and Targetman apologetically. “I hope you don’t mind me doing that. He was kind of getting on my nerves, what with threatening to kill you and all.”

I smiled. “No problem. Now he will be easier to hand over to the police.”

“Or perhaps to the government,” said Targetman. His lenses zoomed in and out as he focused on Giggles. “From what I have been told, Atmosfear was never supposed to be in Capes Online at all. Perhaps Giggles, being his Sidekick, will be able to tell us who uploaded him here in the first place or where he is.”

“Never thought of that,” I said, stroking my chin in thought, “but good idea. Even if Atmosfear died, Giggles wouldn’t be with him, right?”

“Unless Atmosfear summons him back to his Hideout,” said Targetman, “but seeing as Giggles is still here, I think it’s safe to assume Atmosfear hasn’t done that yet … assuming he survived the fall at all, that is.”

“I hope he did,” I said. “Death is too good for someone like him. He needs to face justice.”

Targetman shrugged. “Either way, he is gone. So I think—”

Targetman was interrupted by a loud stomping noise around us. Looking down under the catwalk, I saw Goalem—his eyes blood red and his skin pale as snow—stomping toward us one massive foot at a time. Around him walked the rest of the Task Force, as well as dozens of Ninja Guild and Stalking Shadows members. Even my own Teammates walked among them, their sightless eyes sending chills up my spine just by looking at them.

“Uh oh,” I said. “Looks like the party isn’t over yet.”

Targetman unlimbered his rifle and aimed it at the incoming zombies. “If we are going to survive, we will have to kill them all.”

I looked at Targetman in shock. “Even your own Teammates?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” said Targetman tersely as he lined up his gun to take a shot. “They will understand, however. If the situation was reversed and I was the one Infected with the Z-Virus, I would have gladly accepted my own death at their hands. It is the only way to deal with the Z-Virus permanently.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed with Targetman’s philosophy, but then again, he was an Anti-Hero, which meant he was always going to be a bit edgier than someone like me. On the other hand, given how we were about to be attacked by a full-sized group of dozens of zombies, including some with levels over 100, perhaps shoot to kill was indeed our best course of action. I hated the idea of killing my own Teammates, and not just because it would negatively affect my own Alignment, but that didn’t change the fact that it was either us or them, and I frankly had no intention of dying.

But seeing all of the other zombies stirred a deep hunger inside me. My own Infection rate was now 53%. I was well aware of Targetman standing right next to me. He wasn’t infected. He had delicious human blood and skin. I could just imagine sinking my teeth into his neck and—

The cold barrel of Targetman’s gun was forced against my forehead. I paused, staring at Targetman’s expressionless face, as frozen as a statue as time seemed to crawl to a standstill.

“I hope you didn’t believe I forgot about your Infection,” said Targetman. His finger rested on the trigger of his gun, but he didn’t pull it just yet. “Given how pale your skin is, I can only assume Kids Mode must have been disabled at some point. If I am going to solve this problem, then I will need to kill you, too.”

“But you just saved me from Atmosfear,” I said, doing my best to keep the fear out of my voice. “Why would you save me from him if you’re just going to kill me anyway?”

“Atmosfear was the bigger threat,” said Targetman casually. “Now that he is dead, you are my next target. Don’t take it personally. I’m simply doing what is necessary to keep Capes Online safe.”

This time, I knew I was a goner. While I was close enough to use my Powers and attack Targetman, I knew for a fact I couldn’t shoot an Ice Beam faster than he could pull the trigger on his gun. Cy couldn’t save me, either, because he was too far away and not fast enough to outrun Targetman’s trigger finger.

With a shudder, I closed my eyes and said, “Get it over with, then. I was a police officer back in the real world. I know that sometimes you have to do hard things for the greater good. I won’t hold this against you.”

I waited for Targetman to pull the trigger and put a bullet in my head. I wished I didn’t have to die today, but I knew I had to.

But then, without warning, I felt Targetman’s gun move away from my head. My eyes snapped open and I saw Targetman standing with his rifle at his side. He had taken a couple of steps away from me and with his mask still on, it was impossible to tell what he was thinking.

“What …” I said. “Aren’t you going to kill me?”

Targetman shook his head. “No. I want to—I really, really want to—but not this time. Killing you won’t save the game from the Z-Virus. Besides, I always repay my favors, even to people I dislike.”

I was about to ask him what he meant when I suddenly remembered giving him one of my Health Drinks earlier. At the time, I did it because it was the right thing to do. I hadn’t realized that it would cause Targetman to change his opinion of me, or that he would ever even consider sparing me as a return of the favor. Perhaps Targetman was nicer than I thought.

Then Targetman leaned forward. “But I am only allowing you to get away this one time. And only because I have better things to deal with. Should we ever cross paths again like this … well, you know what I will do.”

I nodded quickly. “Sure, man. I understand completely.”

Targetman leaned back and then immediately aimed his rifle at the incoming zombies. “Now go. I will hold off the Z-Virus carriers.”

“Go—?” I said. “Go where?”

Targetman, who had set up a good sniping position very quickly, looked over his shoulder at me. “Isn’t it obvious? Yamamoto needs your help defeating Haru. They’re both on the roof. I need you to get out of here as fast as possible.”

“Why?” I said.

Targetman pulled out what looked like a small hand grenade from his pocket and waved it at me before tossing it down into the zombies below. “Because I am going to blow up this entire factory and all of the Z-Virus within it with the powerful bombs I brought with me. And if you don’t leave now, you and your Sidekick will die as well.”

Startled, I looked down at the slowly shambling zombies and said, “But those are your Teammates, and mine, too. Are you going to blow them all up as well?”

“If necessary,” said Targetman curtly, “but I don’t think that’s any of your business to worry about. Unless you want to argue with me about it, that is.”

I hesitated. Though Targetman kept his rifle aimed on the zombies, I suspected he would have no trouble turning it on me if he thought I was going to get in the way of his plan. I hated the idea of my Teammates getting killed in an explosion like that, but maybe it would be a mercy given their current status.

So I nodded and said, “Fine. Do what you have to. But not until I stop Haru. Deal?”

Targetman was now looking through the sight of his rifle, but he said, “Deal. Now get going. I won’t be able to hold them off forever.”
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Despite my reservations about Targetman’s plan, I didn’t hesitate to jump into action. I turned around and shouted at Cy, “Cy! Get Giggles out of here. Hand him over to the first police officer you find and tell him what’s going on over here in the factory.”

“Uh, sure, boss,” said Cy, looking down at the unconscious Atmosfear under his foot, “but what about you?”

“I’m going to find Yama-sama and Master Haru,” I said. I pointed at the hole in the ceiling. “They’re probably out there somewhere. Don’t worry about me. Just worry about getting yourself out of here. And if you can’t find an officer, go back to our Base and lock Giggles up until I get back.”

Cy looked like he wanted to argue with me about this, but then he nodded swiftly and, displaying surprising strength for such a skinny guy, hauled Giggles over his shoulder and quickly ran away down the catwalk out of sight.

Even before Cy left, I flew straight up into the air. The hole in the ceiling, however, was more than ten feet above me, but thanks to jumping first before I activated Flight, I was able to grab the edge of the hole and haul myself over. Rising to my feet, I quickly took in my surroundings.

It was still dark out, but thanks to the lights from nearby buildings, I could see my surroundings fairly well. The roof of the factory was mostly flat, save for a protruding glass dome here and there. A few smokestacks stood as well, silently spewing black smoke into the air. At first, I didn’t see anyone else on the roof except for me, but then I heard the sounds of metal clanging against metal and looked up at the smokestacks.

At first, I didn’t see anything, but then I caught a glimpse of movement among the smokestacks. I almost dismissed the movement as my imagination, but when the familiar form of Yamamoto became visible for a brief moment, I knew that I had seen something. It looked like Yamamoto and Haru were fighting among the smokestacks, but I was shocked at how fast they moved. They were moving so fast that I couldn’t even see them. Heck, I could barely hear them aside from the occasional clanging of metal against metal. I knew ninja were fast, but those guys were faster than lightning.

In any case, I summoned twin Ice Daggers and was about to rush forward when a cry of pain exploded from the smokestacks. Yamamoto became visible again suddenly, but now he had a dagger in his stomach. He was perched against one of the smokestacks, somehow clinging to its surface despite the apparent lack of handholds and footholds. Then Yamamoto fell down toward the roof below, red blood trailing behind him. He hit the roof with a sickening thud and a second later Haru landed next to him.

Haru stood up to his full height and pulled out a full-sized katana from nowhere, raising it above his head, quite clearly about to bring it down on Yamamoto’s head.

“No!” I shouted. “No, you don’t, you monster!”

I fired twin Ice Beams at Haru, but neither of them hit him. Instead, Master Haru performed an impossible dodge, easily avoiding both of my Ice Beams without any issue. His gaze shifted to me and for a moment his eyes fixed on me as if he was surprised to see me.

But then he disappeared into thin air again. I looked around, but could not see him. My Hero Sense wasn’t picking up on him, either, which wasn’t good. It meant he could easily sneak up on me if he wanted to.

But I had no time to worry about that. Yamamoto still lay on the roof with his gut bleeding out. He wasn’t dead yet, but he would be soon if he didn’t get healed. Wherever Haru was, I had to try to reach Yamamoto and save him before he bled out completely. Unlike players, NPCs did not respawn upon death unless they were Sidekicks. And Yamamoto was definitely not a Sidekick.

I ran toward Yamamoto, but when I was about halfway toward the fallen Grandmaster, my Hero Sense suddenly began going off in my head like crazy. The danger was coming from my left, so I ducked, and just in the nick of time. A katana flew over the spot where my neck had been a moment before. Haru was right next to me, so I lashed out at him with my Ice Daggers, but he jumped out of my reach and held his katana before him in a defensive position.

“You have good reflexes for someone who was not trained in ninjutsu,” said Haru. He didn’t sound even remotely tired despite his intense fight with Yamamoto. “But your reflexes, as good as they are, won’t save you from my assault forever.”

I raised my Ice Daggers before me. “I wouldn’t be so confident if I were you. Atmosfear is gone, probably dead. And your factory is going to get blown up along with all of the Z-Virus crap you’ve been making with it. Your whole plan to make a world free of death and pain is about to come to a pretty embarrassing end.”

“I am not surprised Atmosfear fell,” said Haru. “He always struck me as the type of man to underestimate his enemies. As for my factory, it is no matter. I will start again if I must. The Z-Virus is not the only path to immortality. If I fail here, then so be it. I have all the time in the world to succeed.”

“What are you talking about?” I said. “You’re not immortal already, are you?”

Haru’s eyes flashed dangerously. “I have said too much already. Time to die.”

Haru rushed toward me, his bloody katana flashing before me. His katana flew toward my face, but I raised my Ice Daggers just in time to block it. But Haru was already on the offensive, slashing and jabbing at me with shockingly fast speed. Although I managed to block most of his attacks, I wasn’t able to block or parry all of them. I got a few cuts or jabs here and there, which took off bits of my HP. It wasn’t much, but every little bit added up. Unless I could get on the offensive fast, I was probably going to die by death from a thousand cuts.

It didn’t help that my bloodthirst was coming back. A part of me couldn’t help but think about how much I wanted to chew on Haru’s flesh. My conscious mind kept getting distracted from the battle, which would have been the end of me if my instincts hadn’t kicked in. At this point, I was running on pure instinct and adrenaline, parrying and striking back without thinking about it.

But even my best attacks didn’t work on Haru. He was just too dang fast. His katana weaved through the air like a snake. He had to be even faster than Cy at this point. It was all I could do to keep up, but even then, I still suffered multiple wounds. And every time I did manage to slash one of my Daggers at him, Haru would just jump out of my reach and come at me again, this time even faster than before. He wasn’t moving so fast that I couldn’t see him, but he was moving just fast enough to make me think that I probably wasn’t coming out of this alive.

Just as I was beginning to see the pattern of his attacks, however, Haru suddenly pulled back. Before I could react, he lunged forward again and slashed both Ice Daggers out of my hands. My Ice Daggers flew into the air and I immediately tried to use Ice Beam, but then Haru placed his katana against my throat. I froze, my arms held out and charging with frozen energy, feeling the tip of his katana pressing against my throat without piercing it.

“Why … why aren’t you killing me?” I said, my breathing shallow as I tried not to look down at the blade pushed against my throat. “Why not finish me now?”

Haru tilted his head to the side. “Because I won’t need to. Tell me, what is the current rate of your Infection?”

I glanced at the Infection rate in the corner of my vision. “Fifty-four percent.”

“Hmm,” said Haru. “Why don’t we get that up to one hundred percent?”

Haru pulled his sword away from me, but I didn’t have any time to react before he pulled out a needle from his pockets and rushed toward me. He slammed the needle—which was black with the Z-Virus—into the side of my neck. I screamed in pain as he pressed down on the back of the needle and this notification entered my vision:

You have been Infected with the Z-Virus again! Speed of Infection: Doubled.

My eyes focused on the notification for only a second before Haru ripped the needle out of my throat and stepped out of my range. Not that he needed to, however. The extra Z-Virus surging through my body was pure torture. My blood boiled and my skin became deathly cold. I screamed in agony and fell onto my hands and knees. My whole body was wracked with spasms and pain. My vision became blurrier and blurrier. A pounding headache threatened to split my skull in two.

Worse than all of that pain, however, was seeing the Infection rate rising in the corner of my vision. Fifty-four percent … fifty-six … fifty-eight … sixty … sixty-five … seventy … seventy-five … eighty-five … ninety-five … ninety-nine percent …

One hundred percent.
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The pain went away. Where moments before my whole body felt like it was about to fall apart, now my body felt … nothing. No pain. No pleasure. Just a dull sense of lifelessness. The only thing I felt was hunger and thirst. Hunger for flesh. Thirst for blood.

A notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Zombification. Class changed to ‘Zombie’ and Alignment changed to ‘Unaligned.’ -100% Intelligence and, Charisma. +100% Strength, Stamina, and Defense. Duration: N/A.

A voice somewhere in the back of my mind told me that I should have been upset about this development or at least disturbed. Maybe at one point, I would have been.

But now, I felt nothing. In fact, I wasn’t even sure what feeling meant anymore. The very concept of feeling anything—pain, pleasure, love, even the senses of my body—drained away into utter nothingness. The only sensation I could feel was my lips and throat burning with hunger and thirst, but even that was more automatic than conscious, and I wasn’t sure such things even counted as ‘feeling’ anymore anyway, whatever that word meant.

Footsteps nearby made me look up. Master Haru stood before me. Despite my rapidly failing memory, I did remember him. Maybe it was a side effect of the Z-Virus designed by him. Something about how he looked made me want to obey his every command, although another part of me didn’t want to listen to even one word that came from his mouth.

“I don’t need to ask you to know that the Infection is complete,” said Master Haru. “I have seen what perfectly Infected zombies look like. Your skin pale as snow, eyes red as blood, and a heart as empty as the pit.”

I blinked. A fading part of me would have said something in response to Master Haru’s statement, but I felt more like sitting back and listening to his commands than anything. He didn’t tell me to respond, after all.

Master Haru clapped his hands. “Stand tall.”

I immediately rose to my full height. I almost rebelled at the last minute but followed the order anyway. After all, what else was I supposed to do?

Master Haru looked me up and down with triumph in his eyes. “Tell me, Winter, how do you feel?”

“Feel?” I said. The word tasted as wrong on my lips as rotten meat.

“Yes, feel,” said Master Haru. “How does it feel?”

I stared sightlessly at Master Haru for several seconds. “I don’t know.”

Master Haru suddenly punched me in the stomach. Again, the fading part of me would have responded to that, but I didn’t even feel it. I just stared at Master Haru’s fist, unsure what he was trying to do or what point he was trying to make.

“Did that hurt?” said Master Haru.

Something told me I should have known what the word ‘hurt’ meant, but it might as well have been a word from a foreign language I had never heard before in my life. Yet for some reason I said, “No, it does not.”

Master Haru’s eyes crinkled as he smiled under his mask. “Wonderful. I hope now you understand the beauty of the world I am going to create. A world without pain, without fear, without … death. The last enemy that shall be conquered is death. Do you know that proverb?”

“It sounds familiar.”

“Good,” said Master Haru. He sighed deeply. “I can start over. Even if all of my Stalking Shadows are killed, even if my factory is destroyed, I can start again. I can use the Z-Virus in you as the basis of a new strain, one even stronger than the last. For if it could overcome the will of a player as strong as you, then even the mightiest Heroes and Villains will be unable to resist the new world I am building.”

Something in the back of my mind told me this was wrong, but again, I didn’t argue with Master Haru. But a thought did occur to me and I said, “You said you are making a world without death. What does that mean?”

Master Haru looked genuinely bewildered by my question. Perhaps he wasn’t used to zombies asking him questions. “No one will die. It’s quite simple.”

In the back of my mind somewhere, a memory sparked. I saw a young woman running away from a crazed zombie. I saw the young woman run into my arms and ask me to find the man who killed her boyfriend. The exact details were fuzzy and grew fuzzier by the second, but despite my lack of feeling, this memory sparked … something inside me. I clung to it for dear life even as the memory slowly slipped between my fingers like sand.

“No death …” I said. “At all?”

“None whatsoever,” said Master Haru. “No pain, either. No more innocent people will have to be murdered. Or killed by assassins. Or suffer in any way. Once the Z-Virus spreads far enough, everyone in the world—from the youngest child to the oldest man—will be able to live for eternity, untroubled by thoughts, by feelings, by anything that might get in the way of existence. Isn’t that wonderful?”

My instinct was to say yes, but then I saw the young woman’s face again. Tears filled her eyes as she asked me to find the man who killed her boyfriend. And somehow, I knew the man was an assassin. How I knew that, I wasn’t sure.

But seeing the contrast between the tears in the young woman’s eyes in my memory and the cold way in which Master Haru boasted about his new world was impossible for me to reconcile. And despite the fact that my Infection rate was at a solid 100%—despite the fact I craved flesh and blood more than anything—I wasn’t so sure I wanted to serve Master Haru anymore.

“I will take your silence for a yes,” said Master Haru. He turned around. “Come. With Atmosfear dead, the factory is lost. We will start again somewhere else. And this time, I will know better than to trust players to help me.”

I took one step forward, but then stopped. Now I did feel something. It wasn’t hunger for flesh or thirst for blood. It wasn’t pain, either, or pleasure. It was another feeling entirely, one I was well-acquainted with. It burned through me as hot as a flame, cutting through the cobweb and fog that had settled over my mind.

It was anger. White-hot, burning anger. And it was directed toward Master Haru.

This time, there was no hesitation in my step. I summoned another Ice Dagger in my hand and stalked toward Master Haru. He must have sensed something was off, however, because he stopped and turned around to face me. His eyes fixed on the Ice Dagger in my hand and he said, in a slightly confused voice, “Winter, what are you doing? There is no one to fight out here. It’s just you and me.”

I said nothing. I had one goal now, and one goal alone. Driven entirely by my anger, I forgot the hunger, forgot the thirst, forgot everything except for my only goal. A goal I would stop at nothing to complete.

Before Master Haru realized what was going on, I grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled him up close. For the first time, I saw fear in Master Haru’s eyes. It was a primal fear, the fear of a creature that knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that it was going to die today.

“Live forever, Haru,” I said under my breath, “in hell.”

With that, I slashed my Ice Dagger across Master Haru’s throat. Master Haru’s throat exploded open and blood flew everywhere. He didn’t even scream. The fear in his life was replaced by lifelessness and I pushed him down through the hole in the ceiling.

I watched as Master Haru’s lifeless body fell until it hit the floor of the factory with a loud, sickening crack.
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The second Master Haru’s body hit the roof, I dropped my Ice Dagger into the factory. I would have fallen in myself if I hadn’t staggered backward. With Master Haru now dead, the anger from before was beginning to subside. It was becoming harder and harder to maintain my very self, much less consciousness, as the Z-Virus sought to reassert control over my body and brain.

But I did see this notification:

You killed [Stalking Shadow Master Haru]! +5,000 EXP!

That single notification broke through the fog in my mind and reminded me who I was. It wasn’t enough to level me up again, but now I was much closer to reaching the next level than I was before. A smile crossed my face at the thought that Master Haru was indeed dead. After all, you didn’t get experience for enemies you didn’t kill.

But the pressure of the Z-Virus over my body and mind was intense. It felt like I was trying to hold a massive five hundred foot door closed that a giant was trying to open. I fell to my hands and knees, clutching my skull and breathing hard. Despite what Master Haru had said about zombies not feeling pain, I was beginning to feel pain now, the psychic pain of my old self trying to reassert control over my body while the Z-Virus resisted.

“Winter?” said a familiar old Japanese-accented voice. “Hero Winter, are you there?”

Startled, I looked up. Yamamoto was limping toward me. His stomach no longer bled—perhaps he drank a Health Drink or something like that—but he still looked tired, wounded, and in desperate need of a medic. His robes were torn in several places, while his armor was dented and cracked in even more. All in all, it was amazing the old man was even still walking. He should have been dead.

“Yama-sama?” I said. My voice was thinner and raspier than normal, which I took to be another effect of the Z-Virus. “Are you all right?”

Yamamoto nodded, albeit shakily. “More or less. Master Haru gave me a fight like I haven’t experienced in quite some time. Makes sense, of course. He was my son, after all. I trained him myself.”

I stared at Yamamoto uncomprehendingly, resisting the urge to attack him. “He was your son?”

Yamamoto nodded. “Yes. I should have told you that before, but among ninja, it is considered the height of embarrassment for your own son to betray you, so I didn’t want to tell you that fact. And it was all my fault, for I did not teach him well.”

I was still trying to wrap my zombified brain around this revelation. “So Aimi is his sister?”

“Indeed,” said Yamamoto, nodding. “Haru even asked Aimi to join his guild, but she ultimately placed her loyalty in me over him. And for that, we should be thankful. If Aimi had joined Haru, I am afraid that even my strength and experience would not have been able to stop their combined might.”

Yamamoto said that with complete seriousness and sincerity. I knew Haru was strong, but Aimi didn’t seem that strong to me. Perhaps there was more to her than meets the eye.

“As you can guess, then, I am sad to see him die,” said Yamamoto. He sighed. “But it was for the greater good, I suppose. Had you not killed him, he would have simply repeated his plans elsewhere and perhaps even succeeded. Despite all his talk about wanting to save the world, Haru had much anger in his heart, anger and hatred. And he wanted to inflict his anger and hatred on the rest of us with the Z-Virus, whatever justifications he might have used to hide his true motives.”

The sorrow in Yamamoto’s voice struck me like a stone. Now I almost wished I hadn’t killed Haru. Had I known he was Yamamoto’s son, I might not have been so eager to kill him. Perhaps killing Haru saved the world, but I wondered if I had also destroyed a family in the process. And yes, I knew Yamamoto was an NPC, but this was my reality now. It was real to me. It wasn’t just a game anymore. Yamamoto was as real to me as anyone else.

“On another note, I find it impressive that you managed to fight off the effects of the Z-Virus and retain your individuality,” said Yamamoto, looking at me with respect in his eyes. “I recall how powerful the Z-Virus was back in its heyday. Even the mightiest Heroes were unable to fight it off once the Infection set in. Since the day I saw you, I thought you might be different from all of the other Heroes and Villains I’ve met in my time. And you proved it handily.”

A notification popped up before me:

Your ability to retain your self and your independent spirit in the face of the overwhelming power of the Z-Virus has caused [Grandmaster Yamamoto] to greatly respect you! Your relationship with [Grandmaster Yamamoto] has increased from ‘Trusted’ to ‘Respected.’ Increase your relationship with [Grandmaster Yamamoto] even further in order to gain access to new missions and opportunities!

In addition, by successfully resisting the mind-altering effects of the Z-Virus through sheer willpower, you get +10 Willpower! Check out your ‘HERO STATS’  section on your character screen to see your current stat distribution.

“Thank you, Yama-sama,” I said. “I—”

A powerful urge to vomit suddenly filled my throat. I doubled over and wheezed, but nothing came out of my mouth. I just felt pain. The Z-Virus was trying to take back control over my mind. I had a powerful urge to attack Yamamoto, an urge I wasn’t sure I would be able to resist much longer.

I looked up at Yamamoto urgently. “Yama-sama, please leave now. I can’t hold off the Z-Virus for much longer. And Targetman is about to blow up the factory.”

“I will save you,” said Yamamoto, reaching out toward me. “You risked your life to save mine, so I shall—”

“No!” I barked. “Leave! If you’re still here when the bombs go off, you’ll die just like Haru! Go back to your headquarters. Go back now.”

I put as much authority in my voice as possible. I knew that my extremely low Charisma meant my orders were not nearly as authoritative as they should be, but I hoped it would work anyway.

Luckily, it seemed to work, because Yamamoto took a step back and said, “But won’t you die as well?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said through gritted teeth. My head started pounding. “I will respawn. Even if I don’t, I’m Infected. If I die, then at least no one else will get Infected. This is for the best. Trust me.”

For a moment, I thought Yamamoto was going to go against my wishes and bring me with him. I was prepared to fight him if necessary. I might have to, although I certainly didn’t want to.

Finally, Yamamoto nodded and bowed. “I will respect your wishes, Hero Winter. I sense your sacrifice comes from truly noble intentions. I can respect that, not as a ninja, but as a man.”

With that, Yamamoto turned around and, showing surprising agility for such an old man, bounded off the roof toward the rooftop of a nearby building. He landed on the rooftop with perfect grace and then continued to run, trying to put as much distance between himself and the factory as he could. Not that I could blame him. I knew that Targetman’s bombs would go off and destroy the factory, killing me with it. Even if I jumped off the building or flew away, I wouldn’t be able to escape in time.

The only solace I took was in the knowledge that Atmosfear and Haru were dead and that Giggles was now in our custody. It meant I was leaving behind a slightly better world than the one I came into, which was what Dad always taught me to do.

Sharp pain spiked in the back of my head—the sensation signaling that the Z-Virus had finally broken through my mental barriers—but instead of remaining conscious, I fell over onto the roof and sank into darkness. The last thing I heard was the sound of footsteps softly shuffling through the gravel on the roof of the factory toward me, but I didn’t stay conscious long enough to see who was walking toward me … or if anyone was walking toward me at all and it wasn’t just my mind making stuff up.
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An instant later, my eyes flew open and I gasped for air. I clutched my chest, feeling a momentary tightness in it that soon faded, but even after it left, I didn’t get up. My whole body was drenched in sweat. I felt like I had been dunked into a pool of sweat and hadn’t been able to wash it all off. At the same time, though, I felt relieved and relaxed, like I had taken a very long, but satisfying, nap.

The other problem was that my memories and dreams were confused. I wasn’t sure where I was or how I got here. I tried to remember what happened before I went to sleep, but it seemed fuzzy. Did I really fight with a ninja master on top of an exploding factory? Or did I wrestle with a pink tiger named Steve in a boxing ring and lost? It was hard to tell the difference between memory and dream at this point.

“Ah,” said a familiar voice nearby, “welcome back to the world of the living, Nyle. For a moment, I thought you were dead.”

That voice made me turn my head to the side. I saw an Arab man sitting at the desk in my room, wearing his usual sunglasses and dark suit, his beard as neatly trimmed as ever. He held a document in his hands that I assumed he had been reading when I woke up. Although I was still out of it somewhat, I instantly recognized the man.

“Chuck?” I said. I rolled over in my bed to face him but was still too exhausted to get up and actually greet him properly. “What are you doing here? Where am I?”

“To answer your second question, we are back in your Base,” said Chuck. “Your Base, I might add, that you were never supposed to leave in the first place.”

“My Base …?” I said slowly. I looked around and saw that this was indeed my room, down to the Darkbane leaning against the wall in the corner. “Oh. I had a weird dream last night where I got infected with this awful virus and—”

“That was no dream, my friend,” said Chuck. “You are referring to the Z-Virus.”

As soon as Chuck named the virus, suddenly all of my memory came into perfect clarity. The Stalking Shadows … the Z-Virus … seeing all of my Teammates get Infected … the Glitch Elimination Task Force … it all came back at once. It almost overwhelmed me, but I managed to keep myself from screaming in pain, although I did massage my forehead with my hands to do away with some of the pain.

“I see your memory is catching up with you,” said Chuck. “Don’t worry. If you need to continue to rest, then you may do so. I certainly won’t hold it against you.”

I opened my eyes again and looked at Chuck. “No, I don’t need to rest, I just … wait, the Z-Virus …”

I looked at the Infection icon in the corner of my character screen … or would have, if it was there. When I looked in the corner where it was supposed to be, the Z-Virus icon was gone. It looked exactly like how it had before I got Infected. I quickly pulled up my character screen just to make sure and saw that my Class was still Fighter and my Alignment was still Hero. There was no sign of the Zombification debuff anywhere.

“What …” I said as I clicked through the various submenus under my character screen. “But I was Infected. Where is the Infection? Was that all just some kind of horrible nightmare?”

“Nope,” said Chuck cheerfully. “I cured you with this.”

A notification suddenly appeared in front of me:

[AGENT CHARLES OMAR] would like to give you an item [Z-Vaccine]! Accept? Y/N

Startled, but curious, I accepted the item and saw a glass needle with a white liquid in the shaft appear in my inventory. I clicked on the item labeled [Z-VACCINE] and got this description of it:

Z-Vaccine

Rarity: Unique

Quantity: 5

A vaccine designed by Capes Online’s developers, it is the only known vaccine in the world that can cure the Z-Virus. This makes it extremely valuable, if not priceless. It cannot be replicated by players.

My mouth fell open. “No way. Are you telling me the guys at SI Games managed to develop an actual vaccine against the Z-Virus?”

Chuck nodded with a smile. “Yes. And rather quickly, too, although it helps that SI Games’ own tech has advanced considerably since the days of the original Z-Virus. I was told they were able to run the Z-Virus sample you gave me through a special program that analyzed the virus and turned the sample into a vaccine. Even better, they are able to make as much as they need, so if the Z-Virus ever should return again, they will be able to cure it quickly.”

Although I listened closely to Chuck’s every word, I could not deny feeling shocked by this turn of events. I hadn’t expected SI Games to develop a vaccine so quickly. I thought it would take them a few days at least, a few months at most. But I guess they remembered how terrible the Z-Virus had been the last time it swept through Capes Online and wanted to make sure they nipped it in the bud this time.

“But didn’t I die back in the explosion?” I said, looking at Chuck. “When the Z-Virus factory exploded, I was right on top of it.”

“I saved you,” said Chuck simply. “As well as all your Teammates and the Glitch Elimination Task Force. I even saved some of the Ninja Guild members, albeit only at your insistence.”

I raised an eyebrow. “When I did say that?”

“You were quite delirious when I found you,” said Chuck. “But you kept muttering ‘Save Aimi and Riku,’ who I understood to be two of the Ninja Guild NPCs. The others I left because, well, they are NPCs and I didn’t have time to save everyone, but I did save those two for sure.”

I rubbed my forehead again. “How did you save us? How did you even know where we were? I thought the location of the factory was hidden from you guys.”

“We discovered the location of the factory about ten minutes prior to the factory’s explosion,” said Chuck. “Based on the data I’ve found since then, that would appear to be around the same time Atmosfear died. Therefore, it’s logical to assume that Atmosfear must have some kind of code attached to him that hides his current location from our tracking monitors. Presumably, he is able to extend this protection to others and even to entire buildings, which is how they hid the factory from us in the first place.

“Makes sense,” I said. “But what about my Teammates? Are they all right, too? They got Infected with the Z-Virus and—”

“Don’t worry about them,” said Chuck. “I administered the Z-Vaccine to each and every one of them, including to their Sidekicks. As well, I put them all back in their respective Bases so they can recover in peace. None of your Teammates died, although I suspect they may suffer some degree of trauma from suffering from the Z-Virus.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “What about the Task Force?”

“Same to them,” said Chuck. “Targetman wasn’t especially pleased to see me, but I think he is now just glad that his Teammates are going to be okay. He is currently logged off, but before he logged off, he told me to tell you that he was impressed by your actions in the factory and that he hopes to work alongside you more closely going into the future.”

I blinked. “Really?”

“Not in so many words, you must understand,” said Chuck quickly. “You know how Targetman is. I believe he was grateful for your help, but probably still doesn’t trust you entirely. I wouldn’t worry about it, though. Neither he nor the other Task Force members will be giving you grief anytime soon so I wouldn’t worry about them if I were you.”

I bit my lower lip. That was good to hear, I suppose, but at the same time, I couldn’t deny being a bit worried about my future relationship with Targetman. I guess if I had any trouble with glitches, I could always go to him for help. I recalled how he spared me back in the factory as a return of the favor for saving his life and I realized that Targetman, as cold as he might be at times, was perhaps a better person than I first thought. In any case, I at least didn’t have to worry about him anymore. That was good.

“What about Cy?” I said. “Where is he?”

“Back in your Base entertaining some guests,” said Chuck. “I have asked him to stay out of your room while we talk, however, but I can confirm he escaped the factory with Giggles and is currently safe.”

Guests? What guests? I considered asking Chuck, but when he mentioned Giggles, that completely derailed my train of thought. “Is Giggles in police custody now?”

“No,” said Chuck, shaking his head. “Those us at the Department of VR took him in. We are currently interrogating Giggles to make him tell us more about Atmosfear and the whereabouts of his Hideout. So far, however, Giggles hasn’t exactly been cooperative. We plan to have SI Games hack his mind and forcibly extract that information directly from his brain if he keeps resisting all our interrogation attempts.”

I grimaced. “Sounds painful.”

“It is necessary,” said Chuck. He took his sunglasses off his face and wiped them off on his suit. “You know how long we have been searching for Atmosfear. Giggles is our best bet at locating and capturing him once and for all. If we need to force him to tell us the information we need, then so be it. Besides, Giggles is just another NPC. Technically-speaking, we’re not even really ‘hurting’ him anyway. I see no reason to get upset about that.”

I was about to disagree, but then I remembered that Chuck wasn’t a Project Second Life participant like me. He merely saw Sidekicks like Giggles as NPCs with no mind or free will or intrinsic worth of their own, unlike me, who saw NPCs as people in their own right. I guess now wasn’t really the time to debate the issue with him, though.

“What about Atmosfear?” I said. “Have you guys managed to find him at all?”

“Not yet, but with Giggles in our custody, it shouldn’t be long before we find him again,” said Chuck as he replaced his sunglasses. “He definitely died during the factory explosion, but that doesn’t help us because it means he just respawned in his Hideout, which we still can’t find. But I wouldn’t worry too much about him. Bryce can’t hide forever. And he most certainly won’t.”

Chuck said that with surprising vehemence. Then again, I could understand why he felt this way. Atmosfear was the main reason why Project Second Life was in danger of being canceled, after all. I imagine Chuck was under a lot of pressure from his boss to do something about Atmosfear.

Thinking about Project Second Life, however, made me say, “What about Project Second Life? Is it still in danger of being canceled?”

Chuck shook his head again. “Not anymore. In fact, I am glad you asked about it. In the two days since you were unconscious—”

“I was unconscious for two days?” I said. I sat upright in my bed in shock. “No way.”

“The Z-Vaccine has the side effect of knocking out players who are injected with it,” said Chuck in an offhand sort of way. “Anyway, when I filed my report on the Z-Virus situation to Director Johnson, he showed it to the President, who was pleased with your role in stopping Atmosfear and has decided to keep funding the Department of VR and Project Second Life. I understand that the other UN member nations who are participating in the Project feel the same way, so for now, at least, Project Second Life will continue to remain active and under observation by us and the other governments involved.”

I sighed in relief. I hadn’t realized it, but the knowledge that Project Second Life might get cancel had been weighing heavily on me. With the knowledge that Project Second Life was going to continue, at least for now, it meant I didn’t have to worry about my own existence being deleted anymore. “Glad to hear it. And it was because of me?”

“Oh, yes,” said Chuck, nodding again. “President Nelson remembers how you helped save his daughter during the Blackout. Seeing the crucial role you played in stopping the Stalking Shadows also convinced him that you could be trusted. He is especially pleased by how you captured Giggles. Atmosfear, after all, was everyone’s biggest concern with the Project. Once we can extract the location of Atmosfear’s Hideout from Giggles’ brain, it will only be a matter of time before Atmosfear himself is caught and deleted, just as he deserves.”

I cracked a smile. “Well, I hope President Nelson’s reelection campaign goes well, then. If I still had a physical body, I’d definitely vote for him again after this.”

“I am sure the President will be happy to hear that,” said Chuck. “In any case, Capes Online is once again safe thanks to your efforts. I probably should be annoyed that you left your Base against my wishes, but it all worked out in the end, so I can’t really complain.”

I nodded myself. But then I remembered something Atmosfear told me and I said, “Chuck, before Atmosfear died, he told me that he got a sample of the Z-Virus from someone within the Department of VR. He said you guys kept a sample of the original Z-Virus even after SI Games reset all Infected servers five years ago. Is that true?”

This time, Chuck didn’t meet my gaze. He seemed to become inordinately interested in his tie all of a sudden. “Hmm, well, I suppose it’s possible a rogue agent kept a sample of it, but I would think an SI Games developer would be more likely to do such a thing. Atmosfear was probably lying.”

“He also said that James Osaka wasn’t the leaker,” I said. “In other words, you guys got the wrong guy.”

This time, Chuck did look up at me, but his sunglasses made it impossible for me to read his eyes. “Nonsense. All evidence pointed toward Osaka being the leaker within the Department who was working with Atmosfear.”

“Are you absolutely sure about that?” I said. “What if he was framed? What if the real leaker is still in the Department, still collaborating with Atmosfear? What would you do if that’s the case? And how else would you explain the return of the Z-Virus if not from you guys?”

Chuck hesitated. I could tell my question had gotten to him. I tried not to sound accusatory, but it was hard not to because I sensed that Chuck hadn’t been entirely honest with me about the origin of the Z-Virus.

“Winter,” said Chuck. He sounded like he was choosing his words very carefully, like a lawyer laying out his case in front of a skeptical and angry judge. “While I try to work with you as much as I can, I am still bound by Department of VR rules and regulations from divulging the Department’s inner workings to outsiders. I hope you can understand, then, why I might not be able to answer your question as honestly as I would like.”

My eyes narrowed. “Meaning you know what Atmosfear is talking about but can’t tell me because your boss said you can’t.”

“I can’t confirm or deny that,” said Chuck. “Just understand that I am still on your side, whatever Atmosfear said or whatever I cannot say. I know you still harbor a degree of distrust toward us, but trust me when I say that the Department of VR has the best interests of everyone in Project Second Life in mind and that we would never do anything to harm you or any of the other Project Second Life participants.”

Chuck sounded sincere enough. I had to admit I probably shouldn’t just believe everything Atmosfear says. Even so, I sensed Chuck wasn’t being entirely truthful with me. I suspected he knew about a sample of the Z-Virus being kept by the Department for their own purposes but for some reason never thought to tell me about it. On the other hand, Chuck did save my life and the lives of my Teammates and the Task Force. Chuck was hard to read at times. He was kind of like Funky in that regard.

“I see,” I said. “Well, thanks for saving my life. I owe you one.”

“No problem,” said Chuck. “Anyway, I need to get back to work. Despite what I told you, I still have a mountain load of work that I need to finish, otherwise I will be working all weekend and won’t get to see my wife. She’s a wonderful woman, but she can be quite wrathful when I annoy her.”

I nodded. “Well, you earned a break for your help.”

“Thanks,” said Chuck. “And, as usual, if you need my help, just click the ‘HELP’ button in your menu and I will be right there.”

Before Chuck left, however, I held up a hand and said, “Wait. How are the lawsuits against SI Games going for their role in the Blackout?”

“Still in progress, I am afraid,” said Chuck. “I think SI Games will win most of them, but that remains to be seen. I will keep you up to date on the lawsuits as they are finished, although personally, I doubt Capes Online will get shut down anytime soon.”

With that, Chuck tapped a portion of the air like there was a button in front of him and he disappeared, leaving me sitting all alone in my room, thinking about what Chuck told me and hoping that Atmosfear would be caught again soon.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

 

As soon as Chuck disappeared, the door to my room burst open and Cy dashed in. “Boss! I thought I heard voices in here. Were you talking to someone?”

Startled by Cy’s abrupt appearance, I said, “Uh, I was talking to Chuck. You remember him, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Cy, nodding. “I remember him. He told me to stay out of your room while you guys talked.” He looked around my room suddenly, a frown on his face. “Your room is a lot cleaner than the last time you had people in here. Guess you must have a lot of fetishes.”

“A lot of—?” I said in exasperation. “Why would you even think—”

Cy held up his hands suddenly. “Hey, man, it’s fine. Like I said, I don’t judge. I’m just offering my observations, that’s all.”

I sighed deeply, considering whether it would have been better to have stayed a zombie. At least then I wouldn’t have to deal with Cy’s constant running commentary. “Right. Well, Chuck was just telling me about how the Z-Virus has been destroyed and there’s now a Z-Vaccine available to anyone Infected with the Z-Virus. So hopefully, the Z-Virus will no longer be an issue.”

“Yay!” said Cy, clapping his hands together excitedly. “I was really worried about you for a second there, but glad to see you’re okay. I heard everyone else is also okay, although I haven’t seen anyone from Team Winter since the attack on the factory.”

“Bet they logged off again,” I said. I rubbed the back of my neck. “Can’t say I blame them. Between the Blackout and the Z-Virus, I’m starting to think Capes Online isn’t as safe as it seems.”

“Uh huh,” said Cy in a voice that clearly told me he hadn’t heard anything I said. “Well, I’m glad you’re awake now. We’ve got some guests over who want to talk to you.”

I stroked my chin, remembering the ‘guests’ Chuck had told me about. “Who are they?”

“You’ll see,” said Cy. “I’ll head back out and tell them you’re awake and will come down when you’re ready. Once you feel like coming out, just head to the living area. You’ll find us there.”

With that, Cy zipped out of my room before I could say anything to him. I found it annoying how Cy was keeping the identities of my guests a secret from me, but at the same time, I was very curious about who had come to visit me in my Base. For that matter, I wondered how anyone had gotten in after I was unconscious for two days and unable to allow guests to enter my Base.

After I got up, brushed my teeth, and washed my face—which gave me the Clean buff that increased my Charisma by 0.5% for the next couple of hours—I headed down to the living area of Warehouse 13 as quickly as I could. I followed the sounds of conversation and soon found Cy and three people sitting in the small living area that the two of us had designed not too long ago.

To my surprise, our guests were three people I recognized: Grandmaster Yamamoto, back in his normal ninja robes and looking as healthy as ever as he sat in my recliner, while Aimi and Riku stood by either side of him, looking no worse the wear despite their brief zombification. The three ninja were listening to Cy, who seemed to be telling them a joke of some sort.

“… And then I said, ‘That’s not a caboose, that’s cat booze!’” Cy finished. “Get it? Caboose? Cat booze?”

To no one’s surprise, Yamamoto laughed, while Aimi and Riku just looked uncomfortable. “Ah, Sidekick Cyclone, your sense of humor is impeccable. A certain daughter of mine could definitely learn a thing or two about getting a sense of humor from someone like you.”

Aimi just sighed. I got the impression Yamamoto made comments like that all the time and Aimi had just stopped arguing at some point and accepted it. Riku also looked resigned to his Grandmaster’s poor sense of humor.

“Hey, guys,” I said as I approached the group, causing both Cy and the ninja to look over at me. “Sorry for being so late. I hope I didn’t inconvenience you too much.”

“It is not a problem, Hero Winter,” said Yamamoto with a bow of his head. He gestured at Cy. “Your Sidekick here has been entertaining us with the most amusing stories and jokes. He is almost like another son of mine, except, of course, he isn’t.”

I forced myself to smile and wondered how it was that Cyclone, who was a young Hispanic Sidekick, and Yamamoto, an ancient Japanese ninja Grandmaster, could possibly have the same sense of humor. It was yet another quirk of Capes Online, I suppose. “Glad to hear it. Not to sound rude, but can I ask how you guys got in here? I was unconscious for a couple of days and I don’t remember allowing you three into my Base.”

“Your Sidekick let us in,” said Yamamoto, nodding at Cy. “Cy-chan here let us inside when we said we wished to speak with you.”

“Cy-chan?” I repeated incredulously. I looked at Cy. “Is that what they’re calling you now?”

“Yeah, and I like it,” said Cy. “Anyway, boss, you gave me administer controls over the Base, remember? So I can approve or reject guests like you. I hope you don’t mind. Yama-senpei and his very beautiful daughter and her okay-looking friend have been so good to us that they’re practically family now, so I didn’t think letting them in would be an issue.”

Yamamoto just smiled, while Aimi glared daggers at Cy and Riku looked unsure whether to be offended or not by Cy’s comments about his looks. It would probably take a while for the three of them to get used to Cy. After all, I still wasn’t.

“No, I don’t mind, but next time you want to invite someone over, could you let me know so I can approve them myself?” I said. “For security purposes, you understand.”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy, nodding.

Glad that Cy wasn’t going to argue the point, I looked at the Ninja Guild members and said, “So, why did you guys come over to talk to me? Did you just miss me?”

Yamamoto stroked his long beard thoughtfully. “First off, we wanted to inform you and your Sidekick about what’s been going on in the outside world since the factory was destroyed. The most important piece of news is that complete and total destruction of the Stalking Shadows. With Haru’s death and the destruction of their supply of Z-Virus, the organization quickly fell apart due to vicious infighting between Stalking Shadows Commanders. The Ninja Guild has been taking advantage of this infighting to pick off their members. We’ve also used the Z-Vaccine to cure as many of them of the Z-Virus as possible. So far as we know, every Z-Virus carrier is either dead or cured.”

“Meaning the zombie apocalypse has been successfully averted?” I said.

Yamamoto nodded. “Yes. And with the death of Haru—” Yamamoto paused briefly, a look of pain crossing his features before he resumed his normal expression, “—that means you have finally completed the mission I offered to you long ago and are therefore deserving of the rewards for completing the mission.”

As soon as Yamamoto said that, a notification appeared before me:

MISSION: Defeat the Stalking Shadows III

STATUS: Successfully completed!

With the death of Master Haru and the destruction of the Z-Virus factory, the Stalking Shadows are now a shadow of their former self. Grandmaster Yamamoto has personally come to congratulate you on your success and give you the rewards you deserve.

REWARDS: Higher reputation with the Ninja Guild, plus a complete set of Ninjutsu Armor [Rare] and 10,000 credits. For ‘Successfully completing’ the mission, +12,000 EXP, +10 SP and +5 PP.

My jaw dropped when I read the extra rewards, but that wasn’t where the notifications stopped. Several new ones followed in rapid succession:

You’ve Leveled up! You are now Level 27! +4 SP and +2 PP! Level up further to get even stronger! EXP to next level: 18,550.

+10,000 credits have been deposited into your Wallet! Check your Wallet to see your current deposit.

Your reputation with the Ninja Guild has increased from ‘Unfriendly’ to ‘Trusted Ally’! Not only will Ninja Guild members avoid assassinating you, some of them may even go out of their way to help you or even offer you special missions and items unavailable to other players. Continue to increase your rep with the Ninja Guild in order to gain access to even better opportunities and mission!

Team Winter’s reputation with the Ninja Guild has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly’! Now the Ninja Guild will be more likely to come to the aid of your Team in a crisis. Continue to improve your Team’s reputation with the Ninja Guild in order to unlock more opportunities for you and your Teammates!

I gaped at the notification as they came in one after another. “Wow. This is … I don’t even know what to say. It’s amazing.”

“I am glad you are pleased with the rewards you have received so far,” said Yamamoto. “But you still haven’t received all of them yet.”

Yet another notification appeared before me, which read:

[Grandmaster Yamamoto] would like to give you a complete set of Ninjutsu Armor [Rare]. Accept? Y/N

Without hesitation, I clicked ‘Y’ and immediately saw the complete set of Ninjutsu Armor appear in my inventory. I clicked the armor and saw this:

Ninjutsu Armor [Rare]

Materials: Leather and metal

Rarity: Rare

A complete set of Ninjutsu Armor. All Stat bonuses derived from individual pieces of the set are increased by 10% when user is wearing all six pieces of the armor. Please check each individual armor piece for more information on Stat bonuses and Powers they provide.

I whistled appreciatively when I read that, but decided that now was not the time go through my item inventory. I closed my inventory and looked at Yamamoto again. “Thank you, Yama-sama. I really don’t deserve all these rewards.”

“It is of no issue, Hero Winter,” said Yamamoto. “Or perhaps I should call you Winter-sama now. In any case, I always reward those who help me, even if they are not a member of the Ninja Guild. But there is one more reward I wish to give you that was not technically part of the rewards for completing the mission.”

Yamamoto closed his eyes. A thrum of power went through the air and I got yet another notification:

[Grandmaster Yamamoto] has added you and [Sidekick Cyclone] to the list of approved guests for the Ninja Guild HQ! You may now enter and leave the Ninja Guild HQ as you please without fear of being caught in their traps.

“Wow,” I said as I read the notification. “That’s awfully kind of you, Yama-sama. Are you sure you want to give me that clearance?”

“I am certain,” said Yamamoto. “You have proved yourself to be a solid ally to the Ninja Guild. You and your Sidekick are free to come by anytime and visit us. Especially if you have any new puns to share with me.”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Cy, giving Yamamoto the thumbs up. “I’m always thinking of new puns to make up. You could call me a punoneer.”

Yamamoto burst out laughing. “Ha! Punoneer. Truly, the gods have gifted you with an amazing sense of humor. Winter-sama, you are lucky to have such an amusing Sidekick.”

I smiled, even though I was pretty sure Cy’s newest pun had just killed my soul a little. “Yes. Very lucky indeed.”

Yamamoto nodded again before rising to his feet. “Well, Aimi, Riku, and I must go. There is still much for us to do back at the headquarters, but if at any point you need our help, don’t be afraid to contact us.”

With that, Yamamoto pulled out a smoke bomb and thew it on the floor. The three ninja were briefly obscured by the smoke bomb, but when it cleared, they were nowhere in sight.


CHAPTER SIXTY

 

Did they have to use a smoke bomb to make their escape?” I said, waving the thick smoke away as I tried not to choke on it. “Seems like they could have just used the front door.”

“But they’re ninja, boss,” said Cy. “Ninja always have to do things stealthily. How is going through the front door stealthy? It’s not. Therefore, they had to use a smoke bomb or else they risk bringing shame and dishonor upon their Guild’s name.”

“Uh huh,” I said sarcastically. “I’m sure they did. Anyway, look at all of the SPs and PPs I got. I think I could level up at least one of my Powers with the PPs I have. Gonna be hard to decide which ones to level up.”

Without hesitation, I pulled up my character menu to see my current Stat spread:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 27

EXP: 0/18,550 (18,550 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 14

Available Power Points: 7

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 10 PP], Hero Sense [Level 2. Next Level: 2 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 9 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 3], Dodge [Level 3], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 1], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 40

Stamina: 20

Strength: 30

Defense: 18

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 18

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 44

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

I frowned. Everything looked as it should except, oddly enough, Willpower. Last time I saw it, it had been a lowly 9, but now it had increased to 19. I didn’t understand how that worked until I remembered getting a notification for 10 Willpower after I successfully resisted the Z-Virus that had been trying to take over my mind. Perhaps my higher Willpower meant it would be easier for me to resist similar assaults on my mind in the future.

In any case, I decided that I needed more Stamina because that had been a deciding factor after so many battles. I didn’t want to run out of Stamina again and leave myself open to more assaults, so I threw 5 SPs into Stamina, bringing it to a healthy 25. I could already feel myself becoming stronger and I hadn’t even fought anyone yet.

That left me with 9 SPs. I tossed 6 of them into Energy in order to bring it to a solid 50 and then threw the remaining 3 SPs into Agility, thus bringing my Agility up to 21.

Now I had 7 PPs to distribute. Without even thinking about it, I tossed 2 into Hero Sense. Hero Sense had saved my life more than once over the past week or so. I was interested in seeing just how powerful it could get and what kind of benefits I got from leveling it up further.

As soon as I threw the PPs into Hero Sense, I got this notification:

Hero Sense is now Level 3! +15% chance of sensing a hidden or Disguised Villain and a chance to Unmask a Disguised Villain. Level up this Power even further to unlock new abilities!

Awesome. Leveling up Hero Sense was definitely a smart move. I didn’t know what a ‘Disguised’ Villain was or what it meant to ‘Unmask’ one. I’d have to ask Cy or Funky about that sometime. Something told me that would be a useful ability to have in the future.

That left me with 5 PPs. With so many Powers it was hard to tell where I should distribute them, but eventually, I decided on Freezing Touch. Freezing Touch was one of my earliest and most used Powers. It was Level 2 right now, but I was interested in seeing how powerful it would get once it leveled up again.

With my SPs and PPs spent, I checked my Stat spread again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 27

EXP: 0/18,550 (18,550 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 5 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 9 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 3], Dodge [Level 3],  Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 1], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 40

Stamina: 25

Strength: 30

Defense: 18

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 15

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 6

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Satisfied with my current Stat distribution, I closed my character menu and was about to go get something to eat when a soft ping made me look at the icon for my inbox. It said I had a message, so I opened my inbox and saw that I had a message from Funky titled ‘RE: Thank you and congrats.’ Curious to hear from one of my friends, I opened the message and read it:

Hi, Winter,

Chuck told me you were asleep, but I thought I’d send you this message anyway since I am about to log off for the day and am not sure when I will get to log back in again. I’ve got even more business in the real world to deal with since the Z-Virus incident, business I am NOT looking forward to completing, to be frank.

In any case, I wanted to thank you for your role in saving Capes Online from yet another dangerous threat. Without your help, I am not sure the assault on the factory would have gone as well as it did.

I also wanted to let you know that, thanks to your actions, you have successfully completed the Custom Team Mission that I offered you, Recover, and Dillo. As a result, it’s only fair I reward you with something I think you will get quite a bit of use out of. It’s a very rare item, however, the kind of item you don’t just give to anyone, but after seeing how much help you’ve been in the past, I believe I can trust you with it. I’ve also given similar rewards to Recover and Dillo already, although since both of them are offline right now, I wouldn’t contact them yet.

Enjoy,

Funky

Two things happened as soon as I finished reading the message. The first was that a new notification appeared before me:

CUSTOM TEAM MISSION: Stop Master Haru and Atmosfear

STATUS: Successfully completed!

Thanks to the efforts of you and your Teammates, you have defeated Master Haru and Atmosfear and saved Capes Online yet again! I think you’re on a roll here, bub.

REWARD: Omega Crystal x1 [Rare]

That was when I felt something smooth and heavy fall into my pocket. Thrusting my hand into my pocket, I pulled out an ice-blue crystal. It was so cold and so clear that I thought it was a chunk of solid ice at first, but when I Scanned it, I found out that was far from the truth:

NAME: Omega Crystal

Material: Crystal

Rarity: Rare

Omega Crystals are the rarest form of the mysterious Power Crystal that can give Heroes and Villains alike new Powers. What makes Omega Crystals different from ordinary Power Crystals is their ability to give Heroes and Villains who use them Ultimate Powers. Once an Omega Crystal’s Ultimate Power is unlocked, that Omega Crystal is rendered useless. Omega Crystals also do not need to be worn in order for a player to continue to have access to their Ultimate Power.

My jaw dropped when I read that description. I had never heard of Omega Crystals before, but I knew what Ultimate Powers were. Cy had explained to me what seemed like a lifetime ago now that Ultimate Powers were a step above normal Powers in terms of sheer strength and, well, power. Unlike normal Powers, which could only be leveled up to 10 and go no further, Ultimate Powers could go up to Level 15. I recalled how Dillo had used his Ultimate Power to nearly kill Dark Kosmos and was eager to find out what this one would do for me.

“Whoa,” said Cy, who I had completely forgotten was standing next to me, “is that an Omega Crystal? Those are rarer than people who appreciate my puns. I’ve heard of them, but never actually seen one in real life before. It’s so pretty. Can I lick it?”

I looked at Cy in disgust. “No, why would you want to do that?”

“You’re right,” said Cy with a sigh. “It looks cold, so I’d probably get my tongue frozen to it and that would hurt. Last time I did that was when I was six and some of my classmates dared me to lick a metal pole. Took three days, half of the Adventure City Fire Department, and an entire bottle of hot sauce before they freed me. Good times.”

I considered asking Cy for details about his past but decided that I could live without knowing all the details. “Right.”

“Anyway, are you going to use it?” said Cy. “If you aren’t going to use it, maybe you can sell it. Omega Crystals start at a million credits on the market. That would be enough to upgrade to an entirely new Base or even fund an entire League of Heroes.”

“Tempting, but I think I want to stay in our current Base,” I said, remembering the Faded Flag mission I had accepted not too long ago and the Dwellers in the sewers. “It’s not the fanciest place, but it has a few secrets that I want to crack before I leave.”

“Good idea,” said Cy. “So what are you going to do with the Omega Crystal?”

I bit my lower lip before putting it back in my item inventory. “Keep it in my inventory for now. As tempting as it is to have an Ultimate Power, I don’t really feel like I need one just yet. My current Power set has served us pretty well so far. If I ever run into an enemy who I can’t beat with my normal Powers, then I’ll use it.”

Cy’s shoulders slumped. “So you’re not going to sell it or use it? Man, you can be pretty boring sometimes, boss, you know that?”

“It’s called saving for a rainy day,” I said. “In any case, it’s better than licking it like a doorknob, you know?”

“I was just saying—”

I didn’t get to find out what Cy was ‘just saying,’ however, because I heard another ping, which surprised me, because I wasn’t expecting a message from anyone else. I immediately opened my inbox and saw a message with ‘RE:Thank you,’ which was from Kathy. Curious, I opened the message and it said this:

Dear Winter,

Hi, Winter. This is Kathy, the girlfriend of Robert, who got killed by the Z-Virus. You promised me that you would find and stop the drug dealer who sold Robert that drug in the first place. I tried calling you, but you never answered, so I decided this was the best way to contact you.

I learned recently that the drug was, in fact, a weaker strain of the Z-Virus and that you were partly responsible for the destruction of the factory where it was being manufactured. In addition, I learned that you helped capture the drug dealer who sold us the Z-Virus that killed Robert and he won’t be able to harm anyone else now.

I just wanted to thank you for doing that. I always knew you would stop that drug dealer, but I wasn’t sure until I learned about it on the news yesterday. I don’t have much to give you other than my eternal gratitude and trust. You are my Hero.

Thanks,

Kathy

As soon as I read that message, a new notification popped up in front of me:

MISSION: Stop the drug dealer

STATUS: Successfully completed!

REWARDS: Increased reputation with Kathy and +2 Stat Points and +1 Power Point and +1 Trust

Your relationship with Kathy has increased from ‘Friendly’ to ‘Trusted’! Kathy not only trusts you as her Hero, but she will also recommend your services to friends and family who are victimized by Villains, as well as advocate for you in public. Increase your relationship with Kathy further in order to gain even more opportunities and missions!

“What happened, boss?” said Cy. “Did you get a message from somebody?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s from Kathy. Remember her? She was the girl whose boyfriend became a zombie and got us involved in this Z-Virus mess in the first place. She just wanted to thank me for stopping Giggles and I got some nice rewards as a result.”

“Cool,” said Cy. “That’s nice of her. It would have been nicer if she came and thanked us in person, though.”

“Yeah, but the rewards are good regardless,” I said. I rubbed my belly. “Now, why don’t you go and make us some lunch? I’m starving after sleeping for two days straight.”

Cy immediately perked up. “Okay! I just found a new recipe for cooked chicken that sounds absolutely delicious. It’ll be done before you can say I love puns!”

With that, Cy zipped off to the kitchen and soon I heard the sounds of pots and pans banging together as he got ready to cook our lunch. However annoying I might have found Cy at times, I had to admit it was nice to have someone who could cook and also enjoyed doing it.

I then sent Funky a thank you message for the Omega Crystal and told him to contact me as soon as he got back online. I, of course, did not get an immediate response, but that was fine. Whatever Funky was doing in the real world—whatever business he had—wasn’t really any of my business anyway. But this Omega Crystal was yet another piece of evidence there was far more to Funky than met the eye.

In any case, I stretched my arms and went back up to my room, intending to look more closely at the Ninjutsu Armor the Ninja Guild had given me.

Hopefully, I would finally have some peace and quiet over for a while.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

 

Somewhere else in Capes Online, far from Warehouse 13 …

 

When Atmosfear’s eyes snapped open and he realized he was back in his Hideout, only one emotion dominated him: Anger. Pure, unadulterated rage.

That wasn’t terribly unusual. Despite how much fun Atmosfear had been having ever since he found his mind uploaded to this game, he had always had a very … complex relationship with anger. A psychologist might say it was because his mom had run off with another man when he was six and then his dad spent the next ten years beating him whenever he got too drunk. A priest might say it was because Atmosfear was suffering from the sin of wrath and he wouldn’t see any progress made against it until he repented and turned to God.

Atmosfear was a simple man who liked simple answers to his problems. He believed his anger existed to keep him going in a world that didn’t want him and never did want him. If he hadn’t been angry, he would never have killed his father, after all, or escaped the police for so long.

But this anger was different. Atmosfear rarely woke up angry. Typically, his anger would build up throughout the day until someone—in recent days, his Sidekick Giggles, although sometimes it was other players or NPCs—did something to set him off. In the real world, he might murder someone and that would get him in trouble with the police. In Capes Online, however, he could be as abusive toward Giggles and other NPCs as much as he wanted and never have to worry about suffering consequences, unless a dumb Hero or NPC police officer tried to stop him.

Emphasis on tried.

Sitting up in his bed, Atmosfear rubbed the back of his neck. Unlike some of the past times he had died and respawned, his memories of the last moments before his death were quite clear. He remembered fighting that stupid cop Winter, remembered Winter’s attempt to destroy the catwalk underneath them and send him falling to his doom, and finally remembered Targetman putting a bullet through his head. Atmosfear had been shot before, both in real life and in the game, but getting shot in the head and falling to his doom into a vat of a bubbling, infectious virus that should have turned him into a zombie? That was new.

“Frigging Ukrainian idiot,” Atmosfear growled. “Once I kill Winter, he’s next.”

Then Atmosfear raised his head and looked around at his surroundings. He was back in his room in his Hideout, which looked the same as always. The stone walls of his room were covered with posters of scantily-clad women, although right now he was too angry to give a dang about even the most beautiful women. There were also the bones and remains of various NPCs he had killed since entering the game, trophies that reflected his competence and his desire for blood. His bed creaked under his weight, but held, of course.

Yet Atmosfear did not see Giggles anywhere. He scowled and shouted, “Giggles, you idiot! Where in the blazes are you?”

That was when a notification appeared before him:

[Sidekick Giggles] cannot be summoned back to Hideout.

Atmosfear swore foully under his breath. He remembered that Giggles had been fighting Winter’s Sidekick—whose name always escaped him but was probably something dumb like Farter—and realized that Giggles had not been killed. And if Giggles couldn’t be summoned back to his Hideout, then that meant Giggles was likely in police custody. Which meant Atmosfear would need to stage a Breakout if he was going to save him.

Or even worse, in the hands of the Department of VR, Atmosfear thought. They’re probably torturing the little moron even now, trying to make him talk and tell them where my Hideout is. Frigging knew I should have ripped out the brat’s tongue when I had the chance.

And, of course, Atmosfear had no reason to assume that the Stalking Shadows had survived the attack. He looked at his [TEAMS] tab and saw that the [STALKING SHADOWS] was grayed out and Master Haru’s name had a line through it.

Awesome, Atmosfear thought sarcastically. The Stalking Shadows got frigging destroyed, Master Haru is frigging dead, I frigging died and lost all my EXP and half of my money, the factory probably got blown up, and Giggles is probably getting waterboarded. How could things get any worse?

“Worse?” said a familiar deep voice nearby. “Don’t be so pessimistic, my friend. It isn’t game over just yet, for you or for me.”

Atmosfear started and looked over at the door. A man leaned against the door, a man who Atmosfear hadn’t seen in over a week but knew far too well at this point. He was tall and gangly, wearing a purple and black bodysuit gleaming with slime that always made Atmosfear disgusted whenever he saw it. The man’s face was hidden behind a silver, expressionless plate, which allowed Atmosfear to see his own reflection even in the dim light of his own room. A nametag, [UNALIGNED PARADOX], hung over his head, although Atmosfear didn’t need to see his nametag to know who this guy was.

After all, Paradox was the man who put him in Capes Online in the first place.

Despite that, Atmosfear felt no gratitude toward him. Swinging his legs over the side of his bed, Atmosfear rose to his feet and stomped up to Paradox. He stopped a few feet from the man and, looking directly into his stupid faceless mask, growled, “Excuse me? I don’t know what you’ve been doing while I got a bullet put through my head and dumped into a vat of Z-Virus, but the game almost is over. They got Giggles. I can’t summon the little idiot back to my Hideout. Once they get my Hideout’s location from his mind, they’ll probably send all those Task Force idiots to hunt me down. At this point, I would do better to abandon my Hideout and hide in the Sewers for the rest of my life, because unlike you, I actually have to live in this—”

Paradox snapped his fingers.

Pain exploded in Atmosfear’s head. He cried out and collapsed onto the floor, clutching his skull as the pressure in his brain burned like lava. In the corner of his eye, his Health bar dropped to 1% in an instant but didn’t fall any further. He wished it did, because if he died, then at least he would be free of his pain.

Then, without warning, the pain went away, although Atmosfear’s Health didn’t go back up. He just lay there on the floor at Paradox’s feet, panting and sweating. The attack had happened in less than a second, but Atmosfear felt like he had been tortured for hours.

Paradox crouched down closer to him. His expressionless mask hid his thoughts, but Atmosfear could sense the cold cruelty emanating from his body like wind from an iceberg. “Please don’t assume I haven’t been paying attention to your predicament. I brought you into Capes Online for a very specific reason, after all. I have some skin in the game. It would be a shame if I had to delete you because you couldn’t be more grateful. I could replace you, but that would be too much work and I hate doing more work than I absolutely have to.”

Atmosfear gritted his teeth. He had a lot of things to say to Paradox, but he knew better than to voice them. Paradox appeared to have the ability to read minds, although Atmosfear suspected that Paradox actually simply had access to his coding and so could ‘read’ them that way. In any case, Paradox didn’t tolerate back talk and had his own ways of punishing it, as Atmosfear had discovered when he first met the guy not long ago.

“Sorry,” said Atmosfear, putting on his best polite Southern accent, the one he always used to use to charm girls he wanted to pick up. “I’ve got a bad temper and sometimes let it get the best of me. Occasionally, it makes me speak out of turn and forget the manners my mom taught me. As a Southern gentleman, I hope you accept my humblest apology.”

Paradox’s mask made it impossible to see whether he was aware of Atmosfear’s lack of sincerity, but he nodded and said, “I accept. But next time, no need to lay it on so thick. You are as much a Southern gentleman as a prostitute is a nun.”

Then Paradox stood up to his full height. “Regardless, the destruction of the Z-Virus factory does set back my plans somewhat. I wouldn’t worry about Giggles. I already have someone working to free him even as we speak. No, what’s become clear to me is that I need more minions if I am going to achieve my plans.”

Atmosfear still hadn’t gotten up, but when Paradox mentioned ‘minions,’ he looked up. “What do you mean? Like the Stalking Shadows?”

“No,” said Paradox dismissively. “NPCs have shown themselves to be fickle and unreliable, more interested in fulfilling their own agendas than in following mine. I need players, preferably high-leveled ones who have more power than sense. And I need you to lead them.”

“Me?” said Atmosfear, frowning. “Why me?”

“Because you are the only one I trust to do that,” said Paradox. “Look at Winter. He has a small but dedicated Team whose efforts have helped him both during the Blackout and the Z-Virus incident. Of course, it helps that one of his Teammates happens to have a rather intimate knowledge of Capes Online’s mechanics, but the point is you need a Team of your own if you are going to serve me competently.”

Atmosfear scowled. “I had a Team during the Blackout. And then they all abandoned me the second Dark Kosmos died and they could log off. Doesn’t help they all got banned from Capes Online for life because of their involvement with me. Can’t trust anyone.”

Paradox tilted his head to the side. “When did I say your Team would be made of legal players?”

Atmosfear’s scowl turned into a frown again. “What do you mean? Aren’t all players legal players?”

Paradox chuckled. “Atmosfear, I think it’s time I expanded your vision a little bit more. You think you know all there is to know about Capes Online because you’ve been here for a month, but the truth is you haven’t even scratched the surface. Come with me. I want to introduce you to some friends of mine who would be more than happy to form a Team with you … and make the entire world bow to my rule.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

 

In another part of Adventure City, closer to Winter’s Base but not close enough …

 

The Anti-Hero known as Busker Burn pulled his raincoat closer over his head as the rain started to fall even harder. Although the weather report had indicated that it would rain in Adventure City, Busker had assumed he would be able to get there before the rain became too heavy. Unfortunately, the bus he had taken from Far Town had broken down about halfway there and it had taken two hours before the bus driver got it going again, but which time night had fallen and the dark clouds that had been getting progressively thicker in the sky overhead had burst.

At least I brought my raincoat, Busker thought. If there’s one thing I dislike about this game, it’s how realistic the weather can. Great when it’s sunny and bright out. Horrible when it’s pouring like now. At least it isn’t acid rain like what I faced on that last mission I did.

A low chuckle emitted from the air beside him as Busker pulled his hood tighter around his face. “What’s the matter, sir? It’s not that rainy.”

Scowling, Busker said, “That’s because you’re a ghost, Spiritus. Just because you can turn invisible and intangible doesn’t mean I can. My Class doesn’t have that Power.”

“I know,” said Spiritus, his Sidekick, smugly. “I just can’t resist a moment to poke a little fun at you, that’s all.”

Busker sighed. Despite Spiritus’ loyalty to him, she did have a tendency to bust his balls whenever he complained. She seemed to find it amusing that an Anti-Hero as powerful as he was willing to rush into a burning building to save another person’s life but didn’t like getting wet. He knew better than to get upset, though, because that would just make Spiritus tease him even more.

“Right,” said Busker, “well, at least we’re finally here, but I gotta say, Adventure City is a bit … dumpier than I expected.”

That was putting it lightly. Ever since leaving the bus, Busker had been making his way closer to the center of Adventure City. He had to go through dozens of back alleyways and routes most players didn’t even know existed. He saw trash strewn on the streets, homeless people loitering about, and more than a few seedy individuals who were probably Thugs and Gangsters. Despite being the biggest and wealthiest city in the game, Adventure City sure didn’t seem like it. Perhaps he was simply going through one of the lower income areas, but regardless, Adventure City’s first impression certainly did not impress him. Far Town was much better.

They passed a closed storefront displaying a variety of holo-TVs, which Busker wouldn’t have even noticed if Spiritus hadn’t said, “Hey, boss, look who’s on TV.”

Stopping in front of the display, Busker looked at the storefront. In particular, he focused on the biggest holo-TV, which had a price sticker of ‘only’ 500 credits, normally 750, but he was not in the mood to get a great deal on a new holo-TV. His gaze was on the content the holo-TV showed.

It was a Capes Online News Report. The female anchor was discussing the recent explosion of a large factory in the Factory District, which Busker’s map showed him wasn’t too far from his current location.

“… police are still investigating the cause of the blast,” the female anchor was saying. “But Capes Online News sources from within the Adventure City Police Department tell us that the Hero Winter—who saved Adventure City from Dark Kosmos two weeks ago—is believed to be involved somehow. Here is a picture possibly depicting Winter and his Sidekick Cyclone as they prepare to enter the factory a couple of days ago.”

A picture appeared on the screen next to the female anchor’s head. It showed a dark factory somewhere in the city but was zoomed in on two figures hiding in an alleyway. They were a Hero and Sidekick, the Hero wearing an ice blue Costume and the Sidekick wearing a green one with wings. The angle of the picture was almost perfect, making Busker wonder who had taken it, but he didn’t care.

He had had his doubts before—especially since his friend didn’t have any proof—and when he got to Adventure City and saw how dumpy the place was, he had almost turned around to get onto the bus and go home. Busker had his own career to focus on, after all. He didn’t have all the time in the world to search for a ghost that may or may not exist.

But seeing that clear, zoomed in image of Winter’s face, Busker had no doubt at all about the identity of Capes Online’s newest Household Name:

Nyle Maxwell was indeed alive and well. And Busker knew exactly where to start searching for him first.


BOOK 3:

THE PLAYER REVOLT


CHAPTER ONE

 

Pride cometh before the fall, or so my father always used to tell me. It was one of Dad’s favorite sayings because, according to him, he’d seen so many people in his time as a lawyer fall precisely because of their pride. Proud of the fact they ‘tricked’ the judge or jury, arrogantly believing their overpriced lawyer could get them out of even the stickiest situations, and a few even outright bribing him as a judge, thinking that because they could bribe a judge once, it meant all judges were bribable.

Dad, of course, was always happy to prove them wrong. But he stressed to me that pride could fell anyone, no matter how smart, intelligent, or powerful you might think you are. I learned that lesson personally when I went into a football game in high school thinking I was invincible and could carry the game myself. That resulted in the worst loss for my high school football team in its 100-year existence, mostly due to my arrogance making me sloppy.

I was 25 now and not playing in football or any other professional sport, but Dad’s lessons from old still came creeping back into my mind whenever I found myself in over my head.

Such as when I find myself about to get crushed to death by a giant ice octopus, for example.

Hanging upside down by my foot about sixty feet off the pavement, I knew that the only reason I was in this situation was because I didn’t listen to Recover’s advice to stand back and wait. Or maybe it was when I accepted a Team Mission with the Difficulty Level of ‘Suicidal’ because we had already completed a so-called ‘Impossible’ mission and ‘Suicidal’ sounded less dangerous than ‘Impossible.’ Heck, it probably started even earlier this morning when I got up and brushed off the great breakfast my Sidekick, Cyclone, had made for me because I was busy and didn’t think I needed it, which left me with a small Hunger debuff that caused me to lose -1% in Intelligence until I got something to eat.

Regardless of the exact mistake that led up to this moment—where I was probably going to die a horrible death and thus fail the mission—I could hear my old man’s voice in my head berating me for being such an idiot. Of course, my dad didn’t know I was still alive. He, along with everyone else in the real world, ‘knew’ that I died in a car accident while pursuing a petty small-town criminal known as Bryce Cunningham. He had no idea my mind had gotten uploaded to Capes Online, the biggest and most popular VRMMORPG in the world, or that I was the superhero Winter who had saved the game twice already.

And based on the current trajectory of my life, he probably never would. Which was for the best. Dad didn’t care much for VRMMORPGs and he would probably be ashamed if he found out my mind had gotten uploaded here.

But all of that was immaterial to the current issue, which was that I was hanging upside from one leg and all the blood was rushing to my head and making me feel dizzy. Capes Online might have just been a game, but it was also the most realistic game I’d ever played, practically indistinguishable from real life except for a few concessions by the developers for ease. That meant that being held upside in-game was just as much fun as it was in real life, which was to say, it wasn’t.

“Winter!” a voice cried out below. “Don’t worry! We’ll get you down!”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked down at the street below. Where had once been a bustling city street full of Civilians going about their daily lives was now a deserted street. Crushed cars were strewn here and there, trash cans had been smashed flat, and there were big potholes that were probably going to be a pain for the Adventure City Public Works Department to fix later. Thankfully, there were no dead Civilians, although I knew that at least a few had been injured in the ice octopus’ initial attack.

But the street wasn’t entirely deserted. A stout but muscular man, clad from head to toe in green armor that resembled an armadillo, was crouched behind one of the overturned cars. Crouched next to him was a teenage girl wearing a simple blue bodysuit and boots. Unlike the man, who was staring up at the monstrosity with appropriate caution, the girl was scrolling through her smartphone, apparently completely unaware of her surroundings. I knew that Hop Scotch, the teenage girl, was generally more aware of her surroundings than she let on, but I couldn’t deny it was very frustrating to see her behaving like her usual self when we were in real danger of failing the mission.

The armored man, on the other hand, was Dillo, a member of Team Winter and also Hop’s Hero. Although somewhat cowardly, Dillo at least knew how to take situations seriously. He was more of a tank than me, but the reason I was hanging up here and he wasn’t was because I had told him to stand back. I had reasoned that my own Ice Powers might give me immunity to the icy powers of the giant ice octopus and didn’t think Dillo would need to tank this one.

Actually, now that I think about it, that was another example of my arrogance getting the best of me. Guess today was just one of those days were each mistake just snowballed into the next. I just hoped the snowball would stop growing soon.

“Yeah, getting me down now anytime would be great!” I shouted back at Dillo. “Seriously, the blood is rushing to my head!”

A deep chuckle came from behind me that sounded like bubbling water. “What’s this? The famous Hero Winter, the slayer of Dark Kosmos and savior of Adventure City, is begging for help? How amusing.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and found myself staring directly into the face of the ice octopus Tentacold. Unlike most octopuses, Tentacold’s face was partially human. His eyes were like those of an octopus, while his mouth was more human-like and his nostrils were octopus-like. All in all, it was an incredibly creepy, unsettling appearance, not helped by the nametag [KAIJU TENTACOLD] helpfully hovering over his head.

“I’m not begging for help,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’m figuring out a plan with a Teammate. There’s a difference.”

“You mean your Teammate who is currently hiding behind a car?” Tentacold inquired with a smirk. “Very brave, that one is. Perhaps your reputation as a brave Hero with a powerful Team was just a rumor, and nothing more. I have yet to see proof that you are really as good as your reputation suggests.”

I scowled, but there was nothing I could do to shut him up. When Tentacold first appeared on the streets of Adventure City, robbing the First National Bank, he had been about the size of an average full-grown human being, perhaps an inch or two taller to make him seem like a real threat. Although humanoid in appearance, he had had six tentacles and a weird face to show that he wasn’t entirely human. Lore suggested that Tentacold had once been a human being who was genetically modified with octopus DNA in order to make an immortal, but that didn’t explain how he became a Kaiju of all things.

It happened quickly. My Teammates and I wasted no time in getting to the First National Bank, where we managed to confront Tentacold—who appeared to be working by himself—before he could get away with the cash. It had seemed like a simple mission, especially since we had already completed these sorts of missions before. I didn’t even understand why it had been given the ‘Suicidal’ Difficult Level until he transformed.

I still wasn’t sure how he did it. It looked like Tentacold drank an item called [Growth Serum], but I didn’t get a chance to Scan it in great detail before he transformed into a gigantic ice octopus the size of a small skyscraper. That was when Tentacold snatched me up and got me into my current predicament. And even though I had been in Capes Online for over a month now, I hadn’t realized just how much more there was for me to learn until I saw Tentacold transform.

What made this situation even worse for me was that Tentacold was immune to Ice Powers. His Weakness, according to Scan, was Fire, but I didn’t have any Fire Powers. Ice Beam, Freezing Touch, Ice Shackles … all of it useless. Hell, he even had a Power called Snow Pillow that allowed him to absorb all Ice-based damage and convert it into HP, a fact I accidentally discovered when I hit him with an Ice Beam after he had taken some damage from my Sidekick and he got healed as a result.

What started as a simple mission to thwart a bank robbery quickly turned into a battle for survival. None of my Teammates had died yet, but given that Tentacold was Level 150 and had over 1,000 points of Health, plus a fairly hefty Strength and Defense, it was only a matter of time before he wiped us all out. And if he did that, we’d lose all our EXP and half our money. We might respawn, but it would still cause us to fail the mission, which would suck because this mission had some pretty good rewards. Namely, 10,000 EXP for each Teammate and +20 Fame and Trust for the Team and every individual Teammate. Losing those rewards would suck.

The only good thing about this situation was that my Ice Man Costume meant I was immune to Ice damage as well. But seeing as Tentacold was going to crush me to death with one of his tentacles, even that didn’t mean much.

“So you know my name?” I said. I didn’t know what Dillo and the others had planned, but if I could distract Tentacold, then I would.

“Of course I do,” said Tentacold with a deep chuckle. “Every Villain in the country knows your name. After all, you defeated Dark Kosmos. I also heard rumors you defeated the Stalking Shadows and, of course, you’ve put a fair few petty crooks and criminals behind bars as well. It would be strange if I didn’t know your name, Hero Winter.”

I bit my lower lip. Ever since the Blackout, my reputation was now at ‘Household Name,’ which meant that most NPCs—Hero, Villain, or Civilian—knew who I was even if I hadn’t met them. It was nice because it meant Civilians were more likely to offer me missions and opportunities I otherwise wouldn’t have gotten. It sucked, however, when I got the attention of a Villain like Tentacold. It was the double-edged nature of Fame, both the Stat and the concept in general.

“Many Villains fear you, but frankly I am unimpressed,” Tentacold continued. “The only reason I drank that Growth Serum was because I thought I would need it in order to defeat you and your Team. Yet it appears that I wasted a very rare and hard-to-get item on some low-level Hero and his equally low-level Teammates for no good reason. Growth Serums aren’t cheap, you know.”

“Mind telling me where you get them?” I said. “And do they work just for you or do they turn everyone who drinks them into Kaiju?”

“That is my little secret, Hero,” said Tentacold. He chuckled. “Nice try. But I can’t get too angry. I do have a couple of extra Growth Serums on hand, so it wasn’t entirely a waste. Besides, if I kill you, that will raise my Infamy and make the other Villains respect me and other Heroes fear me. So killing you won’t be a waste, either.”

“You might not want to do that,” I said. “Killing me wouldn’t give you a lot of experience. Would be a waste.”

“No experience is ever a waste, my caped friend,” Tentacold reassured me. “If I had your mindset, I would never have gotten as strong I have. Every little bit counts.”

I might have agreed with that statement if it wasn’t currently coming from the mouth of a monster that was about to kill me, but luckily I didn’t have to say anything else, because at that moment I heard a soft ping and, looking in my Team chat, saw a message from Dillo:

Dillo: Winter, get ready to fall. Funky’s about to send in Lennox. Once he does, Cyclone will catch you and Recover will heal you. Just a heads up.

As soon as I read that message, I heard a soft flap of wings nearby and then a massive blast of flame came out of nowhere and slammed into the tentacle wrapped around my leg. Tentacold roared in pain as the fire ate away at his tentacle, causing the ice to melt. When the ice holding my leg melted, I immediately plunged to the street below, screaming in terror as the pavement came closer and closer to my face.

But then I heard a whizzing sound above me and two hands grabbed my shoulders, stopping my fall halfway. Gasping in surprise, I looked up and saw a familiar green-suited Sidekick, his large eagle-like wings beating furiously, holding onto me for dear life. His face was hidden behind aviator goggles, but I had no trouble recognizing Cyclone, my Sidekick.

“Thanks for the save, Cy,” I said as Cy flew us away from Tentacold, who was still roaring in pain from the flame that had melted his tentacle.

“No … problem … boss,” said Cy in a heavily strained voice. “Just … doing … my … job …”

Uh oh. Cy wasn’t as strong as me. I was afraid he might not be strong enough to get me over to safety without dropping me, but luckily we reached the roof of a nearby apartment complex and landed. I hit the roof with a roll and rolled to my feet, wincing at the pain in my leg, which was broken where Tentacold had been crushing it. Cy, on the other hand, practically belly-flopped onto the gravel-covered roof, panting hard as he tried to catch his breath.

“Boss …” Cy said in between pants. “Boss … I’ve got something important … something important to tell … to tell you …”

Looking over my shoulder, I said, “What is it, Cy?”

Still panting hard, Cy said, “You might want … to lay off the carbs … for a few weeks … or months …”

I sighed heavily. Even though I had known Cy for over a month now, I still found myself surprised by the strange way his mind worked every now and then. “Thanks for the dieting advice, Cy. I’ll take it into account if we survive this.”

Just as I said that a golden aura covered me suddenly and I got this notification:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal on you! Health restored 100% and all debuffs lifted!

Debuff lifted: Broken leg. Your leg is no longer broken.

I smiled when I read that notification, which I really didn’t need to because I knew I was healed as soon as I felt the pain go away. Nonetheless, I looked over to the side and said to Recover, “Thanks, Recover. Really needed that.”

Recover stood a few feet away from us. She was the resident Healer of the Team. With her pink and white spandex suit that nicely fit her body, she was also rather easy on the eyes, though I didn’t really like the big letter ‘R’ on her chest. I wondered if she had gotten that added by a tailor or something.

“No problem,” said Recover, lowering her hands as she smiled at me. “That’s what I’m here for, after all. But next time, you might want to listen to my advice about running headlong into combat against an enemy we’ve never fought before. Right, Brawn?”

Recover’s Sidekick, Brawn, was a man with muscles that appeared to be made out of rock. He nodded once and said, “Yes, Miss Recover. Winter is lucky he did not get killed, which would have surely caused us to fail the mission.”

“Well, I do have a pretty high Luck Stat,” I said as I rose to my feet, dusting off my Costume. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I might be safe, but Tentacold is still active.”

Recover smirked. “Not for long.”

I was about to ask her what she meant when I heard another huge roar come from the streets below. It didn’t sound like Tentacold’s roar, however. Instead, it sounded like the roar of a dragon, a roar I had heard once before. I rushed over to the edge of the roof and my jaw fell at the scene playing out in the streets below.

Tentacold wasn’t the only Kaiju fighting in the streets of Adventure City now. A large dragon, with glowing golden scales and a twenty-foot wingspan, stood before Tentacold, smoke rising from its nostrils. When it roared, the sound had even caused Tentacold to retreat, though I noticed the ice octopus was still standing his ground and looked ready to fight the new threat anyway. The nametag [KAIJU LENNOX] hovered over the dragon’s head.

“Holy crap,” I said, putting a hand over my eyes to block the sun. “Is that Lennox?”

“Yep,” said a calm, cool voice behind me. “And yes, he’s Transformed again.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and saw yet another member of my Team approaching. He was a tall, lean black guy wearing the weirdest hodgepodge of armor and Equipment you’d ever see on a Hero. A mail chest plate, a football helmet, squelchy rubber boots, huge work gloves, and even bigger shoulder pads all added to FunkyFresh94’s, er, ‘unique’ appearance.

Despite how eccentric appearance, however, Funky was probably one of the most powerful and competent members of the Team, helped by the fact he was a Beastmaster with a powerful dragon under his control. I hadn’t seen any other Beastmasters with dragon pets yet, but I assumed it was just another one of his eccentricities. He seemed to have a lot of them.

“How is Lennox going to beat Tentacold?” said Cy. Everyone had joined me at the edge of the roof now, watching the fight between Tentacold and Lennox that was about to unfold. “Tentacold is at least twice his size.”

“Size doesn’t matter,” said Funky. He put one hand on his hip, his eyes focused on his dragon below. “As a Fire-based Tamed Beast, Lennox is practically designed to kill him. One solid Fire Breath ought to do the trick.”

Lennox’s throat glowed red hot as the fire built up within him. Flames began to spark out of the corners of his mouth. Tentacold seemed to realize what was about to happen as well, but the streets were too narrow for him to dodge the attack. He just raised his tentacles in front of himself defensively, although I doubted that would save him from Lennox’s coming Fire Breath.

Funky pointed at Lennox. “All right, Lennox! Melt that monster to the—”

Funky stopped speaking abruptly, even though no one had interrupted him. His gaze became unfocused like he was staring at something only he could see, and he muttered, “Oh, no. Not now.”

“Not now?” I repeated, looking at Funky in alarm. “What do you mean?”

“It’s nothing,” said Funky, although the frustration in his voice told a different story. “I can deal with it later. I—”

Funky suddenly started phasing in and out of existence. For the first time since I’d known him, a panicked expression appeared on Funky’s face. He put his hands on his chest but seemed unable to stop himself from disappearing.

“No, no, no,” said Funky frantically. He looked at us. “Sorry, guys. Looks like I’ve got to go and deal with something in the real world. I’ll be back as soon as I—”

Right at that moment, Funky disappeared entirely. As soon as he vanished, I got this notification:

[Hero FunkyFresh94] has logged off. He will not be online again for 72 hours.


CHAPTER TWO

 

What the …?” I said. “Guys, are you seeing this notification?”

“Yeah, I am,” said Recover, whose gaze was somewhat unfocused now as she also read the notification. “But I don’t understand. Why did Funky log off in the middle of a mission? And why won’t he be back online for seventy-two hours? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Uh, guys?” said Cy with a gulp. He pointed at the streets below. “Funky’s disappearance is weird and all, but I think you might want to look at what’s going on in the streets. Like, right now.”

Dismissing the mysterious notification, I looked down in the streets and felt my heart fall into my stomach.

Lennox was gone. Where there had once stood a mighty dragon about to rain hellfire on a dangerous Villain was now an empty street. The only signs Lennox had been there at all were the claw marks in the street. Other than that, I would never have guessed Lennox was there if I hadn’t seen him standing there mere seconds ago.

“What happened to Lennox?” said Recover, leaning over the side of the roof and looking around wildly. “Where did he run off to?”

“He must have been sent back to Funky’s Base when Funky logged off,” I said in dawning realization. “And if Tamed Beasts work like Sidekicks, then he probably can’t leave Funky’s Base without his permission or until he logs back online in three days.”

“Which means we’re basically screwed,” said Cy. “I mean, Tentacold seems to have noticed.”

Cy was right. Although Tentacold had held his tentacles before him defensively, he finally seemed to notice Lennox was gone. He lowered his tentacles and looked around the streets cautiously, perhaps thinking this was some kind of trick or trap meant to make him lower his guard. Once it became clear that Lennox was gone for good, however, Tentacold let out another gurgling laugh.

“What a joke!” Tentacold laughed. “For a moment there, I genuinely thought I was going to die. It appears that the great Team Winter has once again let me down. Truly, your reputation as fearsome Heroes is unearned.”

A notification appeared before me as soon as Tentacold said that:

Your Team’s relationship with [Kaiju Tentacold] has decreased from ‘Wary’ to ‘Amused.’ [Kaiju Tentacold] is now less likely to take you seriously and more likely to attack you recklessly without fear for his own life.

“Uh oh,” I said. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Which part?” asked Recover grimly. “The part that says Tentacold doesn’t take us seriously or the part that says he’s more likely to attack us recklessly?”

“Not to show any disrespect, Miss Recover, but I think the fact that Tentacold is charging toward us as we speak is worse than a simple worsening in relationships,” said Brawn.

A huge shadow appeared over us. We all looked up in time to see one of Tentacold’s massive tentacles falling toward us like a bomb dropped from a plane. Brawn tackled Recover to the side while Cy and I Dodged out of the way, but the tentacle still smashed through the rooftop we stood upon. All four of us went tumbling down into the open hole. Well, Brawn and Recover did, anyway, the two of them disappearing into the shadows, while Cy and I grabbed onto the edge of the hole and hung on for dear life.

“Brawn! Recover!” Cy shouted in alarm. “No!”

“Worry about them later,” I said. “He’s coming back for more!”

I was right. Another huge tentacle was falling toward us. This time, both Cy and I used Flight and took off into the air. We barely avoided the falling tentacle as it smashed into the building we had been standing upon mere moments before. I winced at the thought of Recover and Brawn getting crushed to death, but seeing as I didn’t get any notifications that they had died, they were both probably still alive. I did, however, see both of their HP bars fall to less than half and noticed that Brawn had a debuff labeled ‘BROKEN BACK,’ although I didn’t know exactly what that entailed. All I knew was that Recover and Brawn were out of the fight for now, leaving me, Cy, Dillo, and Hop against Tentacold.

As Cy and I flew around Tentacold, the Kaiju chuckled again. “Annoying little flies. Do you honestly think you can even touch me or are you planning to distract me yet again?”

“Actually, we’re trying to survive,” said Cy, slowing down slightly as if he felt a need to answer Tentacold’s question. “See, without Lennox, we’re not strong enough to take you—”

Tentacold opened his mouth and unleashed a huge Ice Beam directly at Cy. The Ice Beam struck Cy and instantly froze him in a thick block of ice. I got this notification as soon as Cy was Frozen:

Debuff added: Frozen Solid. [Sidekick Cyclone] -100% Agility and Evasion. -1 HP/4 seconds. Duration: 15 minutes.

I gaped when I read that notification. I had never seen the Frozen Solid debuff before. I knew about Frozen—inflicted it on my enemies all the time—but Frozen Solid was another beast entirely, based on the negative effects it had on its targets. That meant Tentacold was even more dangerous than I thought.

With his wings frozen, Cy fell to the streets below. He crashed down on top of a car, but luckily didn’t shatter into a million pieces, although thick cracks did form in the block holding him down. He wasn’t dead, but like Recover and Brawn, he was out of the fight.

“Cy!” I shouted. “No!”

“Don’t pay attention to your Sidekick now,” said Tentacold suddenly. “After all, how can you save other people if you cannot first save yourself?”

A massive tentacle came flying directly into my path. I tried to dodge, but I still wasn’t used to flying, not helped by my Costume not being particularly aerodynamic. The tentacle slammed into me and swatted me out of the sky. I went spiraling down through the air uncontrollably until I crashed into a street lamp and knocked it over. A loud crack echoed in my ears as this notification popped up:

Debuff added: Concussion. -50% Intelligence, Agility, and Evasion. -1 HP/5 seconds. Duration: 2 minutes.

Even worse, that hit alone had shaved off 75% of my Health, leaving me dangerously close to dying. And I probably would die, assuming I didn’t get rid of this dumb Concussion debuff soon.

Regardless, I didn’t have the luxury of lying in the street. I forced myself to my feet, ignoring the pain in my head and back that wanted me to lie down and rest. I looked up at the massive Tentacold, who now hovered over me, his tentacles moving through the air like snakes.

“My, my,” said Tentacold with a bloodthirsty smile on his face. “I am impressed you managed to survive being knocked out of the air like that. Most Heroes at your Level would have died instantly. Perhaps you are made of sterner stuff.”

“That was nothing,” I lied. I rubbed my back. “Barely felt that love tap.”

“There’s no need to lie, Winter,” said Tentacold with another chuckle. “I am not a woman. There’s no need to brag in front of me. You can be honest about your pain and lie down and die like a man.”

“If I’m going to die, it’s going to be on my feet,” I replied. “Like a true man, which you aren’t.”

“True, I am not a man,” said Tentacold. He raised his tentacles above his head. “I am greater than a man. I am a Kaiju. No mere Hero could ever hope to stand before my might. And I shall make you and your Team an example to all who dare to defy my will.”

“Winter!” Dillo shouted suddenly. “Winter, I’m coming!”

I looked over to the right and saw Dillo and Hop rushing toward me. I had completely forgotten about them in the wake of Funky’s mysterious disappearance, but now that I saw them, I held out a hand and said, “Wait, guys, go back! You can’t beat him! He’s too—”

I never got to finish my sentence, because one of Tentacold’s tentacles slammed down on Dillo and Hop. I thought I saw Dillo tackle Hop to protect her with his body, but I still heard a sickening crunch of metal when Tentacold smashed him. When Tentacold raised his tentacle, Dillo and Hop lay on the ground looking quite dead. Both of their Health bars were critical now and they seemed to have gotten a whole bunch of debuffs at once from that attack alone.

“Dillo, Hop,” I said softly. “No …”

I looked up at Tentacold. His wicked, mocking grin was the most infuriating thing I had ever seen in my life. I knew none of my friends were dead, and that even if they died, they would just respawn, but Tentacold’s triumphant grin still made me angry anyway.

“Like swatting flies,” said Tentacold. “That’s all you are to me, flies good for nothing more than to be swatted. Do you have any last words of defiance before I crush you to death? I promise to make your death swift and painless.”

Breathing hard, feeling the pain in every bone in my body, I snapped, “Go to hell.”

Tentacold frowned. “Really? ‘Go to hell’? I thought I couldn’t be any more disappointed in you than I already am, yet here we are. Truly, you are a massive disappointment and your reputation is truly—”

“Hey, Cthulu!” a new loud voice that was somehow both familiar and yet unfamiliar at the same time called out. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

Tentacold looked to the left, the direction from which the voice had come, but only in time to get a massive fireball to the face. Actually, it wasn’t just a fireball. It looked like a miniature sun, hurtling across the air, the heat so strong it street lamps as it passed. It was so hot that I felt like I was standing in an oven already, despite the fact that I was out in the open and standing several dozen yards from Tentacold.

Tentacold cried out in pain and staggered backward, his tentacles flailing wildly as the mini sun melted away a good chunk of his face. His Health bar fell to less than half in a split second and I saw this notification:

Debuff added: Eternal Burn. [Kaiju Tentacold] -10 HP/1 second. Duration: 10 minutes.

My jaw dropped when I read that notification. -10 HP every second in 10 minutes meant Tentacold was going to lose 600 HP. Given how Tentacold had less than 400 HP left, the debuff alone would kill him unless he could heal himself somehow.

Wondering who could possibly have saved me, I looked down the street in the direction the fireball had come from. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, but what I did see took me by surprise anyway.

Standing in the middle of the open street with his arms folded in front of his chest was a young man wearing what I could only describe as the clothes of a punk rocker. Red leather jacket exposing a shirtless chest, black leather pants, a mohawk, and dark sunglasses that only accentuated the smirk on his lips. He even had a guitar hanging off his back, although I couldn’t see it very well. The nametag [ANTI-HERO+ BUSKER BURN] hovered above his head, glowing multiple colors rapidly like it was in a light show in a stadium. I didn’t understand what the plus symbol after his Alignment meant, but something about his face and demeanor struck me as extremely familiar.

“Who the hell are you?” said Tentacold. His voice was somewhat distorted due to the face that half of his face and tentacles had been melted clean off by that blast alone. “Another one of Winter’s Teammates?”

Busker Burn shook his head. “Nah. I’m a loner at heart. Never been much of a team player. I was just walking through the neighborhood when I overheard some rad noise and decided to see if there was a party that required my attendance.”

“There is no party here,” said Tentacold with a snarl. “But if it’s a concert you’re looking for, perhaps you should keep walking. This is no place for a musician.”

Busker Burn laughed. “Musician? Okay, man. You can keep calling me that. Doesn’t change the fact I melted off half your face. Not that you were ever really much of a looker in the first place, but you know what I mean.”

Busker’s voice and mannerisms were extremely familiar, even though this was the first time I had ever seen him. I struggled to think of where I might have met him before, but my mind kept drawing a blank.

“Leave,” Tentacold snarled. “Now. This has nothing to do with you.”

“He’s right,” I said, raising my voice so Busker could hear me from a distance. “This is my mission. You can’t help.”

“Actually, dude, I can help wherever I want,” said Busker cheerfully. He thrust his thumb up at his nametag. “That’s what the plus symbol there means. I’m not paying four dollars a month for a Capes Online Plus subscription just to be told I have to stay out of interesting gigs like this.”

Tentacold growled. “Fine. I will finish you off first and then kill Winter later. Your way of speaking greatly irritates me. Luckily, I soon won’t have to hear it ever again.”

Tentacold suddenly rushed down the street toward Busker as fast as he could. Despite his size, he made good progress, smashing through cars, tear apart street lamps, and tossing trash cans and newsstands aide as he ran. I tried to run after him, but I was in too much pain to run, so I fell down on my knees and could only watch as Tentacold drew closer and closer to Busker.

Busker, on the other hand, didn’t look even remotely afraid of Tentacold. He just watched the massive Kaiju approach him with a smirk on his face that was even more smug than Tentacold’s, if possible.

Then he held up one hand, his index finger pointed at Tentacold and his thumb up in the traditional hand gesture meant to mimic the appearance of guns, and he said, as simply as if he was stating his name, “Bang.”

A huge fireball—even bigger than the last one—exploded from the tip of his finger and hurtled toward Tentacold. The fireball was so bright and so hot that I had to look away in order to avoid getting blinded. I even had to force my eyes closed.

But it turned out that protecting my vision was the last thing I needed to do. When the fireball hit Tentacold, it was like a bomb going off right in the middle of the street. The explosion was deafening, hitting me like a punch to the face. The sound of the explosion drowned out Tentacold’s own screams of agony and pain as the fires washed over him.

Even worse, the heat struck me head on. It knocked me flat off my feet, but somehow I didn’t get a Burn debuff like Tentacold did. My HP did, however, drop a few points, putting my Health precariously low. But I didn’t—couldn’t—get up. The heat was too strong and I was too weak. All I could do was curl into a ball and try to protect myself as best as I could, which wasn’t easy because of how hot it was.

Eventually, however, the heat faded away. After a moment or two, I cracked open my eyes and slowly sat up.

I almost didn’t believe my eyes. The street we had been fighting on looked like a bomb had gone off. Literally. Most of the cars had been melted or blackened. Even the asphalt itself was melted away in a few areas. The street lamps were twisted and drooping, while some of the trash cans were on fire, burning noxious fumes into the air. The heat in the area was intense, although rapidly cooling thanks to the lack of fire being fed into it. It was a good thing the Civilians had evacuated when they did. Had they not, I had a feeling that a lot of people would have died in this explosion.

As for Tentacold, he was nowhere to be seen. It was as though he had been completely vaporized from existence. The only hint to his existence was the rather large crater in the street where he had been standing mere seconds before.

While I stared at the massive carnage in pure shock and awe, Busker lowered his sunglasses, revealing bright red eyes. He took one look at the destruction he caused and a huge grin split his face.

“Uh oh. Did I do that?”


CHAPTER THREE

 

As soon as those words left Busker’s mouth, I was suddenly hit with a bunch of notifications at once:

[Kaiju Tentacold] has been killed! Due to not killing [Kaiju Tentacold], you and your Teammates are awarded no EXP.

[ANTI-HERO+ BUSKER BURN] created a [Burned] environment! All Frozen debuffs lifted and -10% Defense for all characters with strong Ice affinity.

MISSION: Defeat Tentacold

STATUS: Failed

Due to failing to kill Tentacold, you have failed this mission and are ineligible to receive any associated rewards.

My hands balled into fists when I read that last notification. It felt me conflicted. On one hand, I should have been happy that Busker saved me and my Team. Had he not intervened when he did, we’d have all been wiped out and definitely failed the mission for sure.

On the other hand, by killing Tentacold, Busker had basically caused us to fail the mission anyway. It was very frustrating because it seemed like failure had been inevitable from the get-go. Perhaps it was due to my own recklessness. If I had just been the tiniest bit more cautious, then perhaps my Team could have taken down Tentacold ourselves and got the mission rewards.

I was curious about the [Burned] environment thing, though. In all my time playing Capes Online, I hadn’t known you could inflict Status Effects on environments. Or that such Status Effects could negatively affect certain players and NPCs whose elemental affinity did not match the Status Effect. I would see if Cy knew anything about this. I would have asked Funky—who I strongly suspected to be a Capes Online developer, given how he seemed to know everything about this game and then some—but seeing as he had bailed on us for no good reason, I wasn’t in an especially kind mood toward him. I fully intended to chew him out next time I saw him for logging off in the middle of a crucial battle like that and almost getting us all killed in the process.

My thoughts were interrupted by the screams of Cy. Looking up, I saw that the heat from Busker’s fire blast had apparently melted Cy’s ice block because he was now running around in a circle screaming. And the reason he was screaming was because his head was on fire. He waved his arms up and down as he ran, screaming at the top of his lungs like a little girl.

“Help! Help!” Cy screamed. “It hurts! I can feel my brain melting!”

I almost made a quip about Cy’s brain being too small to melt but decided against it. Instead, I raised my hand and fired an Ice Beam that, thanks to my Aim Skill, quickly put out the flame on Cy’s head. It did leave a darkened patch on his costume, but at least he wasn’t on fire anymore.

As soon as I put out the flame, Cy fell down onto the street like he had been struck dead. “Ow.”

I took that as a thanks, but then I heard a soft beeping in my ears and saw that my Health was at less than 10% now due to my Concussion debuff. I quickly pulled out a Health Drink and downed it in one gulp. My Health went back up to full and most of the pain in my body went away, but I still had the Concussion debuff, although it was now about ten or fifteen seconds away from lifting entirely.

“Glad to have that out of the way,” I said as I wiped the Health Drink off my lips. “But now we’ve got to check up on everyone else. Cy, I need you to fly up to that building and see if Recover and Brawn are okay, while I’ll go check on Dillo and Hop and—”

As it turned out, however, Cy didn’t need to go check on Recover and Brawn. At that moment, a dark, shadowy figure emerged from the rooftop holding a barely conscious Recover and Brawn in his arms. The figure looked almost like the grim reaper, wearing a long, black coat, his face hidden underneath a hood, skeletal hands extending from the sleeves of his coat. Even weirder, his nametag read [SIDEKICK+ SPIRITUS], which was how I knew that that … thing was actually Busker’s Sidekick.

With Recover and Brawn safely in its arms, Spiritus flashed once and then appeared down on the street nearby, where he unceremoniously dropped Recover and Brawn like they were a couple of bags of potatoes.

“Recover!” I said as I rushed over to her and knelt beside her. “How are you and Brawn? Can you guys stand?”

Recover’s eyes blinked open. At first, she had a dazed look in her eyes, but then focus soon returned to them and she looked around in alarm. “Wait, where are we? What happened? Did we win? Did we lose? Are we—”

Her eyes fixed on Spiritus, who still hovered above us silently. Her mouth fell open and the parts of her skin her Costume didn’t cover became pale as snow.

“Is that the grim reaper?” said Recover in a voice that told me she thought she was hallucinating.

“It’s okay,” I said. “He’s actually the Sidekick of this Anti-Hero who saved us.”

Recover suddenly breathed a long sigh of relief. “Oh, okay. Because I didn’t think that the grim reaper actually existed in this game. I mean, it’s possible that he could, but I just wasn’t sure what I was seeing.”

I couldn’t help but smile, mostly because I was relieved to see Recover was still her usual self, albeit shaken. I did find it funny how she seemed to think the grim reaper was real, though. Maybe she was more superstitious than I thought.

Next to her, Brawn groaned and sat up, rubbing his forehead like he had a bad headache before suddenly looking down at Recover with concern on his features. “Miss Recover, are you all right? Can you walk?”

“I think I’ll be fine, Brawn,” said Recover. “Just let me apply a Full Heal and I think we’ll be okay.”

Recover raised her hands. They glowed a brilliant golden color for a moment and then a Healing Wave passed over everyone in the immediate area. As the Healing Wave passed over all of my Teammates, I saw all of our Health restore to 100% and most minor debuffs go away earlier than normal. I was grateful I had been lucky enough to find such a talented and powerful Healer for my Team. I wasn’t sure if Recover was really the greatest Healer in Capes Online, as she liked to boast, but she was definitely up there if nothing else.

I heard a groan and looked over to see Dillo pulling himself out of the street. He and Hop had also been recipients of the benefits of Recover’s Healing Wave, but his armor was still dented and crushed in several areas. It looked like Dillo was going to need to get his armor repaired or possibly even replaced entirely. Hop also stood up, but aside from some dirt on her face and a few bruises on her arms, she looked pretty much unharmed. She was also still staring at her phone, which I found to be bizarre, given everything that had happened.

“Are you guys all right?” I asked as Dillo and Hop walked toward us.

“After Recover’s Healing Wave, yeah,” said Dillo. He looked down at his armor in disappointment. “Unfortunately, I can’t really say the same for my Armadillo Armor. I’ll have to look into repairing it, although I have a feeling it’s going to cost a lot of money. Oh, well. Just part of the game, I guess.”

I frowned. I was aware that Dillo wasn’t a particularly rich player and I agreed that he needed to get his armor repaired ASAP, but unfortunately, I didn’t know how to help him with that. I suppose I could buy him new armor or pay for the repairs myself, but somehow that didn’t seem productive. It would be better if our Team had some kind of treasury or fund Teammates could use to pay for necessary repairs, but I wasn’t sure if it was possible to set something like that up. Cy probably wouldn’t know, but I was sure Funky would. Assuming I ever saw Funky again, that is.

I heard footsteps approaching us and turned my head the other way to see Busker Burn walking toward us. He took no notice of the Burned environment caused by his actions. He merely walked toward us with his hands in his pockets, whistling a very familiar tune that I was absolutely sure I had heard somewhere before. Spiritus silently drifted over to Busker, who just nodded at his Sidekick before he came to a stop a few feet away from us.

“Hey, dudes,” said Busker with a grin. He gestured at the street around us. “Sorry about that. Sometimes, I just don’t know my own strength. But hey, at least I didn’t kill a whole bunch of people this time. Right, Spiritus?”

“Indeed,” said Spiritus. I was shocked at how feminine her voice sounded. I guess I just thought she had to be male due to her grim reaper-like appearance. “You only killed one person this time and he was a Villain who deserved it.”

“Exactly,” said Busker. “There might be hope for this devilishly handsome rocker yet.”

Devilishly handsome … I had heard that phrase before. And not from TV or the media or anything like that. The way Busker said it stirred memories I hadn’t thought of in a very long time. He reminded me of someone I knew back in the real world, someone I knew very well, but for the life of me, I still couldn’t place it.

Rising to my feet, I turned to face Busker and said, “Hello. My name is Winter, which I imagine you already know. I just wanted to thank you for saving my Team and I, even though your intervention caused us to fail the mission we were trying to complete.”

“I did?” said Busker, pushing up his sunglasses with his thumb. “Aw, man. Sorry about that. I just couldn’t help myself when I saw that monster attacking family.”

“Family?” I repeated. I looked at Recover and Dillo, who looked just as surprised as me. “Is this guy related to either of you?”

Busker chuckled. “Come on, bro. I know I look pretty different from how I look in the real world, but I’d think even you would recognize your own brother.”

Startled, I suddenly realized exactly who Busker was. His cocky demeanor, his description of himself as devilishly handsome … hell, even his obvious affinity for music, all pointed to one—and only one—individual.

Doing my best not to sound frightened, I looked at Busker and said, “Joseph … is that you?”

Busker’s grin became bigger and happier than ever. “Sure is, bro. And I gotta say, for a dead guy, you look great.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

A million questions all entered my head at exactly the same time when Busker said that. The questions swirled through my head like a whirlpool, each one melting into the next and making it impossible to determine which one I should ask him first.

But mostly, I was just shocked at meeting my younger brother, Joseph Maxwell, named after our paternal grandfather, Joseph Maxwell I. And I was even more shocked to learn that Joseph knew I was alive. He shouldn’t have. No one from my old life should know I was even still alive.

Over a month ago, I had died in a car crash chasing down small-time crook Bryce Cunningham. For reasons even I still didn’t understand, both Bryce and I got our minds uploaded to Capes Online as participants in ‘Project Second Life,’ an above top-secret joint project between the UN and SI Games to see if digital immortality was possible. Due to the intensely secretive nature of Project Second Life, participants in the program were not allowed to speak to anyone outside the game from their past life and absolutely forbidden from revealing their true identity to other players. That rule was so ironclad that all of my communications with the outside world had been completely cut off and I couldn’t even post on the Capes Online Forums despite being a player.

Because of that, I had been told that all of my friends and family from my past life had been led to believe I was dead. There was even a funeral held for me, which worked really well because my body had survived the crash. I was told there was a good chance my friends and family would never find out the truth about me and my survival, much less my presence in Capes Online.

For a long time, that angered me. It still did now, albeit to a much lesser extent. Despite the fact I was alive, I felt like my life had been ruined. Nowadays, I had come to accept Capes Online as my new life, my new reality, but a small part of me still missed the real world, still missed my friends and family. And I still wanted to punch out the idiot who put me in here in the first place, although that was mostly on principle now more than anything.

As a result, you could imagine why I was totally floored by Busker’s revelation. I normally wasn’t one to be at a loss for words, but this time I couldn’t speak. I wondered if this was real or if I was hallucinating everything that happened after Tentacold crushed me. Perhaps I was slowly dying and this was all a hallucination of my dying mind. Or maybe I had misheard Busker. Maybe he wasn’t my ‘brother,’ but something else.

But all my illusions were shattered when Cy popped up between us and said, “You’re Winter’s brother? I didn’t know Winter had a brother.”

“Sure am,” said Busker with a grin. “Did he never tell you about me or something? I know he’s always thought I was annoying and embarrassing, but I didn’t think he thought I was that embarrassing.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Cy reassured Busker. “He probably thinks I’m more annoying than you. I imagine he just didn’t think to tell me due to how busy we’ve been recently.”

Then Cy looked over his shoulder at me and said, “Why didn’t you tell me you had a brother? That’s so cool. I wish I had a brother. I was an only child. Never had any brothers or sisters for that matter. Never really wanted a sister, though. Having a sister always sounded like hell to me. Not like having a brother. Having a brother is more like having a partner in crime. Sisters probably just want to sit and play dolls, but brothers probably want to climb trees and actually do stuff. That’s why I’ve always wanted a—”

“He’s your brother?” said Recover, interrupting Cy. I started because I hadn’t heard Recover get up or stand next to me. “Interesting. Yeah, I think I can see the physical resemblance. It’s in the chin.”

“Yeah, it’s the Maxwell family chin,” said Busker, stroking his chin. Then he looked at me and winked. “Good job with the girl, though, bro. She’s no Sally, but she’s definitely a looker. I can see you’ve been pretty busy with your new life in-game.”

Recover suddenly looked at me with what might have been jealousy. “Who’s Sally? Someone I should know?”

Snapped out of my shock, I said to Busker, “Joe, what are you doing here? You’re not even supposed to know I’m here. Is any of this even real?”

“It’s virtual reality, bro, so of course it’s not real,” said Busker. “But just ‘cause it’s VR doesn’t mean we can’t have a family reunion. Mom and Dad are going to be so glad to find out you’re alive. I’m going to buy both of them their own GamePods just so they can see you again. It’s going to be so much fun.”

Alarmed, I said, “Uh, Joe? Can we go and talk for a minute? In private?”

His smile never leaving his lips, Busker nodded and said, “Sure thing, bro. Spiritus, you stay here and talk to Nyle’s Teammates. Try to make a few friends.”

Spiritus said nothing, but I could tell she was somewhat annoyed at Busker’s command. It seemed like some kind of in-joke between them that I wasn’t privy to, but I didn’t need to be. I just grabbed Busker’s arm and led him to the other side of the street away from my Teammates. As we walked, I immediately heard Cy start asking Spiritus questions about, well, everything, which she mostly answered with one-word answers.

Once I was sure we were out of hearing range of my friends, I turned to face Busker and said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

Busker, still smiling, said, “Why not? I thought you’d be happy to see me, bro.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s—how did you even know to find me? And I didn’t know you even played Capes Online. I thought you were too busy with your music to play games.”

Busker was now looking at me as if I had lost my mind. “True, I do make most of my money as a musician, but I also make a nice side income streaming on Capes Online Live. Plus, even musicians need to take breaks and this is what I like to do in my free time.”

“Streaming …?” I looked around suddenly. “We’re not being streamed now, are we?”

“Nope,” said Busker, shaking his head. He glanced at the huge crater that had once been Tentacold and frowned. “But I feel like I should have. My subscribers would have loved to see me fight Tentacold. Boss fights like that always bring in viewers and subscribers and, of course, the ad money that comes along with them. No, this is more of a personal thing for me than anything, so I didn’t see any reason to stream it.”

I sighed in relief. If Busker had been streaming this entire time, then a lot of people would have known about Project Second Life and me, which was definitely not something I wanted. “How many subscribers do you have, anyway?”

“Over one hundred thousand,” said Busker. He paused. “Wait … yeah, one hundred thousand as of yesterday. Not as big as some of the pros, but big enough to make me a minor celebrity and get a nice side income.”

My eyes widened. “One hundred thousand subscribers? I don’t think I’ve even met that many people in-game.”

“Took me a while to build up, bro, but it’s worth it,” said Busker. “And like I said, I’m still a small fry in the grand scheme of things. I’m no Splinter.”

“Who?”

“Splinter,” said Busker. He looked at me as if I should know who that is. “The biggest streamer in Capes Online, with over half a billion subscribers? Guy’s one of the richest streamers in the world and the richest player in the United Republic of Korea. Never heard of him?”

I shook my head. “No. I guess I don’t pay much attention to the streaming scene.”

“Well, you should,” said Busker. “It’s a ton of fun and the cash sure is nice. Could live without the drama, though. And the trolls.”

I was about to ask Busker how much money he made, but then remembered what we were supposed to be talking about. “Never mind that. How did you find me? Everyone back in the real world thinks I’m dead.”

“So you are alive after all,” said Busker. He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “But whose body was that in the casket at your funeral last month?”

“Mine,” I said without further explanation. “Now please answer my question. No one is supposed to know I’m still alive.”

I could tell Busker was curious about how I was still alive despite lacking a body, but then he nodded and said, “Fair enough. Sally told me.”

I froze. Not literally, of course, but given how still I became, I might as well have. “Sally told you?”

“Yeah, bro,” said Busker. “She still misses you. She cried all through your funeral. She still isn’t seeing anyone else.”

My heart felt like it was about to fall apart when I heard that. I wanted to leave Capes Online right now and hold Sally as tightly as I could, but I knew there was no way I would ever be able to physically touch Sally again, much less hold her in my arms the way I used to. “How did she—?”

“Know?” said Busker. “Said some government agent told her, but he didn’t give too many details except to let her know you’re still alive. Sounded like a men-in-black story to me, but that’s exactly why I agreed to search for you. She also said someone called her from Capes Online who sounded just like you, but she wasn’t sure.”

My mouth fell open. I knew exactly what Busker was talking about. I had indeed called Sally from Capes Online not long after I was uploaded to the game, although that wasn’t the main reason why Sally knew I was still alive.

During the Blackout—an event in which a Villain NPC known as Dark Kosmos took over Capes Online and prevented all players from logging off from the game and cut off all contact with the real world—I had forced Charles Omar, the Department of Virtual Reality agent who was assigned to me, to promise to tell Sally I was still alive if I could defeat Dark Kosmos. Luckily, old Chuck had agreed to the deal and upheld his end of the bargain after I killed Dark Kosmos. I only had Chuck’s word that he had told Sally about me. Busker’s presence here now, however, was proof enough that Chuck had indeed kept his part of the agreement.

Which was unfortunately about to bite me in the ass.

“But I still don’t understand how you found me,” I said. “The government agent didn’t tell Sally where I was. He just told her I was alive and nothing more.”

Busker readjusted his sunglasses, still smiling. “That’s where I came in. Sally’s more than just a pretty lady. She’s also pretty smart. Makes sense. You told me she graduated from nurse school at the top of her class, right?”

“Right,” I said, “but continue.”

“So anyway, when Sally told me you were still alive, I was pretty dubious,” said Busker. “I was at your funeral, after all. I saw your body. I saw them lower your coffin into the ground. Even helped carry your coffin to the grave. But then she told me about the government agent and, well, you know how much I love reading about government conspiracies and stuff.”

That was true. For as long as I’d known Busker, he’d always been into conspiracy theories, especially ones surrounding the government. I always thought that stuff was silly, but after being admitted into a real-life government conspiracy, I now found myself wondering how many of the other government conspiracies I’d heard about were true or not. Maybe Area 51 really was home to captured aliens.

“So when Sally heard you were alive, she had to find you,” said Busker. “So she looked up this government agent’s name online, figured out where he worked, and decided that you must be in Capes Online, though it helped she also got a call from Capes Online from someone who sounded like you, which helped her figure out where you were. I was kind of surprised when she told me that because I didn’t know she was so good at Internet sleuthing.”

I was also surprised. Sally never struck me as the kind of person to be good at that, either. I knew she was smart, but knowing she could also find out the personal information of people online and put it all together to come to some sort of conclusion was still shocking to hear.

“Thing is, Sally’s not much of a gamer herself and she didn’t think she could navigate Capes Online all by herself,” Busker continued. “So she contacted me, explained the situation to me, and gave me all the information she had. Like I said, I was skeptical at first, but I guess I was wrong.”

“But how did you find me?” I said. “I didn’t even know you played Capes Online, much less that you are such a powerful player.”

“Well, I first became aware of you after the Blackout,” said Busker. He shuddered. “Remember that?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Did you pick the Universal Mission to kill Dark Kosmos or the one to kill me?”

Busker suddenly became very interested in one of the spikes on his boot. “Well, you gotta understand, bro, I didn’t know who Winter was and I was really worried about staying logged in forever, so I accepted the mission to kill you.”

I sighed, but couldn’t really blame him. Like Busker said, he didn’t know I was his brother. Furthermore, the vast majority of players—Hero and Villain alike—had chosen the mission to kill me because they thought it would be easier to capture or kill a single low-level player than take out a boss that couldn’t be killed. Not everyone chose that mission—my own Teammates certainly didn’t—but the number of players who did accept that mission was depressingly high and was a stark reminder of how selfish and shortsighted humans could be. It certainly made it harder for me to trust other players because I never knew if they would betray me or not.

“But I was really happy when I saw the notification that said you defeated Dark Kosmos and we were all free to log off,” Busker explained. “Mom and Dad were happy about that, too. When I saw your face on Capes Online News, I thought you looked a lot like, well, you, but thought it was a coincidence until Sally told me about your survival. I then checked the player records—”

“Records?” I said. “What records?”

“There are publicly available records on every player in the game in the Capes Online Forums,” said Busker. “You can look up when they started playing, how many hours they’ve played, and so on. Mostly boring stuff, but when I looked at your record, it showed that Winter had created his account the same day you died. That was what spurred me to find you. And I’m glad I did.”

“Where have you been this whole time?” I said. “If you’ve been playing Capes Online for a while now, why haven’t I seen you in Adventure City?”

“Because Capes Online is a whole lot bigger than Adventure City, bro,” said Busker. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Spiritus and I are based in Fairville, a city a couple hundred miles to the north. It’s a lot colder up there than it is down here, but I imagine that’s why we never crossed paths until now.”

Ah. I was aware that the world of Capes Online was much bigger than Adventure City and that there were other players in other cities around the world, but Busker was the first player from outside of Adventure City that I had ever met. I wondered if players were randomly spawned in a city when they first started playing or if I was deliberately put in Adventure City for some unknown reason. I wouldn’t put it past the Department of VR to be aware of Busker and put me in a city far from his in order to make sure we never crossed paths.

“Are Mom and Dad aware of what you’re doing?” I said. “Do they know—”

“Nah,” said Busker, shaking his head. “Not yet. I didn’t want to tell them about my search for you ‘cause I really didn’t believe it myself and didn’t want to get their hopes up in case it turned out that Sally was misinformed. But I’ll definitely tell them as soon as I log off.”

I put my hands on Busker’s shoulders. “You can’t.”

Busker raised an eyebrow. “Why not? Mom also cried at your funeral, by the way. Dad didn’t, but your death still hit him hard. You know how Dad is.”

“I know exactly how Mom and Dad would have reacted to my death,” I said. “That is why you need to leave now. Forget you ever saw me. Forget you even suspected I existed.”

Busker smiled again, although it was a far more nervous smile than before. “Bro, you’re starting to freak me out. I thought you’d be a lot happier to see me again.”

“I am happy to see you,” I said. “But for your own good, you need to leave now, right this very instant, before they get you.”

“Who gets me?” said Busker with a frown. “And before you answer that question, I just need you to confirm a theory I have about you, bro.”

“A theory?” I said. “What theory?”

Busker looked at me with a far more serious expression now. “Given all that you’ve told me about your current situation, I want to know if you really are a part of—”

Busker never got to finish his sentence, because, at that moment, Busker disappeared before my very eyes.


CHAPTER FIVE

 

My hands were touching empty air where Busker’s shoulders had been just minutes ago. I almost stumbled forward, but then looked around, trying desperately to find Busker.

“Busker?” I said. “Joseph? Joe? Where are you? Can you hear me? Hello?”

There was no response. In fact, now that I looked, it seemed like the whole world had frozen around me. Birds in the sky had paused mid-flight. The smoke rising from the burning trash was frozen. Even my Teammates and their Sidekicks were stuck like someone had hit the pause button. The only thing that moved was me, and it felt distinctly unnatural as if I didn’t belong in this world anymore.

“Nyle Maxwell,” said a deep, slightly Japanese-accented voice behind me. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

I whirled around and saw two figures standing in the alleyway behind me. The first was a well-dressed Middle-Eastern man in a sharp blue suit and tie. His neatly trimmed beard and sunglasses instantly pegged him as Charles Omar, who I called Chuck. He looked incredibly nervous, though, and I couldn’t blame him because the man standing next to him even made me feel nervous.

The man standing next to Chuck had Japanese features and short, dark hair. In contrast to Chuck, he was clean-shaven, with not a hair visible anywhere on his face. He was slightly shorter than Chuck by about an inch or two, but he looked far more intimidating, especially in his black suit. The nametag hovering above his head read [DIRECTOR JOHNSON], which meant he could only be one person: Satoshi Johnson, the current Director of the Department of VR and the head of Project Second Life’s American participants.

I had heard a lot about Johnson, but this was the first time I’d ever actually seen him, because the only Department of VR agent I ever interacted with was Chuck. But now I saw why Chuck always stressed following Johnson’s directives. There was no way I would cross this guy and he wasn’t even my boss.

“Director Satoshi Johnson,” I said, doing my best to hide my nerves. “You’re shorter than I expected.”

Johnson’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. But I must say you are exactly as stupid I as the reports Agent Omar gives me about your progress in-game indicate you are.”

I looked at Chuck. “Chuck, do you really call me stupid in your reports?”

“Not in so many words,” said Chuck quickly. “I mean, I don’t go out of my way to insult you, but it’s a rather easy conclusion to draw if you look at the simple facts. Not that I believe it myself, but—”

Johnson held up a hand. “Please be quiet, Agent Omar. This is far too dangerous a situation for you to speak. I will do all the talking. I will talk to you more later on.”

Chuck immediately closed his mouth. He looked like a kid who was caught with his hand in the cookie jar and was not looking forward to the inevitable spanking he would get later.

Johnson turned his attention back to me. “Now, Nyle, I believe this is the first time we’ve met. I have, of course, been paying close attention to your exploits, even before the Blackout, and I must say, lack of intelligence aside, you have already accomplished quite a bit in the short time you’ve been here.”

“Why have you been paying close attention to me?” I said. “I’m not that important, am I?”

“Not to me,” said Johnson. “If I had my way, you wouldn’t have even been uploaded to Capes Online at all. But my position was overruled by people higher up on the food chain than me. The person who got you into the program asked me to specifically keep an eye on you and report back to him regularly about your health and safety.”

“Can you tell me who it is?” I said. “I already asked Chuck and he told me he couldn’t because he didn’t have the authority to tell me.”

Johnson shook his head. “Sorry, but even I lack the authority to reveal that particular piece of information to you. All I can tell you is that you have some very powerful friends and leave it at that.”

Johnson’s statement made my mind run wild. Who could possibly be powerful enough to overrule Johnson’s objections to including me in the Project? The only person powerful enough to do that was President Nelson, but I had never met the guy and didn’t know him on a personal level. Heck, I didn’t even vote for him in the last election. Yet who else in the government had enough power to get me admitted into a program so secret that even most government officials had no idea it existed?

“But I’m not here to discuss that,” said Johnson. He looked me directly in the eyes. “I am here to discuss a major security breach in the Project. That is to say, your own brother.”

I grimaced. I should have known the Department of VR was responsible for his disappearance. They had made it clear to me over and over again that I was not to speak to anyone from my past life. That was why I had been so insistent on telling Busker to log off. I didn’t want him to get caught by the government. I didn’t know what the government was going to do to him now, but I could imagine a minimum of lifetime in jail for breaching government secrets. Or maybe they would just make him ‘disappear’ and no one would ever see him again.

“As Agent Omar told you when your mind was first uploaded to Capes Online, Project Second Life is above top-secret,” said Johnson. There was no anger in his voice, but there was a definite hint of a threat. “To the public, Nyle Maxwell and the other Project Second Life participants are dead. In some cases, they’ve been dead for years. And we’ve very strictly enforced this rule on all Project Second Life participants and agents. The last time a Project Second Life participant did something like this … well, I can assure you the consequences were severe.”

Johnson had the gift of speaking in a calm, professional manner that nonetheless came across as threatening as well. I suspected if I pointed that out to him, he would just say he was stating facts and most certainly not threatening me. I loved my Dad a lot, but I recognized that speech pattern because as a lawyer and judge, Dad knew all about how to speak in a way that seemed calm and professional and implicitly threatening at the same time. I wondered if Johnson had been a lawyer at some point.

I had no idea, however, that another Project Second Life participant had once revealed the existence of the Project to someone outside of it, though. Then again, the only other Project Second Life participant I knew of besides myself was Atmosfear. I always wondered who the others were and what their story was. Surely not everyone got into Project Second Life by getting into a car crash while on a high-speed chase for a bank robber on a Texas highway. Some people were here by choice rather than fate.

“We made an exception for your Teammates, the players known as Recover, Dillo, and FunkyFresh94,” Johnson continued. “Even then, we have had all three of them sign NDA’s stating they will never reveal the existence of the Project to anyone else on pain of getting thrown into jail for life. We recognized in that instance that it wasn’t your fault that your Teammates became aware of the Project. That was due to Atmosfear.”

My hands balled into fists. “How’s the search for him going, anyway? Has Giggles talked yet?”

“That is none of your concern,” said Johnson swiftly. “In any case, we’ve been very lenient in our dealings with you, but this is a step too far. All of the other people who you have revealed the Project to are people you did not know in real life. But Busker Burn is your brother, which changes the dynamics of the situation completely.”

“I didn’t tell him anything,” I protested. “I had no idea he even played Capes Online. Heck, he doesn’t even know about Project Second Life. He just knows that I am in the game somehow. That’s literally the extent of his knowledge. He found me entirely on my own.”

Johnson eyed me carefully. “Yet he wouldn’t have found you if Agent Omar had not told your fiancee that you still existed.”

Ah. That was why Chuck looked so nervous. It hadn’t occurred to me that Chuck might have concealed that knowledge from his boss, which made sense. If Project Second Life participants were not allowed to reveal the existence of Project Second Life to other people, then I bet Department of VR agents and employees like Chuck weren’t allowed to, either.

“But I understand Agent Omar only did so because of a deal he struck with you during the Blackout,” Johnson continued. “You threatened to walk away from the Dark Kosmos situation entirely if he didn’t let your fiancee, Sally DeLeon, know you are still alive. Given how you and your Teammates were the only players in any position to stop Dark Kosmos at the time, I can see how Agent Omar had little choice in the matter but to accept your deal.”

I looked at Chuck in shock. “Chuck, did you tell Johnson that? I thought we were supposed to keep that a secret between us.”

“Sorry,” said Chuck with a quick bow. “Director Johnson is, as you might be able to tell, very intelligent. He figured it out on his own and when he brought it up, well … I hope you understand.”

I did, but I was still angry, but not at Chuck entirely. Back when I made that deal with Chuck during the Blackout, it had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now I was wondering if I had been letting my emotions get the best of me. Back then, I still held out hope, however slight, that there was a way for me to go back to my normal life in the real world. I had no factual basis for that belief, just a raw emotional hunger to be back in the physical world with Sally and my family. I hadn’t stopped to think about the long term consequences of making Chuck basically lie to his boss, who was a top spy and government agent who no doubt dealt with liars on a regular basis.

Once again, my own mistakes came back to bite me in the ass. At least it wasn’t due to pride this time. Just simple shortsightedness.

“In light of all the facts, I have decided to make a few changes to how we will work alongside you going into the future,” said Johnson.

“You’re not going to delete me, are you?” I asked Johnson quickly.

Johnson, thankfully, shook his head. “No. Technically-speaking, the Department of VR does not have the right to terminate the lives of Project Second Life participants unless a participant poses a threat not just to the Project, but to other players and Capes Online as a whole. That is why we plan to delete Atmosfear as soon as we find him.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I was still human through and through, but after getting my mind uploaded to Capes Online, I was also data just like any NPC. That meant I could potentially be deleted. It was a scary thought because I didn’t have any control over whether I got deleted or not. One of my most persistent nightmares recently was when I got accidentally deleted by some careless Department of VR employee who had no idea what he was doing. My fear of death was comforting in some ways, though, because it meant I really was still a human being even if I lacked a body.

“But that is not the end,” said Johnson. “First off, we will have your brother’s account deleted and send Department of VR agents to speak with him about this.”

I stepped forward, my fists clenched so tightly together that the skin of my knuckles felt tight as a football skin. “Speak to him? Or make him disappear?”

“We will decide what to do about him later,:” said Johnson vaguely. “In any case, you will no longer be able to speak to or interact with your brother in Capes Online after this moment. I would not concern myself with his fate if I were you, because he isn’t the only person who will be suffering the consequences for his actions.”

Johnson glanced at Chuck. “Agent Omar here will be reassigned to another Project Second Life participant. I will assign a new agent to watch over you and report back to me. One who is less … regular with you in their interactions and less likely to make silly deals that threaten the existence of the Project.”

Chuck looked like he had been punched in the face, but he also didn’t look terribly surprised. If I had to guess, Johnson probably discussed this with Chuck before they entered the game. And I couldn’t blame Chuck for feeling that way. Chuck, despite some of his annoying quirks, was my only real contact with the outside world. We weren’t exactly friends, but he was an ally and he had helped me quite a bit ever since I ended up in Capes Online. Replacing him with someone else—who might not be as helpful or kind—struck me as Johnson’s way of crippling me.

“But Agent Omar isn’t the only person who will be suffering consequences,” said Johnson. He looked at me. “I will place new restrictions on you as well.”

“New restrictions?” I groaned. “Not Kids Mode again.”

Johnson shook his head. “Kids Mode would not solve the problem of you going around and revealing the existence of the Project to people who are not aware of it. Instead, I am going to have you monitored 24/7. All your interactions and actions in-game will be recorded by us at all times. Whether you are sleeping, eating, fighting Villains, or doing anything at all, it will all be recorded. We kept an eye on you before, but we are taking our observations of you to the next level.”

“You mean you weren’t already?”

“We’ve been watching you right now,” said Johnson, “but this is going to be on a completely different level. You won’t even be able to piss without us recording it. You will essentially have no privacy whatsoever.”

I gritted my teeth but forced myself to stay calm. I didn’t want to piss Johnson off so much that he decided to add more restrictions to the game than he already had. “Is that all? That’s not as bad as I thought.”

“One more thing,” said Johnson. “It’s quite tiny—I doubt you will notice it even after I have it instituted—but I have one last restriction to add to your gameplay.”

Johnson might have thought he was a good liar, but I recognize this as the coup de grace it really was. Bracing myself for whatever Johnson was going to say, I said, “So what is this final, very tiny restriction, if I might ask?”

This time, Johnson smiled. And now I understood why he rarely did. It was an unsettling expression that made me feel like I was about to be eaten whole by a full-grown lion.

“The final restriction is that you are not allowed to level up any further,” Johnson finished. “I hope you like Level Twenty-Eight, Nyle, because that’s where you are going to stay. Indefinitely.”


CHAPTER SIX

 

This time, I didn’t even hesitate. I summoned both my Ice Daggers in my hands and rushed toward Johnson. I think I might have been screaming, but I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I wanted to cut off that smirk on his lips and teach him a lesson.

Johnson, to his credit, didn’t seem even remotely afraid of me. He simply stood there with his hands in his pockets. He did not draw a weapon. He did not move. He didn’t even raise his fists. He left himself wide open to an attack from me. My more rational self told me that this should make me pause for thought, but the part of me that wanted to tear Johnson apart stuffed a sock in my rational self’s mouth and told me to keep doing what I was doing.

When I got close enough, I raised both of my Ice Daggers into the air and brought them both down on Johnson. Even Chuck couldn’t have stopped me at this point.

Then, to my shock, my Ice Daggers went through Johnson’s face like he wasn’t there at all. I was thrown off-balance by the attack and leaned toward Johnson as I tried to maintain my balance.

That was when Johnson struck. He hit me in the stomach hard enough to send me flying. I flew through the air uncontrollably for a second, the sky and the street changing places as I spun until I crashed down onto the pavement hard enough to leave a small crater where I landed. Dazed from the blow, I looked at my Health bar and was stunned to see I only had 1 HP left.

“What the—?” I said. “This doesn’t make sense. Why do I have only one HP left?”

Johnson lowered his fist, his smile turning into a frown. “Department of VR agent Avatars—which is what you just tried to attack—exist outside Capes Online’s Dynamic Environment. Each Avatar is customized to resemble our physical selves almost exactly, but unlike ordinary player characters, our Avatars are invincible and have limitless strength. What we lack with flashy Powers we more than make up for in sheer strength, aided by the fact we can make ourselves as solid or transparent as we desire.”

Ah. That explained how Chuck once stopped Targetman, one of the most powerful players in the game, from stopping me. At the time I didn’t understand why Targetman had allowed Chuck to intervene like that, but if Johnson’s Avatar was that strong, then it was safe to assume Chuck’s was at least as strong as his. If so, then the Department of VR agents were easily the most OP characters in the game.

“And you are lucky I allowed you to survive at all,” Johnson continued. “I could have easily chosen to kill you entirely. After all, you tried to attack me. Killing in self-defense is always justified, whether in real life or in a game like this. But I decided that you simply were not aware of the true power which we Avatars wield, power that no other player in the game can ever hope to achieve no matter how many times they level up.”

I scowled but knew better than to try to attack him again. I slowly rose to my feet, feeling aches and pains in every bone in my body and then some. “Why are you locking my level? How will that stop me from revealing Project Second Life to others?”

Johnson stroked his chin. “By locking your level, it will keep you from leaving Adventure City—which we are now confining you to, by the way—and other low-level areas. This will make it far less likely you will spill any more of our secrets to people who do not need to know it. It won’t be forever, of course. Just long enough for us to ensure that your conversation with your brothers didn’t compromise the security of Project Second Life and the safety of its participants.”

“And why would it threaten the safety of our lives?” I said. “Are you afraid someone might try to come after us?”

Johnson shrugged. “The world is far bigger and more dangerous than you could ever imagine, Nyle. I can’t blame you, seeing as you are a small-town cop, but there are most definitely figures out there who would be extremely interested to learn about the existence of Project Second Life. SI Games and the UN are far from the only organizations interested in the concept of digital immortality. And not all of them are as benevolent about it as we are.”

“Benevolent?” I said. “You’re going to send a bunch of government thugs to rough up my brother and put me under all kinds of dumb restrictions because of things I didn’t do. How is any of that benevolent?”

“I did not come here to argue with you about the consequences for breaking the terms you agreed to,” said Johnson. “Besides, they won’t last forever. Once Atmosfear is apprehended and we have dealt with your brother, we will review the restrictions I put upon you and determine if they should be lifted. We will, of course, let you know as soon as we can.”

I might have been a small-town Texas cop, but I wasn’t naive. I could tell Johnson had no intention of lifting my restrictions anytime soon, even after they captured Atmosfear and ‘dealt’ with my brother, whatever that meant.

But there was also nothing I could do about it. All I could do was stand here and silently fume, which I thought Johnson probably found amusing. He struck me as a rather sadistic man. Then again, he might have just been a typical government bureaucrat high on his own supply.

“Having said that, you are free to play the game as you normally do,” said Johnson. “Complete missions, fight Villains, get new Equipment and Costumes, earn rewards, and hang out with friends … all the benefits and pleasures of Capes Online are still open to you. You can even still get Stat Points and Power Points via missions. You just won’t be able to get them through leveling up anymore.”

I scowled deeper. It was true that some missions offered SPs and PPs as rewards, but most of them did not and even those few that did typically gave our less than what you’d naturally get if you just leveled up. Johnson was crippling my character and he knew it and apparently didn’t care.

“Gee whizz, Johnson,” I said sarcastically, “you make having my privacy violated and my freedom curtailed sound so attractive. Might want to think about running for President. You’d do a great job at that.”

Johnson smiled again. “Oh, no. I am but a humble bureaucrat and servant of the American people. I would never do well in an elected position. I much prefer letting other people handle all that nonsense.”

“Because the real power lies with you guys, right?” I said. “Unelected bureaucrats doing whatever you want without accountability.”

Johnson shrugged again. “You can call me every bad name in the book. It won’t matter. In end, these restrictions will be placed upon you and you will have to live with them. You might not understand the reality of the bigger picture—of which you are but a small, almost insignificant, part—but you don’t need to in order to know your place.”

Then Johnson turned around. “I have nothing left to say to you. Agent Omar and I will leave now and allow you to return to your game. Your new overseer will contact you once I have chosen Agent Omar’s replacement. Until then, just sit back and relax. It’s just a game, after all. Have fun.”

Before I could argue that point, both Johnson and Chuck disappeared. Chuck didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye. He just waved at me with an apologetic look on his face before he and Johnson disappeared into the air, leaving me standing all by myself in the middle of a destroyed street. That street, however, was starting to look a lot like how my life was beginning to look now.

Only I had the feeling that things were about to get much, much worse.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Once Johnson and Chuck disappeared, the world around me started moving again. The birds overhead started flying once more, the smoke from a burning trash can resumed rising into the air, and the sounds of honking cars and yelling people could be heard again. It felt like someone had unpaused a video game, which technically was true when you thought about it.

Once the world started moving again, however, I got this notification:

ERROR NOTIFICATION: You have been [Level-Locked] until further notice. Your character can no longer gain EXP from battle or as rewards for successfully completing a mission. All other functions related to character growth and customization remain available.

I gritted my teeth. Now I had a new person on my list to punch: Johnson. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to punch him after I punched the guy who put me in Capes Online in the first place or before I punched out the other guy. Then again, I did have two fists. Why couldn’t I punch both of them at the same time, assuming I could get them both into the same room together?

My thoughts were interrupted when Cy rushed up to me and said, “Hi, boss! What happened to your brother? One moment, he was standing there. The next, he wasn’t. Where did he go? Did he teleport away? But he didn’t look like a Warper to me. Then again, I’ve only seen a few Warpers in my time and they’re all pretty different from each other, so maybe Warpers don’t have a uniform appearance. Which makes sense, given the wide breadth of customization options available to—”

“He didn’t teleport away,” I said. “He was deleted.”

“Deleted?” Cy said, his eyes widening. “What do you mean? He’s dead?”

“Not dead,” I said. “Deleted. He can’t play this game anymore.”

“Oh,” said Cy. He frowned and looked at the spot where Busker had been standing mere moments before. “That’s a disappointment. I really liked him a lot. He seemed like a cool guy.”

“Winter,” said Recover as she, Dillo, Hop, and Brawn approached us. “What happened to your brother? We saw him disappear. Where did he go?”

I almost decided not to tell them the truth, but then I thought about how Recover had left the Team the last time she found out about a secret I held, and so I decided to be upfront with them about it.

So I explained to my Teammates exactly what happened. I told them about my meeting with Director Johnson and Chuck and what happened to Busker. I even told them about the restrictions put on me, including my Level-Lock. It was incredibly painful to admit that last one, but I had made a choice to be honest with my Teammates after the Blackout and I saw no point in hiding anything from them, no matter how embarrassing it might be to me personally.

Once I finished telling them my story, Dillo, surprisingly, was the first to speak: “That sucks, man. Sorry to hear that. Especially about the Level-Lock. I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“I know,” I said. I looked up at the sky in frustration. “If I could punch out Johnson’s ugly face—”

“Hey, there’s no need to talk about committing acts of violence,” Cy chipped in. “So what if your brother is going to get arrested, your privacy is being violated even more than before, and you can’t level up anymore? Look on the bright side.”

“Bright side?” I said, looking at Cy in disbelief. “What bright side?”

Cy held up a shiny penny. “I found a penny! And it’s so clean, too. I’m going to throw it into the Fountain of Luck next time we’re at the Adventure Mall. Hopefully, it will give me a Luck Point.”

I almost wanted to punch Cy in the face now, too and was wondering just how many people were going to end up on my list of people to punch when Recover said, “I am so sorry to hear about your brother, Winter. I wish there was something I could do to help. I didn’t realize just how dangerous it was for him to visit you.”

“Thanks, Recover, but there’s nothing we can do about it,” I said. “I tried to tell Joseph to go away, to log off and act like he didn’t know who I was. But I was too late.”

“No need to beat up yourself,” said Dillo. “The government was probably going to find out about what your brother was doing anyway. It’s not like it’s your fault.”

“But it was,” I said. I looked down at my feet. “Indirectly, anyway. I was the one who convinced Chuck to tell Sally I’m still alive and then Sally, in turn, asked Joseph to look for me. If I hadn’t done that, none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t have ruined my brother’s life. Or my own, for that matter.”

“Your life isn’t ruined, boss,” said Cy. He put a hand on his chest. “You still have us, after all. And Funky. But Funky’s not here. Not sure where he is, actually.”

My temper spiked when Funky was mentioned. “Oh, yeah. You mean the guy who just left us in the middle of a big battle and almost got us all killed as a result.”

“It didn’t seem like Funky logged off intentionally to me,” said Dillo, scratching his chin with one of his dirt-crusted claws. “It looked to me like something had forced him to log off.”

“But why can’t he come back online for three days?” I said, glancing at the timer next to Funky’s name in the Team menu. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. Is that yet another feature I just happen not to know anything about?”

“It is possible to lock your own account with a time limit,” said Recover. “It’s for people who let themselves get easily distracted by Capes Online. By locking their own account and making it impossible to access for a certain period of time, it helps them avoid spending too much time on this game. You can set your timer from as little as ten minutes to as long as a month.”

“Maybe Funky set a timer on his playtime and he just forgot about it until the last minute,” Dillo suggested. “Doesn’t he seem like a really busy guy? He’s rarely online and whenever he is online he doesn’t spend as much time here as we do.”

I nodded. My belief was that Funky was a Capes Online developer. Heck, it was possible he was even an executive at SI Games. It explained his intricate and detailed knowledge of the game’s mechanics and also why he seemed so busy all the time. I was no game developer myself, but even I understood that creating and maintaining a game of this size and complexity required insane hours. I once read an article on the Internet about how VRMMORPG developers were at higher risk of burn out and other psychological problems than other types of game developers due to the long hours they had to work. Supposedly, working 80 hours a week was considered on the low side of the number of hours the average VRMMORPG developer worked.

Now SI Games claimed that it took good care of its employees and made sure none of them worked themselves to death, but I wasn’t entirely convinced by their corporate PR. In any case, even if SI Games was being truthful about making sure their employees didn’t become workaholics, I imagined their workers probably still had to work more than most people just to make sure Capes Online didn’t crash entirely. If Funky was one such developer—or even just a simpler programmer—then that explained why he spent less time online than the rest of us.

But even so, I still felt angry at Funky for dropping out like that. Even if he had set a timer and forgot about it, all that told me was that he should have warned us ahead of time before it forced him to log off. It made me wonder just how reliable Funky really was. I could handle that he might want some privacy in regard to his real life and the details thereof, but I couldn’t handle someone who was unreliable. I made a mental note to talk to Funky about this as soon as he came back online, which sadly wouldn’t be for another three days at least.

“All right,” I said. “What’s done is done and there’s not much we can do about it. Now that the mission is technically over, I think it’s time we head back to my Base to regroup. Unless either of you guys have other business to attend to.”

Dillo held up his claws. “Now that you mention it, I do have an appointment in about an hour I can’t miss. So I’ve got to log off for now, but I’ll try to get back on later this evening for more missions if you have any. See ya.”

Dillo suddenly blinked out of existence. So did Hop, although since she was Dillo’s Sidekick, she had been sent back to his Base, wherever that was, and wouldn’t be able to leave until Dillo logged back online.

I looked at Recover. “What about you? Got anything to do in the real world?”

Recover rubbed her arm. “Like Dillo, I do have a few things to attend to in the real world. But I’ll get back online as soon as I can.”

I nodded but didn’t smile. “Fine. It’s probably not healthy to play Capes Online all the time, anyway. Well, unless you’re like me, anyway.”

Recover smiled apologetically. “Sorry, Winter. I know how tough things have gotten for you, but I really do need to go. I hope things get better for you soon.”

I expected Recover to simply disappear like Dillo, but instead, she stepped forward and gave me a quick, but pleasant, hug before disappearing before me. Brawn waved goodbye as he also disappeared, sent back to Recover’s Clinic back in Northern Adventure City, leaving me and Cy standing all by ourselves yet again.

“Aw, man,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips. “How come you got hugged by Recover while I just get ignored? Is it due to that Luck Point you got back in the Mall? Because if so, then I need to get me some of that.”

I put a hand on my chest, relishing the sensation of Recover hugging me. It had been a quick hug, perhaps more platonic than anything, but I wasn’t so sure. “Luck’s got nothing to do with it, Cy. She’s just a friend. You know this.”

“Friends don’t look at each other like this,” said Cy. He suddenly made big, dreamy eyes as he stared at an overturned trash can that lay near us.

“I don’t look like that when I look at Recover,” I said, trying not to sound embarrassed. “Do I?”

“Oh, you look way worse than that, boss,” said Cy. “You look like you want to take her out behind the barn and—”

“Okay, I get it,” I said, holding up my hands. “No need to get explicit. I have a pretty vivid imagination on my own.”

“I’m sure you do, boss,” said Cy, nodding. “Especially with Recover.”

I sighed in frustration. “Cy, let’s just go back to Base now. Oh, and don’t mention Recover while we’re going there. Okay?”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Cy with a wink. “But no need to feel embarrassed about it. Remember what I told you when I found you with those two ninja in your bedroom? I don’t judge peoples’ preferences. I’m pretty open-minded about these sorts of things and—”

“Cy,” I said. “Please shut up. Now.”

Cy immediately closed his mouth and gave me a thumbs up. Then he gave me a saucy wink, which was when I realized that even if Cy stopped talking for the rest of his life, he would probably still find a way to make me feel embarrassed or uncomfortable.

Shaking my head, I activated Flight and flew into the air, wondering how life could possibly get any worse for me.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

As it turned out, life wasn’t done messing with me yet. Although our flight across Adventure City—which forced us to take breaks every now and then due to our Flight Powers requiring cooldown time between each use—was largely uneventful save for Cy accidentally swallowing a bug, when we reached my Base, I found an entire crowd of Hero players waiting outside the front door.

I had never seen this many players in one spot before. There had to be over 50 Heroes, ranging from low-level newbies to high-level veterans, standing, sitting, or hovering in the general area around my Base. Add in their Sidekicks and that made at least 100 people waiting outside my Base. One hundred people didn’t sound like a whole lot but remember I come from a small town of about 1,00 people, so I was essentially looking at one-tenth of the population of Cane, Texas camped outside my Base.

And even weirder, none of them were part of a Team. From what I could tell, all of the Heroes were simply individual players who all happened to congregate on the same spot at the same time for reasons I didn’t know. In some ways, that was a relief. It meant they weren’t looking for a Team Battle with my Team. In other ways, however, it meant if a fight did break out, it would be far more chaotic than a simple Team Battle due to the presence of so many Heroes and their Sidekicks.

I even considered turning around and flying off to one of my friend’s Bases, but I was already too close to my Base to avoid it and besides, this was my Base. I wasn’t about to let a bunch of other Heroes—including some who were twice my level—keep me out of my Base.

“Wow, look at all those people!” said Cy as we landed on top of a nearby building for one last rest before we reached my Base. “Why do you think they’re all here? Do you think they’re going to throw a surprise birthday party for us?”

“No,” I said flatly. “It’s not even my birthday.”

“It is mine, though,” said Cy. He suddenly pulled a calendar out of nowhere and started flipping through it. “Wait a minute … my birthday was actually six months ago. Man, if they’re supposed to be throwing a big surprise party for me, then they sure are late. But I never turn down free cake, so—”

“I don’t think they have any cake,” I said, looking down closely at the crowd of Heroes below. “Or any birthday party supplies at all, for that matter.”

“Freeloaders,” Cy scoffed. “Bet they think we’ll supply the birthday cake.”

I rolled my eyes, but before I could respond to that, one of the Heroes below—a short, stocky man with a weird telescopic lens attached to his glasses—looked up and suddenly pointed at us.

“Hey, everybody!” the man—who had the nametag [HERO FOUR EYES] hovering above his head—shouted. “It’s Winter and his Sidekick!”

The entire crowd stopped doing what they were doing to look up at me. They immediately began shouting all sorts of questions at me, most of which I couldn’t make any sense of, although I did catch a few:

“Winter! Can I join your Team? Can I? Please?”

“Is it true that you and Recover are dating?”

“Can you give me a back massage?”

That last question didn’t come from the crowd but from Cy. I looked at Cy with a weird expression, causing Cy to shrug and said, “My back hurts and I haven’t gotten a massage in forever. Just thought I might ask.”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Might as well go down there and see what they want. Not like I can sneak back into my Base now.”

Cy and I flew down and landed on the street. As soon as we did, the crowd surged forward and soon we found ourselves surrounded on all sides by dozens of Heroes and their Sidekicks. People shouted in my ear, tried to shake my hand, and I think a few hands even tried to reach me in places they shouldn’t. It was almost overwhelming and for a moment I thought the sheer amount of people crowding in on us from all sides would kill us until Cy raised his hands and fired a huge burst of wind from his palms.

The Gust of wind pushed all of the players away from us, leaving a fairly wide circle around the two of us. The attack didn’t actually hurt anyone from what I could tell, but a few people had been knocked over or had their Equipment messed up. I saw one guy with his cape draped over his head, while a female player was hastily readjusting the wig on her head like she hoped no one would notice her hair wasn’t natural.

“Thanks, Cy,” I said, looking at Cy, who lowered his hands to his side. “I owe you one for that.”

Cy shrugged. “No biggie. I can’t stand freeloaders who think we have free cake just because we happen to have a lot of money.”

“There’s cake?” one of the Sidekicks from the crowd asked hopefully.

Cy frowned harshly. “No. The cake is a lie. And there won’t be any cake for anyone. Ever.”

Cy’s uncharacteristically harsh attitude even made me give pause. As silly as Cy often was, he had a tendency to take the most trivial things bizarrely seriously. I only wished he would apply that same seriousness to actual important things in life. Then again, Cy would probably just tell me that cake was very serious.

In fact, it was Cy’s harsh attitude that seemed to keep the other players a safe distance from us. Perhaps they were afraid Cy might do more than just blow them away with wind if they got too close. That was fine by me. I was no introvert, but I also had little interest in getting mobbed by a bunch of overly-enthusiastic and demanding players. It didn’t help that I was still stewing over all of the bad news from the last half hour or so. I really wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone else.

At the same time, though, I was genuinely curious to find out why so many people were camping outside my Base. In the month since I’d started playing Capes Online, I had never seen or heard of anything quite like this. Of course, there was a lot about Capes Online I still didn’t know. Maybe this was actually a regular occurrence that I simply had not known about before.

“All right,” I said, putting my hands on my hips and looking around at the assembled players and Sidekicks standing around me, “who wants to tell me what all of you are doing here and why?”

The crowd still looked intimidated by Cy’s harshness, but then one player stepped forward. At least, I thought it was a player. It looked like a rather large steampunk-inspired mecha, complete with pistons, piping, and release valves. It’s bronze and silver metal plating shone underneath the bright sun, while its left hand—which was a gun hand ala Mega Man—hung by its side. It also seemed to have a sword attached to its back, although I wasn’t sure how it was supposed to draw it.

The nametag hovering over this person’s head was [MECHANOID STEAMCRUNCHER], which was another reason why I wasn’t sure it was actually a player. All players had either Hero or Villain before their name, not ‘Mechanoid,’ whatever that was.

Curious, I Scanned the Mechanoid to find out more about it:

NAME: Steamcruncher

LEVEL: 34

HEALTH: 200/200

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: Mechanoid

WEAK POINT: Piping

WEAKNESS: Flame

Mechanoids are robotic suits often built and piloted by Heroes and Villains alike to accomplish various tasks. Typically built either by Gadgeteers or Mad Scientists, Mechanoids are usually slow but often pack a punch. They also tend to be built like tanks and are often used by weaker Heroes or Villains to augment their own Strength and Defense in combat.

Hmm. I wondered how Mechanoids were different from Powered Armor characters. I suppose Powered Armor characters were stuck with whatever armor they had, while Mechanoids could apparently be piloted by anyone regardless of Class. I didn’t think I needed one myself, but I had to admit it would be kind of cool to have one.

“Hello, Winter,” said the Mechanoid. Despite its bulky appearance, a smug female voice came from the speaker built into where its mouth should be. “Glad you finally decided to show up. We’ve been waiting for you for hours. I was almost about to log off when you finally showed up.”

I raised an eyebrow. This Mechanoid, whoever she was, seemed a bit too familiar with me to be a mere stranger. “I’d be happy to talk to you, but I would like to see your face first. I don’t like talking to people whose face I can’t see.”

“Very well,” said the Mechanoid. “Perhaps you’ll better recognize me if I open my cockpit and show you my face.”

As soon as the Mechanoid said that, steam suddenly burst out from around its head and the entire front part of the Mechanoid—head and chest—began to rise up. The heavy steam made it impossible to see who the pilot was at first, but soon the steam went away, allowing me to see the woman piloting the Mechanoid for the first time.

She was a pretty short woman from what I could tell, wearing advanced-looking goggles over her eyes that had all sorts of blinking lights and dials attached to them. Her dirty blonde hair was done in practical pigtails, while she wore dirty stained overalls with a heavy tool belt hanging from her waist. Above her head, the nametag [HERO GEARS] hovered over her, but I didn’t need to see her nametag to know who she was because I had seen her once before.

“Gears,” I said, not bothering to hide the distaste in my voice. “Long time, no see.”

“You know her?” said Cy, looking at me quickly. “I don’t remember her.”

Gears flashed a brilliant, if perhaps fake, smile. “Oh, so you do remember me, after all. I was a bit worried for a second there that you might not have recognized my face, seeing as we haven’t spoken since the Blackout.”

I scowled. Although it was true I hadn’t seen Gears since the Blackout, I hadn’t forgotten her. After all, she had captured me and tried to hand me over to Dark Kosmos just to save her own skin.

During the Blackout, Dark Kosmos had offered all players their choice of winning their freedom from him: Either go directly to his Hideout and beat him or capture me and hand me over to him. Sadly, most players had chosen the latter, including Gears, who, along with her Teammates, laid a simple but effective trap that caught me and Cy. Had Funky not saved us, there was a very good chance Gears would have handed me over to Dark Kosmos, thus ensuring the deaths of every player in the game. As you can imagine, I wasn’t exactly fond of her.

“Yeah, I remember you,” I said, putting my hands on my waist. “No way I could ever forget the ‘Hero’ who decided that the best way to negotiate with Dark Kosmos was to give him everything he wanted and hope and pray he might not go back on his word.”

Startled and confused murmurings spread throughout the crowd of assembled players and Sidekicks, which was when I remembered that most of them hadn’t witnessed Gears’ attempt to capture and hand me over to Dark Kosmos. I could even see a few people step away from her uncertainly.

Gears, however, didn’t look even remotely ashamed of herself, still smiling as if I had just complimented her on her looks. “Come now, Winter. That was ages ago. I was only doing what I thought was right. Besides, I didn’t even succeed. Are you honestly still mad that I failed to hand you over to Dark Kosmos? You really need to learn to forgive and forget.”

“Oh, now I remember her,” said Cy, slapping the side of his head. “I threatened to cry if she and her friends didn’t let us go. And when they didn’t, I cried, but they still didn’t care. Jerks.”

Some of the players looked at Cy weirdly when he said that, but my focus was on Gears. I folded my arms in front of my chest and said, “Let’s get to the point, Gears. What do you want?”

“Me?” said Gears, putting a hand over her chest. “Why, I just want what every other player who decided to camp out in front of your Base wants: To join Team Winter. Or, as I have always referred to you guys, Team Winner.”

Gears winked at me when she said that, but I remained stone-faced. Did she really think she was going to win me over with such a lame pun? Cy could be easily duped by the lamest puns, but not me. She was clearly buttering me up and failing quite miserably. I guess her Charisma wasn’t as high as it should have been.

Still keeping my arms folded in front of my chest, I looked around at the crowd and said, “All of you guys want to join my Team?”

“Yeah,” a short, mole-like guy with the nametag [HERO MOLEMAN] said. “You killed Dark Kosmos, after all, and saved the game and everyone in it.”

“Plus, there are rumors you stopped another Z-Virus outbreak,” a woman with fiery hair whose name was apparently [HERO FIRE PRINCESS] said. “I remember the last one five years ago. It was horrible.”

Everyone else began chiming in, mostly in agreement with Gears’ statement, but they were so loud I could barely hear anyone, so I had to raise my hands and shout, “Okay, I get it! One at a time, please. I can’t hear everyone at once.”

Gears suddenly stepped forward, her Mechanoid making loud steam noises as it did so. “So now that you know why we’re here, I am sure you will be more than happy to put us all into your Team.”

I frowned. “Who says I’m recruiting? Maybe I’m happy with the size of my Team right now.”

“Please,” said Gears with a roll of her eyes. “No Hero worth his salt is ever satisfied with the size of his Team. Everyone wants to run their own League someday. And if you let us join, then you will be that much closer to having one of your own.”

There was that mention of a ‘League’ again. I still hadn’t figured out what a ‘League’ was, but I inferred that a League was like a really advanced version of a Team. Until I could get a chance to ask Cy or Funky about it, however, I wasn’t so sure I wanted one for myself.

“I’m still not sure,” I said. “Like I said, I like the current size of my Team. I feel like my current Teammates cover the basics really well.”

Gears snorted. “You have, what, four people on your Team right now, counting yourself? Given the endless variety of Classes in this game, there’s no way your Team can handle every situation. Hell, you don’t even have a Gadgeteer like me, which leaves a serious hole in your Team that will definitely screw you over at some point.”

Gears’ not-so-subtle selling of herself was starting to get on my nerves, but I had to admit there was a point buried underneath all that smugness. My Team had just barely managed to hold our own against Tentacold. If I had had more people on the Team, then we might have been able to complete the mission even with Funky’s unexpected forced log off. We definitely wouldn’t have had to rely on my brother to swoop in and save the day, at least, which might have saved him from getting arrested by the government.

Even so, that didn’t mean I wanted to recruit Gears or, really, any of these other people onto my Team. They were all complete strangers to me and I didn’t really feel like recruiting a bunch of strangers onto my Team all at once. I guess Gears technically wasn’t a stranger, but I wished she was, because I’d like her better if I didn’t know what kind of person she really was.

“Plus, the more people on your Team, the more bonuses you get,” said Gear. “You get access to bigger missions that have bigger rewards. And this game is all about the rewards.”

I frowned. “I thought it was about helping people.”

“For the rewards,” Gear said. She looked at me like I was an idiot. “Duh. Why else would you help these people?”

There was something seriously wrong with Capes Online’s Alignment System if a woman as selfish as she could somehow be called a Hero, but I didn’t say that to her face.

Instead, I addressed the crowd as a whole and said, “Sorry, guys. I just got back from a big mission and I’m not really in the mood to talk to a lot of people. I just want to go to my Base and relax. Not trying to recruit anyone into my Team at the moment, so y’all can go home now if you want.”

Protests burst out from the crowd, but I just stood my ground and repeated my previous statement. That seemed to do the trick. The crowd dispersed, with some flying away, others walking, and even more simply disappearing into thin air as they logged off for the day. Only Gears hadn’t moved, but I could tell she was greatly disappointed by my statement.

“Well, I do have homework to do, so I might as well log off,” said Gears with a shrug. Then she leaned forward in her cockpit, a rather threatening expression on her face. “But trust me, Winter. You are definitely going to regret not recruiting me into your Team.”

With that, Gears disappeared as she logged off, leaving me and Cy standing by ourselves outside my Base once again.


CHAPTER NINE

 

Why’d you tell all those people to go away, boss?” asked Cy as we entered my Base. “I thought we were going to have a big party. You can’t have that many people over and not offer them something good to eat.”

I looked at Cy in disbelief. “Weren’t you the one saying there’s no cake to eat?”

“I was just in a bad mood after I learned they weren’t going to throw us a surprise birthday party,” said Cy with a shrug. “I didn’t really mean that.”

I sighed heavily. “Doesn’t matter. We don’t have nearly enough food to feed all those people, anyway.”

“Okay,” said Cy. He smiled all of a sudden. “I know! We should hold a big party sometime. Print invitations, order catering from a local restaurant, and even entertainment. I can play a pretty mean kazoo and could have gone pro before I became a Sidekick.”

I wasn’t sure if it was actually possible for kazoo players to go ‘pro’ in this game or if that was just another one of Cy’s bizarre statements, but either way, I didn’t care. I was so used to Cy making the most outlandish statements that most of what he said didn’t phase me much anymore. Cy might have just been bits of data, but he was real enough that I felt like he was a real person anyway.

“Right,” I said as we passed the kitchen. “I doubt we’ll be throwing a party anytime soon. And if we do, it will be a small, quiet affair just for me and my friends. Just like I like it.”

“Okay,” said Cy with a disappointment. “But if you ever do decide to recruit all those people into your Team, can we do it then?”

I stopped and looked at Cy. “No, but now that we’re on the subject, I want to know more about this whole League business. Gears mentioned everyone wants to run a League, but I don’t even know what a League is.”

Cy came to a stop as well and looked at me in surprise. “You mean I haven’t explained that to you yet? Huh. I was pretty sure I did at some point.”

“I’m still pretty new to the world, Cy,” I said as I scratched my chin. “I’ve heard about Leagues, but have never had anyone properly explain it to me.”

Cy clapped his hands together suddenly. “Okay, then. You know what a Team is, right? It’s two or more Heroes or Villains getting together to form an alliance, usually to achieve some kind of common goal. Teams are individual units in their own right and can be leveled up like individual Heroes and Villains. You can get Team Powers, your Team can get its own reputation independent of the reps of individual members, and so on. Teams also get access to their own missions that are different from the missions available to individuals.”

I nodded. “I know all that already. What can a League do that a Team can’t? And how do I get a League in the first place?”

Cy tapped his chin in thought. “Getting a League is pretty simple. When your Team gets to Level One Hundred—basically, when you reach one hundred Teammates, which is the maximum number of members a Team can have—you have the option of upgrading your Team into a League.”

“Are Leagues basically just glorified Teams, then?” I said.

“Sort of, but not really,” said Cy. “Whereas Teams can only have one hundred members max, Leagues don’t have any limit to the number of members who can join. You can have two hundred, five hundred, a thousand, even ten thousand members. Most Leagues typically only have a few hundred, although Justice United has close to twenty thousand members last I checked.”

I gaped. “Twenty thousand Heroes? That’s insane.”

“It sounds like fun to me,” said Cy with a big smile. “But yeah, Leagues can get pretty big. In fact, they can get so big that you often can’t manage everyone at once. So you have to start assigning people positions in the League Hierarchy.”

“League Hierarchy?” I said. “What’s that?”

“In short, it’s just a way to organize a League more effectively,” said Cy. “For example, if you created a League, then you would be the League Captain, which means you’re the boss. As the League Captain, you could assign someone to the position of League Vice Captain, another person to the position of League Treasurer to handle finances, and so on. As you can imagine, it can get pretty complicated, especially with more members.”

I nodded. “But what are the benefits of starting a League? So far, it sounds like a lot of work.”

“Easy,” said Cy. “First off, as the League Captain, you can get a certain percentage of all rewards, experience, and money that individual League members gain from missions. You can set the percentage as high or low as you want, but nonetheless, you do get some. That’s why some of the highest-leveled Heroes are League Captains because they can benefit from the accumulated experience gained from their members.”

“Interesting,” I said. “What else can you get?”

“Access to unique League Missions,” said Cy. He spread his arms. “You know how Team Missions are typically more difficult than Solo Missions? Well, League Missions are a step above that. Whereas most Solo Missions can be completed in a day, Team Missions might take a few days or weeks, League Missions often take months, even years, to complete due to their sheer size and complexity. But they also have the best rewards out of all the mission types, so they’re usually worth the effort.”

I was astonished to hear how long League Missions took to complete. “You’ve got to be joking.”

“No joke,” said Cy. “That’s why Leagues are so rare. Just getting one hundred Teammates alone is a challenge in itself. Building and maintaining a full-sized League, complete with all of the administrative work required to keep it running smoothly? Most Heroes just stick with Teams. They’re simpler and easier to manage.”

I stroked my chin. “Can Villains also formed Leagues?”

“Yes, but they’re called Legions instead,” said Cy. “And they’re even rarer than Leagues, mostly because Villains have a hard time working together. The last Villain Legion, the Iron Rattlesnakes, fell apart two years ago due to vicious infighting between the various Legion Captains and other people. Hasn’t been another one since.”

I nodded in understanding. Based on my somewhat limited experience with Villain players so far, I could easily believe that making a functioning Legion out of them was like herding cats. I kept thinking about Atmosfear and what he would do if he had a Legion of even just a couple hundred players under his command. Given how the last Team he formed went around kidnapping and torturing players for fun, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what Atmosfear would do with even more power under his belt. He would probably cause a problem on the scale of the Blackout or original Z-Virus outbreak.

“There is, of course, a lot more to both Leagues and Legions than even I know, but that was just a brief overview,” said Cy. “If you want to know more, you can ask someone else or maybe search online, although since Leagues and Legions are rare, you probably won’t find too much information about them.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “And honestly, a League sounds like way too much work. I like having a small, close-knit Team like what we’ve already got. Maybe it means League Missions and their rewards are outside of my grasp, but I’ve always preferred keeping things small like my hometown.”

“I dunno, boss,” said Cy, scratching his back. “That Gears lady kind of had a point. Having more members in a Team is generally a good thing. You get more Team Points, access to more Team Powers, and all sorts of other things. I mean, Team Winter doesn’t even have a Team Power yet.”

“How do you get a Team Power?” I asked.

“I think you get a Team Power when you get ten Teammates,” said Cy. “When was the last time you looked at your Team’s stat sheet, by the way?”

“Since the Blackout,” I said. “Might as well pull it up now and see what we’ve got.”

Opening my character screen, I toggled the tab labeled ‘TEAMS’ and clicked on ‘TEAM WINTER,’ which pulled up this sheet:

NAME: Team Winter [Edit]

MEMBERS: Winter [Team Leader], FunkyFresh94, Recover, Dillo

TOTAL MEMBERS: 4/100

ALIGNMENT: Hero

TEAM MISSIONS: N/A

TEAM POWERS: N/A

TEAM POINTS: 4

TEAM REPUTATION: Famous

Cy was right. It had been a while since I last looked at my Team’s sheet. It was pretty much exactly the same from what I could tell. I also paid a bit more attention to the total number of members. That number did not include Sidekicks who, for whatever reason, were not counted as members of a Team. Then again, knowing what I did about Teams now, I could actually understand why Sidekicks weren’t counted. If Sidekicks counted as Teammates, then not only would you get 2 TPs every time your Team got a new member, but you would also hit the 100 member limit much quicker and get the chance to upgrade to a League very quickly. You’d technically only need to recruit 50 Teammates to reach the 100 member limit, and if every Teammate had a Sidekick, then that would be a very obvious way to cheat the system.

I stroked my chin. “So if I add another six members, then I’ll unlock my first Team Power?”

“You should,” said Cy. “And I can’t tell you what it is. All Team Powers are unique and based on the combined Powers of the members in question.”

I nodded. “Like Combo Powers, right?”

“Exactly,” said Cy. “And Team Powers can only be used when all members of a Team are present.”

I nodded again. Made sense. Team Powers were probably way stronger than ordinary Powers. If one player could use them by himself, it would severely unbalance the game. “Then the only way to find out what Team Power we’ll unlock is if I recruit at least six other people.”

“Yes,” said Cy. “You should’ve recruited your brother. Not only would that bring you closer to unlocking your first Team Power, but then you could hang out with your bro all the time. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

When Cy mentioned Busker, it completely drove all thoughts about Teams and Team Powers out of my mind. I found myself once again thinking about Busker and what was happening to him in the real world. It also reminded me of my own limitations, such as being unable to level up, that had been imposed upon me for no good reason. Anger and guilt rose within me in equal measure as I thought about that.

“Boss?” said Cy. “Are you okay? You look a little angry.”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Cy and said, in a forced calm voice, “It’s nothing, Cy. Nothing you need to worry about, at least.”

Cy suddenly smiled. “Okay! But if you ever need to talk to me about something, I’m always available. You know that, right?”

“I do,” I said. “Thanks for the offer, though I don’t think I’ll need it at the moment.”

“Whatever you say, boss,” said Cy. “Anyway, having more Teammates would also prevent stuff like what happened earlier with Funky. If we’d had another fire user on the Team, then Funky’s disappearance wouldn’t have caused us to lose the mission.”

“Good point,” I said. I stroked my chin in thought. “I still wish Funky would have warned us that he was going to automatically log off like that ahead of time. That way, we could have prepared better for it and maybe even completed the mission without his help.”

“Agreed,” said Cy. “So what are you going to do, boss? Are you going to recruit more people now?”

I shook my head. “Not right away. I agree that Team Winter probably needs to expand, but I want to sleep on it and see how I feel in the morning. We need more members, but we don’t need them that badly. I don’t want to recruit people into the Team who we can’t trust, after all.”

“Makes sense,” said Cy. “Wouldn’t want to accidentally hire an undercover Villain, after all.”

“That can happen?”

“Sure it can,” said Cy. “Lots of Villains infiltrate Hero Teams by pretending to be Heroes themselves. They usually have some kind of Power that allows them to change their identity and even their nametag. Your Hero Sense should be able to detect most of them, but it’s definitely still something you want to be wary of.”

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that, but it did make me feel a bit more nervous about all of those Heroes who had camped out in front of my Base earlier. All of them had Hero nametags, but that didn’t automatically mean they were all really Heroes. What if some of them were Villains attempting to infiltrate my Team and take me out? I didn’t have too many enemies in Capes Online other than Atmosfear, but if there was one thing I knew about fame, is that it was always a double edge sword.

Pushing those thoughts out of my mind, I said, “Cy, I am going to take a nap. Why don’t you get dinner cooking? And while you’re at it, start thinking about how we’re going to vet potential Teammates once we officially start recruiting.”

Cy gave me the thumbs up. “Sure thing, boss. Tonight, I think we’ll have spaghetti and meatballs with a hint of mayo. I’ll get it started right away!”

Before I could question Cy on his choice of cuisine, Cy zipped away to the kitchen. Soon I heard sounds of packages being opened, water being poured into pots, and the oven and stove being turned on, all accompanied by Cy humming a tune to himself. Cy had improved a lot as a cook over the last month, but he still had … odd tastes in cuisine. Spaghetti with mayo was one of the least weird things he had cooked, downright normal in comparison to his brilliant idea to mix chocolate and steak. At least it would get rid of that Hunger debuff, though I wasn’t sure if that would be worth whatever other debuffs I might get from Cy’s cooking.

But whatever. If I wanted to eat something better, I should cook, which I did not. Instead, I climbed up the stairs to my room, opened the door, and stepped inside, fully intending to catch a quick nap before dinner.

That was when I noticed someone else was already sitting on my bed.


CHAPTER TEN

 

The woman sitting on my bed looked quite comfortable, one leg draped over the other, her short skirt barely concealing her rather nice thighs. She wore a black blazer which showed ample cleavage and she had her hair down in a ponytail. Her eyes were a brilliant shade of green, standing out in stark contrast to her very dark skin. Although she appeared to be unarmed, I sensed she knew how to fight. The nametag [AGENT BANKS] hovered over her head, though it didn’t help me know who she was.

I had no idea how she got in here. I didn’t notice any broken windows back in the main part of the Base, nor had the front door been broken. Even if it had, the Base’s alarms should have alerted me to her presence.

“Hello there,” said the woman as casually as if we had just bumped into each other on the street. “You’re Nyle Maxwell, right? Or am I supposed to call you by your superhero name, Winter?”

The woman said ‘superhero name’ with clear disdain. She almost sounded ashamed of herself for saying it. I wasn’t sure why because as far as Hero names went, Winter was pretty ordinary. At least it wasn’t SmashThePatriarchy69 or something equally cringy like that.

“I generally go by Winter now,” I said. “But how do you know my real name? And how did you get in here?”

“Didn’t I introduce myself?” said the woman. “I thought Director Johnson had already told you about me. I’m Charles Omar’s replacement.”

Oh. I recalled Johnson informing me that Chuck wasn’t going be assigned to oversee me anymore and that he would be replaced with another Department of VR agent. “Wow. That was quick.”

“Director Johnson doesn’t waste any time when it comes to finishing important tasks like this,” said the woman shortly. “That is why he has been the Director for as long as he has. You would do well to show him a bit more respect.”

I furrowed my brow. “I didn’t think I was showing him disrespect. I can respect a guy who gets stuff done in a timely manner. I just thought it would take a while for them to replace Chuck.”

“Chuck?” the woman repeated. “Oh, you mean Agent Omar. No, we have a system in place to make reassigning agents to different parts of the Department a quick, simple, and easy thing. Due to the ever-changing nature of VR, the only way for the Department to stay on top of things is by staying nimble and fresh. Which means knowing when it’s time to make a change and knowing when to leave things alone.”

Her explanation sounded reasonable enough to me, but I still didn’t like her all that much. “You still haven’t told me your name, by the way.”

The woman sighed as if I had just asked her to do something very inconvenient. “My name is Agent Amelia Banks. You may call me Agent Banks for short.”

“Can’t I call you Amy instead?” I said. “I gave Chuck a nickname and he seemed okay with it.”

Amelia rolled her eyes. “See, that is part of the problem here. You became too familiar with Chuck, which is probably why Chuck let you get away with so much.”

Amelia stood up and walked over to me. Although I was taller and far more muscular than her, Amelia showed zero fear or hesitation as she approached me. Of course, it was pretty easy to feel confident when you knew you couldn’t be hurt.

“What you might not realize, Winter, is that Department agents are not supposed to befriend Project Second Life participants such as yourself,” said Amelia. She brushed back a stray strand of hair from her face. “Our job is to keep an eye on you and the others, ensure you do not harm the game and report back our findings to the UN and the US government for further study. We are not supposed to get cutesy nicknames from your kind.”

“My kind?” I repeated. “Sorry, lady, but I’m just as human as you. I might not have a physical body, but I still have the mind of a human being.”

Amelia smirked. “Apologies. It was a … slip of the tongue. After the Blackout, though, I hoped you would be more understanding of my wariness toward digital beings like you.”

I scowled. “Not all of us are as power hungry as Dark Kosmos or crazy as Atmosfear. Some of us want to be Heroes.”

Amelia snorted. “’Heroes.’ Right. It’s easy to be a Hero in a video game where good and evil are so clearly defined. In the real world, though, things are a bit grayer than that. Not that I expect you to understand. If you did, then we wouldn’t be talking to each other like this, now would we?”

Amelia was really great at getting under my skin, but I sensed she was trying to bait me. “The real world might be grayer than this game, but that doesn’t mean good and evil aren’t real. They’re just a lot less obvious.”

Amelia didn’t respond to that. Instead, she turned and walked over to my desk. She picked up a piece of paper and said, “Well, I didn’t come here to discuss philosophy with you. I came to introduce myself and inform you of the changes being made to your account.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know them already,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Can’t level up, constant twenty-four-seven surveillance, and I can’t leave Adventure City, either. Director Johnson already explained it all to me earlier.”

“Then that saves us some time,” said Amelia. She looked up at me again, her expression as serious as ever. “Technically speaking, I didn’t have to meet you in person like this. I could easily have introduced myself to you in a message.”

“Then why didn’t you?” I said. “You haven’t exactly left a good impression on me.”

Amelia smiled. “That’s the point. I came to establish that you cannot simply do whatever you want anymore. Chuck has always been a softy, which is why I wasn’t surprised when Director Johnson asked me to take over his duties overseeing you. It doesn’t help that you technically weren’t even supposed to be in the game in the first place. That’s probably why you’ve caused us so much trouble.”

“Hey, lady, I’ve tried to save the game even though I don’t want to be here,” I said. “By the way, you wouldn’t be able to tell me who in the government put me in here, would you?”

“That is top-secret information,” said Amelia without missing a beat. “And please don’t ask that question again or I will report you to Director Johnson. I imagine he would be more than happy to answer your question.”

I probably should have expected that someone like Amelia, who seemed hostile toward me, wouldn’t be any more likely to answer my questions than Chuck, but I still thought it might be worth it. “How’s about Giggles, then? Last I heard, you guys were trying to take him apart to find out where Atmosfear is. Any luck there?”

For the first time since I’d met her, a flicker of worry crossed Amelia’s face. But then her iron expression returned and she said, in her usual curt voice, “The current status of the Sidekick known as Giggles is also top-secret information, as well as the whereabouts of Atmosfear.”

“What?” I said. “Why? Chuck always used to give me updates on Atmosfear.”

“Because Chuck was an idiot,” said Amelia. “The actions of a rogue Project Second Life participant are the responsibility of the Department of VR. Other Project Second Life participants such as you should never have been allowed to get this involved. That was a mistake from the beginning, a mistake I intend to correct.”

“But Atmosfear is my responsibility,” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “He’s my enemy. I want to help take him down for good.”

“Thus far, you haven’t had any luck in actually capturing him,” said Amelia dryly. “Perhaps you should let us professional deals with this. You can simply enjoy your new digital life just like all of the other Project Second Life participants. You are the only one who feels the need to butt in on these sorts of matters and for too long you’ve been allowed to do so. Starting today, I don’t want you even thinking about Atmosfear, Giggles, or anything involving those two ever again. Understood?”

Although Amelia spoke with absolute authority, I didn’t look away or stop looking at her. I knew she was trying to break me and I had no intention of submitting to her.

“What if I decide to ignore you and go looking for Atmosfear myself?” I said. “You’re not the boss of me. You’re not my mother.”

Amelia did not smile. “Then I will delete you.”

Her bluntness was almost like getting hit in the head with a baseball bat. “What?”

“You heard me,” said Amelia. She leaned forward, her eyes locked onto my face. “Do you really think you are so special and important that you are immune to deletion? Please. Remember, you’re not even supposed to be here in the first place. Deleting you would only return Project Second Life to what it originally was.”

“You can’t do that,” I said, although my protest sounded weak even to my own ears. “The Department of VR doesn’t have that right.”

“Oh, but we do,” said Amelia. “Under the correct circumstances, we can actually delete Project Second Life participants, but only if we can prove they are a threat to others. That is what we are trying to do to Atmosfear. As soon as we capture him, we fully intend to delete him from the game. And we will do the same to you if you don’t mind your own business and stop thinking you’re an actual superhero instead of just playing as one.”

My hands balled into fists, but I didn’t have anything to say back to her. What could I say? Amelia was clearly in no mood to listen to me. She probably saw me more as a burden than anything and was just waiting for me to give her an excuse to delete me. Having played Capes Online for so long, I was used to problems I could solve with my fists or Ice Powers, but this was one issue where I was just as powerless as I had been back in the real world, if not more so.

I lowered my hands to my sides. “Fine. I’ll respect your wishes—”

“Commands,” Amelia corrected. “Let’s not confuse ourselves here. I am commanding you to listen to me and my orders. I was once in the military before joining the Department and one thing all soldiers learn is to obey commands from their superior no matter what.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do you want me to call you General Amelia now and refer to you as ‘sir’? Or do you prefer ‘ma’am’?”

“I prefer you take this seriously,” said Amelia. “But I can see Agent Omar’s gentle handling of you has inflated your sense of self-importance. Remember this, Nyle: Capes Online is not—and never will be—real life.”

With that, Amelia disappeared in a similar manner to Chuck and Director Johnson, but not before she left me with one final glare that told me exactly what would happen if I dared to go against her commands.

And it would not be pleasant.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

What a bitch,” I said to no one in particular as I sat down on my bed. “Typical government bureaucrat. Think she’s all that and can tell me what to do and—”

I was interrupted by a soft ping in my ears and looked at my inbox and noticed I had a couple of unread messages. Opening my inbox, I saw that the newest message, right above a message from Capes Online Staff informing me of the upcoming Heroic Saga DLC, was from Amelia with the subject line of ‘Re:Language.’

Puzzled, I opened the message and read its contents:

Nyle,

Please watch your tongue. Swearing doesn’t seem like a particularly ‘heroic’ thing to do, especially when you use it to degrade a woman. If you keep swearing at me like this, I will be forced to enable Kids Mode on you again, and you wouldn’t want that, now would you?

Also, I forgot to mention that the enhanced observation processes have been implemented. Now every moment of your day will be recorded on our servers by our cameras for the rest of your life. Just a heads up in case you were planning to disobey my orders.

Cheers,

Amelia Banks

Department of Virtual Reality

I closed the message and laid down on my bed, glaring up at the ceiling in frustration. Something told me Amelia cared less about me swearing her out and more about reminding me of how little power I really had over my life anymore. And the jab about Kids Mode was a low blow. The last time I had been forced to use Kids Mode was when I had gotten infected with the Z-Virus, but it had been extremely embarrassing for me overall. That she would mention it again when she knew how embarrassing it was for me was yet another reminder of why I’d always had nothing but disdain for these petty government bureaucrat types.

My short interaction with Amelia had also served to remind me how much better Chuck was than her. Although Chuck was also a petty government bureaucrat, he actually seemed to care about me and his job. At the very least, he didn’t see the need to boss me around and lord his power over me, even though I was sure he had the same powers as Amelia. He even gave me regular updates on the Atmosfear situation and what was going on out in the real world. Until now, I hadn’t realized just how much I appreciated his help, even when the rules of his own Department prevented him from telling me what I wanted to know (like who had put me into the Project in the first place).

It seemed like my life was getting worse by the hour. First Funky disappeared and basically caused us to fail a very important mission. Then my brother found out where I was and was probably in the process of getting arrested himself right now. Then I had my Level locked, my privacy invaded, and my freedom curtailed. Then I was no longer allowed to deal with Atmosfear or anything to do with him. And on top of all of that, Amelia was exactly the sort of petty, selfish government a-hole that I was absolutely certain George Washington would have punched out if he time-traveled to the present and saw what our government was like.

Worse than all of that, however, was the knowledge that I couldn’t do anything about it. I was well aware that as a Project Second Life participant, my freedom was somewhat limited. I had accepted the limitation on contacting people outside of the game. I had come to accept that Capes Online was now my new world and that it was my duty to protect it.

But now, Amelia had just slapped me in the face with my own powerlessness. And for what reason? Just to show me that she was the big bitch in town? Somehow, I felt like I would have been better able to accept all of this crap if she had been a lot more polite about it. Instead, however, Amelia decided to rub it in my face and smirk at me like the bureaucrat she was. I now firmly understood why the original American colonists rebelled against the British Empire over 250 years ago now.

What could I do about it, though? That was the thing. I could do nothing about it. Nothing at all. My best hope at this point was that perhaps the Department of VR would reconsider the restrictions placed upon me after they caught Atmosfear, but something told me that wouldn’t happen. If there was one thing I knew about big, unaccountable government departments, it was that they didn’t shrink their power unless they were forced to.

I was especially worried about Busker. He had seemed so happy to see me again, which I could understand. After all, he had thought I was dead and that he would never see me again this side of heaven. But thanks to my actions, he was probably going to jail forever. He had a thriving music career and a side career as a Capes Online streamer. And all of that was gone, just because I let my own emotions get the best of me. It was my fault and I felt like an awful brother for doing that.

Again, though, the practical side of my mind—the one that always cut through the angst and BS to get straight to the point—couldn’t see what I could do about it. At this point, I was powerless to affect anything or make any real change to the world around me. All I could do at this point was wait until Atmosfear was caught and deleted.

One thing I could still do was look at my character sheet. I recalled getting a few Stat Points and Power Points from a mission we completed yesterday involving a serial killer who targeted women in nursing homes. Maybe I couldn’t level up anymore, but that didn’t mean I was going to sit back and let these SPs and PPs go to waste.

Pulling up my character sheet, I looked over it to see where I currently stood:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 28 [Level-Locked]

EXP: 3,200/24,389 (21,189 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 3

Available Power Points: 2

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 5 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 7 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 4], Dodge [Level 4], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 25

Strength: 31

Defense: 20

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 7

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

Since the second Z-Virus outbreak, I had managed to level up a couple of times and both times had distributed my SPs among my Health, Strength, Defense, and Accuracy. I had also leveled up Hero Sense to Level 3, which meant I could sense the presence of hidden or disguised Villains even better than before, and had managed to level up Perception, Dodge, and Dual-Wielding once each. Dual-Wielding, in particular, had been useful in combat, although I still found wielding two Ice Daggers over one somewhat awkward.

In any case, I needed to decide where to put the few SPs I had available to me. Once I spent my SPs, I couldn’t spend them again, so it was always important to make sure to invest them correctly.

All of my Stats looked pretty good except for one: Charisma. For a long time now, I had neglected that Stat because I just didn’t see any practical use in it. Back in the real world, police officers didn’t need Charisma in order to arrest criminals. We had the law on our side. Plus, I never trusted particularly charismatic people, who in my experience usually used their charm to get out of trouble or get people to do what they wanted.

But now I was beginning to rethink my opinion on that Stat. I didn’t understand how Charisma worked exactly, but I did understand that players with higher Charisma could use it to negotiate for more favorable prices with vendors and even more easily convince NPCs to give them missions they might normally not get. Supposedly, a player with a high enough Charisma could convince even a wanted criminal to turn himself in. Given how I wasn’t going to be leveling up again anytime soon, I decided I need to play smarter rather than harder. If increasing my Charisma would make it easier to catch criminals, then so be it.

So I dumped my 3 Stat Points into Charisma, bringing it up to 13. Still not particularly high, but at least it was getting there.

Next was the 2 PPs. That wasn’t anywhere near enough to level up any of my Powers, but I still needed to distribute them. I decided to put them in Ice Beam. Ice Beam was one of my more useful Powers and I was eager to see how strong it would get at higher levels.

Once I was done with that, I looked at my sheet again:

Secret Identity: Winter

Real Identity: Nyle Ash Maxwell

Level: 28 [Level-Locked]

EXP: 3,200/24,389 (21,189 EXP to the next level)

Available Stat Points: 0

Available Power Points: 0

Alignment: Hero

Class: Fighter

Reputation: Household Name

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3. Next Level: 8 PP], Freezing Touch [Level 2. Next Level: 5 PP], Hero Sense [Level 3. Next Level: 10 PP], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1. Next Level: 7 PP], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 4], Dodge [Level 4], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1]

Combo Powers: Blizzard [Level 1]

Equipment: Ice Man Costume [Powers: 5/5], Energy Cannon, Snowshoes, Snow Cape [Powers: 1/1]

Kids Mode: Disabled

Health: 46

Stamina: 25

Strength: 31

Defense: 20

Charisma: 13

Intelligence: 15

Agility: 21

Evasion: 15

Accuracy: 16

Dexterity: 17

Energy: 50

Luck: 2

HERO STATS

Courage: 10

Justice: 11

Trust: 7

Fame: 511

Willpower: 19

When all was said and done, I hadn’t become that much stronger overall, but real improvement typically took time anyway. With my Level locked, my growth was limited. I would need to rely on missions that rewarded SPs and PPs if I was going to keep getting stronger, but SPs and PPs were never a guarantee in any mission, so it would still take a long time to do.

I did, however, linger on Blizzard. It was my first and so far only Combo Power with Cy. Although it was easily my most powerful Power, it was still Level 1. I didn’t know how to level up Combo Powers, but it had to be possible if they had levels like this. Perhaps Cy would know, seeing as he was my Sidekick and all.

But I would ask Cy later. Right now, I wanted to take a nap. I would ask Cy after or perhaps during dinner. Maybe if I took a nap, all my problems would look easier to solve.

Just as I closed my eyes, however, the door to my room burst open and Cy rushed in. He tripped over the carpet on my floor and fell face first onto the concrete floor so hard I thought he had knocked himself out, although when I heard a groan of pain, I knew he was still conscious.

Sitting up, I looked down at Cy and said, “Cy, what are you doing here? Is dinner already done?”

Cy looked up at me with huge, almost terrified, eyes. “No, boss. I was browning the meat and singing a neat little tune my grandpa taught me when I was young, as well as listening to the news on the radio about a recent clash between Justice United and the Legion of Dark when—”

“Get to the point,” I said. “What happened?”

Cy pushed himself up into a sitting position and took a deep breath before saying, “Spiritus—your brother’s Sidekick—is here. And she’s got an important message for you that you need to hear right away.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

As soon as Cy said that, I jumped off from my bed and rushed out the door. I didn’t even turn to see if Cy was going to follow me. I just jumped over the railing separating our rooms from the rest of the warehouse and, landing on the floor, rushed toward the living room area.

Cy was right. I saw Spiritus sitting on one of the couches, sipping a cup of what appeared to be tea. Her grim reaper-like appearance made her look like she didn’t belong here, but she seemed to be perfectly at ease with her surroundings. She looked up as I approached, although the shadows in her hood made it impossible to see her face.

“Oh, hello, Winter,” said Spiritus as she carefully lowered her teacup. “I am glad to see you. When Cyclone let me in, he told me you were taking a nap. I hope my arrival didn’t inconvenience you too much.”

I came to an abrupt stop next to the recliner and took a moment to catch my breath. As I did so, I was amazed at how polite Spiritus was. I found it amazing because Busker was far from polite, which made me wonder how he got her as his Sidekick. Then again, I sometimes wondered how I got Cy as my Sidekick, seeing as we were total opposites in personality and temperament. Just another one of the weird quirks of Capes Online, I guess.

Once I caught my breath, I said to Spiritus, “No problem. You said you have a message from my brother?”

Spiritus nodded. “Yes. When Busker logged off, he sent me a quick message to deliver to you. He would have delivered it himself personally, but given what has happened to him in the real world, he said he is unsure when or if he will ever log back on again.”

Hearing Spiritus say that stabbed me right in the heart. I knew what she meant. Busker was in danger of being arrested in the real world for the ‘crime’ he committed in-game. I could only hope that Busker managed to get away from the government somehow, but given how absolutely clueless Busker had been about Project Second Life itself, it was really only a matter of time before government agents kicked down his door and dragged him off to prison … or worse.

But I couldn’t let myself focus on that right now. I needed to hear Spiritus’ message, although a question did pop into my mind when I saw her. “I don’t understand. When a player logs off, their Sidekick is instantly teleported back to their Base or Hideout and they can’t leave their Base without their player’s permission.”

Spirit sipped her tea again. The tea seemed to vanish into the darkness of her hood. “Busker already gave me permission to go and do as I please even when he is offline. I typically spend my time wandering around Adventure City’s graveyards in the dead of night. It’s quite peaceful, although sometimes I scare other Heroes who don’t know who I am.”

Spiritus sounded very guilty when she said that. It was clear to me that Spiritus was a kind and gentler soul than she let on. I could see why being scaring others would bother her.

“If you don’t want to scare others, why do you wander around graveyards at night?” asked Cy.

Spiritus shrugged. “It’s fun. And I feel more at home among the dead than the living anyway.”

“Can we get back to the topic at hand?” I said before Cy could ask another question. “You said my brother left a message for me. What was it?”

Spiritus made a sound like she was about to speak but then paused. “Are you under surveillance, Winter?”

I tilted my head to the side. “Yeah, I am. How did you know that?”

“Busker mentioned you might,” said Spiritus. “Therefore, it probably wouldn’t be safe for me to verbalize the message. Let me give it to you personally.”

One of Spiritus’ hands disappeared into the folds of her robes. A second later, she pulled out an old-fashioned, unmarked white enveloped, which she handed to me. “Here it is. It isn’t very long, but it is paramount that you read this letter as soon as you can.”

Puzzled, I took the envelope and looked it over. Back in the real world, technological progress had rendered envelopes practically obsolete. The only person I knew who still sent normal letters regularly was Dad, and that was because Dad was pretty old-fashioned himself. Yet I could see the reasoning in giving me an envelope because it probably couldn’t be hacked, and I might be able to read it in such a way that Amelia wouldn’t be able to see its contents.

Ripping open the envelope, I discovered a letter, which I unfolded and looked at. It was a fairly short message, written in Busker’s distinctive handwriting that would be impossible for anyone other than myself to read. I smiled, knowing that meant that even if Amelia was watching, she wouldn’t be able to read what the letter said.

Here is what the letter said:

Yo, bro! Sorry I had to leave so suddenly. Someone—probably one of those Department of VR guys you told me about—forcibly logged me out of my account and I can’t get back in. I can, however, still contact people in the game, so I sent Spiritus a message and asked her to deliver this note to you. If you’re reading this, then that means Spiritus is awesome and she did something really important.

Anyway, I don’t have a whole lot of time to talk, so I’ll get straight to the point: Although I don’t understand how you’re still alive or what exactly is going on here with all of this government conspiracy stuff, there’s this guy I know in-game who you really need to see. He’s the owner of Adventure City’s biggest nightclub and he and I are old pals. I think the two of you would get along great.

His name’s Brandon Oswald, but he goes by Maximilian. He runs Twin Nights Club and he’s a player like you. Tell the guys at the door that Busker sent you. Trust me, you do NOT want to try to force your way into there.

See ya, bro,

Busker Burn

I frowned. “Who is Maximilian?”

Cy gasped. “You mean you haven’t heard of Maximilian? He’s only the most famous and fabulous Hero in all of Adventure City. He runs the Twin Nights Club and is, like, the embodiment of masculinity.”

“What?”

“He can get any woman he wants,” said Cy. “He’s been married, like, five or six times to different supermodels and Heroines. He’s super rich and super handsome and is what every man strives to be. He’s got it all.”

My frown deepened. I had nothing against rich, successful guys who got laid regularly, but I wondered how Busker knew him and why Busker thought the two of us should meet. It seemed to me like the two of us didn’t have too much in common aside from the fact we were both ‘players,’ but I didn’t understand Busker’s point on that matter. Busker was a player, too. I didn’t see why that was significant or important. Perhaps Busker just wanted to make sure I knew Max was a player and not an NPC.

“Spiritus, would you happen to know why Busker wants me to see this Maximilian guy?” I said.

“No, I do not,” said Spiritus, shaking her head. “I do know, however, that Busker and Maximilian are good friends and have known each other for a couple of years now.”

“Is Maximilian trustworthy?” I said.

Spiritus nodded. “I believe so. I do not personally like him, but if Busker trusts him, then so do I.”

I could hear clear dislike in Spiritus’ normally polite voice when she mentioned Max. I wondered what that was about. Perhaps I would find out when I went to meet him.

“Are we going to go see him, boss?” said Cy, hopping up and down. “I really, really want to go. Twin Nights has all the best and most beautiful ladies out of all the nightclubs in the city. I’ve never been myself because you have to be rich to get in, but I’ve seen pictures and videos and—”

“I guess so,” I said as I folded up the letter and put it in my inventory. “I’m just confused as to why Busker thinks I should go meet the guy.”

“Like I said, I don’t know for sure, but if Busker says you should meet Maximilian, then you should do it,” said Spiritus.

“I see,” I said. “Do you want to come with us?”

Spiritus shook her head. “I am sorry, but I can’t. Busker left me with some final, personal orders that will take me a while to fulfill. Otherwise, I would come, if only to introduce you to Maximilian. He can be rather suspicious of strangers at times, though not in all the right ways.”

“What do you mean by that?” I said in confusion.

Even though Spiritus’ face was hidden by her hood, I could just imagine her smiling under her hood. “Oh, I think you should see for yourself. Without casting judgment, I would say Maximilian is a bit of a character. A very eccentric character, but a character nonetheless. Anyway, I must go. The other instructions Busker left me cannot wait any longer. Best of luck to both of you in your mission.”

With that, Spiritus suddenly disappeared, but as soon as she did, I got this notification:

MISSION: Meet Maximilian

Your brother, Busker Burn, has left you with enigmatic instructions to meet Maximilian, one of the richest and most famous Heroes in all of Adventure City and also the owner of the Twin Nights Club, an exclusive nightclub open only to people in a higher tax bracket than you. You may not know why your brother has given you these instructions, but you know he wouldn’t tell you to do something unless it was important.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Unique+

SUCCESS: Go to the Twin Nights Club and meet Maximilian

FAILURE: Do not go to the Twin Nights Club and fail to meet Maximilian

REWARDS: To be determined by Maximilian

ACCEPT? Y/N

“Um …” I stared at the mission prompt uncomprehendingly. “Did I just get a mission from my brother? I didn’t know players could give out missions to other players.”

“Normally, it’s not possible,” said Cy, nodding. “But I’ve heard if you are ‘subscribed’ to a certain ‘service,’ then one of the bonuses of that service is gaining the ability to make custom missions for other Heroes to complete. Don’t ask me about it, though. It doesn’t make much sense to me.”

Cy’s explanation was confusing until I recalled that Busker was a member of Capes Online Plus, Capes Online’s subscription service that gave certain benefits to Plus players that free players didn’t get. I suspected that making custom missions for other players was one of the features included in the service, but that still didn’t explain why Busker gave me a mission in the first place. For that matter, I had no idea why the rewards were to be determined by Max, rather than Busker himself.

Once again, I found myself baffled by Capes Online’s mechanics. One of these days I was going to get a handle on everything and I’d stop getting blindsided by features I had no idea existed up until now.

For now, however, I hit ‘Y’ and accepted the mission. I mean, why not? It wasn’t like my life could get any worse and, if anything, this mission promised to make my life even better. Perhaps this Maximilian guy could help me figure out how to fix my life. At the very least, a man as wealthy as he was had to be able to give out some pretty good rewards for completing a mission, so I’d probably end better off overall even if Maximilian was unable to help me with my problems.

“Okay, Cy,” I said. “We’ll leave tonight after dark. That’s when the Twin Nights Club opens. Until then, let’s have dinner. I’m hungry.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

The Twin Nights Club was even more impressive in person than in the pictures I found on the Capes Online Wiki when I searched for it during dinner. While far from the biggest building in Adventure City, it was still a respectable size, two or three stories full of the kind of adult fun that Kids Mode players probably weren’t allowed to have.

The building itself was shaped like a giant peacock. The ‘feathers’ of the peacock were lit up in a litany of different colors, making the night sky look quite bright while at the same time offering a sense of seduction and the sense you weren’t supposed to be there. The head of the peacock appeared to be an office of some sort, although it was hard to tell from down here because it was so high up in the sky.

At the foot of the peacock was the entrance to the club itself. Surrounded on both sides with large ponds full of bubbling, crystal clear water and golden statues of peacocks that probably cost more than the GDP of some small countries, it stood out in comparison to the rather drab neighborhood around it. Although it was just after dark, club members were already going in. I saw men and women dressed in the most expensive-looking suits and dresses—including some that were quite skimpy—enter and exit the club. They had to go through a couple of tough-looking [BOUNCERS], who appeared to be NPCs who weren’t even slightly afraid of the various high-leveled Heroes who came to visit the club. There was even a red carpet leading from the sidewalk up to the entrance of the Twin Nights Club itself.

And the sign for the Twin Nights Club was built into the chest of the peacock. It was lit with a variety of glaring neon colors, making it almost sickening to look at. I felt a bit queasy just staring at the sign, but it definitely helped the building stand out even more. In fact, the sign was the first thing I saw when Cy and I arrived less than ten minutes ago.

Cy and I stood on the street opposite the nightclub. We weren’t exactly hiding, but we did stand inside an alleyway, scouting out the club before we tried to enter. Although I doubted Busker would intentionally send us into a trap, I knew from personal experience that my younger brother had a rather twisted sense of humor. Let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised if he sent us to get beat up by those Bouncers. It would definitely fit his sense of humor.

“Oh my God,” said Cy. The lights from the nightclub reflected off his wide eyes. “The Twin Nights Club is even more fabulous up close.”

I grimaced. “It’s impressive, all right, but don’t let it distract you from our mission. We’re here to talk to the owner, not ogle at the pretty lights.”

A limousine pulled in front of the club just then. The driver of the limousine hopped out, opened one of the passenger doors, and then stepped aside. Two people emerged from the limousine. One was a tall, powerfully built man with blue skin and no hair, wearing a suit that was probably more expensive than my entire Base. The other was a stunningly beautiful Asian woman in a yellow, somewhat revealing dress, her hair so shiny that it was painful to look at.

Cy gasped so loudly that he almost screamed. “Oh. My. God. That’s Blueno and Fantasma, the most famous Hero couple in all of Adventure City. They’ve been divorced and remarried six times.”

I looked at Cy in bewilderment. “Six times? What kind of relationship is that?”

“One for the ages,” said Cy with a longing sigh. “They are both so passionate that they keep building and destroying their marriage. Marriage is far too confining of an institution to hold such powerful passions for long. At least, that’s what Blueno said in the interview he and Fantasma gave in last week’s Sidekicks Weekly.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised that Cy followed all the celebrity gossip like it was the gospel, but somehow I was. I also shouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the rich and famous in Capes Online were every bit as chaotic and degenerate as they were in the real world. “The two of them don’t look particularly happy.”

“Eh, maybe,” said Cy casually. “If Blueno ever gets tired of Fantasma, I certainly wouldn’t mind taking her. And I don’t even care that she’s, like, forty-two. I don’t mind more, ah, ‘mature’ women.”

“Cy, you remember how I said we’re not here to ogle at pretty lights?” I said. “We’re not here to ogle at pretty women, either. Last thing I need is for you to flirt with the girlfriend of some powerful but jealous Hero who could probably kick our butts without thinking about it.”

Cy pouted. “Come on. You never let me flirt with pretty women. It’s not fair.”

“There will be plenty of time for flirting later,” I said. “Right now, we need to meet with Maximilian and find out if he can help us.”

“Okay,” said Cy. “But I’m not going to stop pouting until we leave.”

“Okay, six-year-old,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Anyway, let’s go inside now. And let me do all the talking. Those Bouncers don’t look very tolerant of, er, ‘eccentric’ characters like you.”

Cy pouted some more when I said that, but luckily he didn’t push the issue. The two of us emerged from the alleyway and made our way across the street. We walked up the red carpet toward the two Bouncers, who stood on either side of the door with their arms folded in front of their chests.

Although I had seen them from a distance, now that I was closer, I understood why Maximilian had hired them. Their muscles were huge and bulging, looking like hardened rocks pushing against their skin more than anything. They were both tall, at least six feet, maybe seven. They wore identical black suits that added to their tough guy appearances. One of them was blonde and had a ponytail, while the other one had a buzz cut. They both appeared to be unarmed, which was strange because I wondered how two unarmed, seemingly Powerless men could keep out high-leveled Heroes and Villains who didn’t have permission to enter.

Out of curiosity, I Scanned the Bouncers to see what their stats were:

Twin Nights Bouncers Jack and Fred

LEVELS: 150 and 151

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Bruiser

WEAK POINT: Forehead

WEAKNESS: Rock

RARITY: Common

The life of a nightclub Bouncer is not as fabulous as TV likes to make it out to be. You have to deal with liars, idiots, entitled celebrities, and all sorts of other people who feel entitled to enter the establishment you are in charge of protecting. Only the strongest, both in mind and body, can do this job effectively, especially when dealing with Heroes and Villains who don’t understand that no means no.

I audibly gasped when I saw their levels. How could they have such high levels when they were just ordinary Bouncers? And what was up with their Alignment? It said they were ‘Unaligned,’ yet they had the Bruiser Class, which was a Class open only to Villains. Did Alignment and Class rules not apply to NPCs? Or was there something more going on that I didn’t understand?

In any case, I showed no fear or hesitation as Cy and I walked up to the Bouncers. The two large men wore sunglasses over their eyes, but their body language and facial expressions told me all I needed to know about how they felt about me. They weren’t quite hostile, but they definitely did not look very kindly upon either of us.

“Hi, there,” I said as Cy and I stopped a few feet from the Bouncers. “My name is Winter and this is my Sidekick Cyclone. We—”

“Invitation,” said the first Bouncer, the one named Jack. His voice was surprisingly soft.

“Excuse me?”

“Do you have your invitation?” said Jack again. “All members or guests of the Twin Nights Club require an invitation specially signed by Maximilian himself. Do you have one?”

“Uh, no,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t know this was an invite-only club. But I should be on the list.”

Jack grunted skeptically, but Fred pulled out his phone and began scrolling through it. He then swiftly shook his head. “Nope. No Winter or Cyclone is on the list.”

“Then get out,” said Jack, thrusting his arm over our heads and pointing behind us. “Leave. Now.”

Jack’s triceps were probably about half the size of my head, while his hands had to be big enough to cover my head entirely. Cy, of course, cowered before the large man’s massive muscles, but I wasn’t ready to leave just yet, because I remembered what Busker’s message had said.

Still standing my ground, I said calmly, “I might not be on the list, but Busker Burn, a friend of Maximilian, sent us.”

As if I chanted a spell, the two Bouncers completely changed their demeanor. Whereas before they had viewed us with suspicion bordering on hostility, now they looked at us as if I had just said I was the President of the United States.

“Busker sent you?” said Jack disbelievingly.

I nodded. “Yeah. I can show you proof if—”

“No need,” said Jack, holding up his hands. He smiled apologetically. “My apologies. If we’d known before that you were one of Maximilian’s close associates, we would have treated you far more politely. Please come with me. I will show you to Maximilian’s private room reserved only for his most special guests.”

I didn’t like the emphasis he put on the word ‘special.’ It made me feel like I was walking into a trap. On the other hand, I didn’t think Busker would knowingly send me into hostile territory. If he wanted me to talk to Maximilian, then surely there had to be a good reason for it. Even so, I mentally prepared myself for a fight as Cy and I followed Jack into the club itself.

If the Twin Nights Club’s exterior was extravagant, the interior was like walking into the biggest party ever. Hundreds of players and NPCs alike mingled and drank together. Some were on the dance floor, busting out smooth dance moves to music that sounded like a mixture between jazz and techno, while others sat at the various bars scattered throughout the area. The neon lights made for a disorienting experience, although none of the various guests and club members seemed even slightly bothered by the lights. Then again, half of them seemed to be drunk or high from what I could tell, which probably explained that.

On raised platforms all over the club were some of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. I mean, women and men alike in Capes Online were far more attractive than in real life due to the freedom players had in crafting the appearances of their characters, but these women were a cut above even most of the other women I had seen in Capes Online so far. And I could guess why: They were dressed in very scantily clad clothing, dancing for the amusement and pleasure of male guests and members, and appeared to be the main form of entertainment for most of those guys. I even spotted a few women guests also hooting and hollering at the strippers.

All in all, the mixture of lights, music, and alcohol created a very disorienting atmosphere. I was no prude myself, but it was another reminder why I rarely went to these kinds of clubs. There was just too much going on for me to focus. Plus, as a general rule, I hated drunks and I hated getting drunk. No way would I want to spend so much time among the obvious drunks here.

Unfortunately, Cy was more easily distracted than me. His head whipped back and forth, an expression on his face that told me he couldn’t believe he was actually inside the Twin Nights Club itself. More than once he would stop to stare longingly at one of the strippers, but then I’d have to grab him by the arm and force him to keep walking. I wasn’t sure how old you had to be in Capes Online in order to drink and do drugs, but even if Cy was old enough, I didn’t want to see what a drunk, drugged-up Cy would be like.

Jack the Bouncer, however, wasn’t even remotely distracted by the lights and sounds of the club. He simply made his way along the perimeter of the club, pushing aside particularly drunk players who would get in our way, although always in a practiced way that told me he was used to doing this. Heck, most people, player and NPC alike, moved out of our way by themselves whenever Jack got close enough. Couldn’t blame them. If I saw a guy of Jack’s size and strength walking toward me, I would most definitely move out of the way.

Soon, we reached a door at the back of the club that was up a short flight of stairs. Here we found two more Bruisers—Damian and Roger, according to Scan—who looked even nastier than Jack and Fred. Like at the entrance, the two Bouncers eyed me and Cy suspiciously until Jack informed them that Busker had sent us. And just like earlier, the suspicion disappeared from their faces immediately, replaced by apologetic and even worried expressions that told me they were afraid of getting into trouble. Probably they thought Cy and I were richer or more powerful than we looked and were afraid we might find some way to hurt them if they offended us, which was far from the truth, but hey, I wasn’t about to correct them on that misunderstanding if it meant they would let us inside.

Damian and Roger stepped out of the way and Jack opened the door. He told us to wait outside for a second while he told Maximilian of our presence before disappearing inside. We didn’t have to wait long, however. A second later, Jack reappeared and wore an odd expression on his face.

“Maximilian says he’s ready to see you,” said Jack, raising his voice to be heard over the loud dance music blaring in the background. “Says he’s been expecting you for a while now.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, almost yelled, in order to make sure Jack heard me.

Jack shrugged. “How am I supposed to know that? I ain’t the boss. But I’d recommend going in now. Maximilian ain’t exactly patient.”

With that, Jack brushed past me and down the stairs back to the entrance. I watched him go, feeling a mixture of confusion and worry at his statement about Maximilian ‘expecting’ me. Had Busker sent Maximilian a message as well? Or had Maximilian been expecting to see me for other reasons?

Taking a deep breath, I went in through the door with Cy following me. I hoped I wasn’t about to walk into a trap.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

As soon as we entered Maximilian’s private room and closed the door behind us, the music outside became muted. We could still hear the blaring techno jazz dance music and the sounds of people dancing and talking, but the closed door muted the sounds enough to make them easy to ignore. As well, the lights were far more natural in here, a bright white color instead of the rainbow neon that had given me a headache.

Despite that, Maximilian’s private room was just as extravagant as the rest of the club. A small bar stood in the back with a few stools and a robotic bartender standing behind it polishing a glass that looked like it was made out of solid crystal. To the right was a hot tub that was currently empty, while to the left was an open window that afforded an excellent view of Adventure City at night. A door next to the hot tub was closed, but I thought I heard voices coming from it, muted voices, although I was unable to figure out who they were or what they were saying.

The floor was a cream-colored carpet, soft under the feet but firm enough to allow us an excellent foundation upon which to stand. The walls and ceiling were the same cream color, as was the furniture in the center. A circle of cream-colored sofas stood in the center, with what appeared to be a holographic projector in the middle of them all. I recognized the holographic projector as a holo-TV, which I assumed meant that that was the main entertainment center. But aside from the robotic bartender, I didn’t see anyone else in here other than ourselves.

“Whoa,” said Cy. He immediately bent over and ran a hand along the soft carpeting. “It’s so soft and plush. I feel like I could just lie down and sleep on this forever.”

“We didn’t come here to admire the carpeting, Cy,” I said. “We came here to—”

I was interrupted when the door next to the hot tub swung open and three people came stumbling out of it. Two were a couple of gorgeous, barely-dressed young women. They were close enough in appearance that I thought they had to be twins. Based on the way they laughed and giggled, it was clear as day to me that they were both probably drunk out of their minds. I could also tell they were NPCs based on their nametags, which were [CIVILIAN TRISH] and [CIVILIAN SAPPHIRE].

The man in between them, however, was most certainly not an NPC. He was tall and handsome, with shining, jet-black hair. He had a somewhat older face, which told me he was probably middle-aged, but he looked damn good for a man who had to be in his forties. He was clad in a red silk robe that was just long enough to hide the lower half of his body. His muscles, although nowhere near as huge as the muscles of the Bouncers, were still quite well-defined and he looked to be in excellent shape for a man his age.

Above his head floated the nametag [HERO+ MAXIMILIAN], which was how I knew who he was.

“Let’s go into the hot tub, Max,” said one of the women, the dark-haired one named Trish. She hiccuped. “It looks so warm.”

“Very warm,” Sapphire purred as she ran a hand down Maximilian’s large biceps. “Almost as warm as your bed.”

Maximilian chuckled with a deep voice. “Very well, ladies. I suppose I can take a few moments to have some fun in the hot tub with you. Just let me take off my robe and—”

Maximilian stopped speaking almost as soon as he saw us. The pleased expression on his face disappeared almost immediately, replaced by an expression that seemed to be a mixture of surprise and anger. I wasn’t sure what I did wrong, but I didn’t say anything. Nor did Cy, although I think that was because he was more distracted by Trish and Sapphire than anything.

“Max, who are those two?” said Trish with another hiccup. “Friends of yours?”

“Partners?” said Sapphire in a rather lustful voice. She licked her lips. “Who might want to join us in the hot tub?”

Maximilian suddenly shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. He looked at Trish and Sapphire and said, in a surprisingly sharp voice, “Trish, Saph, I must ask both of you to leave now. I have some business to discuss with these two that I cannot put off.”

Trish pouted. “Business? Boring. Can’t it wait until after the hot tub?”

“No,” said Maximilian, again in a voice as sharp as a knife. “You two should go and return to the club. Try to please a few of our male guests. I may be in discussions with these two for quite some time.”

Although both Trish and Sapphire looked extremely disappointed by Maximilian’s orders, they nonetheless complied. They made their way past us out the door, but even as they left the room, I could hear them flirting with the two Bouncers outside.

“Aw, man,” said Cy, looking at the door as the two women closed it behind themselves. “Did they have to leave?”

I rolled my eyes, but said to Maximilian, “Hi, Max. Do you mind if I call you Max?”

“Call me whatever you will,” said Maximilian. He gestured at the sofas. “But please, take a seat. Jack told me Busker sent you. I will get drinks.”

Frowning, Cy and I nonetheless took our seats on the very comfy, plush sofas. Maximilian sat down opposite us, looking quite relaxed. A second later, the robotic bartender—who had the nametag [BARTENDER SPARKER] hovering over his head—rested a tray with three colorful alcoholic drinks on the table between us. Max and Cy took their drinks immediately. Being the social drinker that I was, I took my drink to be polite, but Scanned it before I drunk it:

Peacock Martini

Rarity: Unique

Material: Alcohol

Description: A special martini served exclusively at the Twin Nights Club. Known for its strawberry flavor, Peacock Martinis are often worth more than the mortgage on many peoples’ houses.

“Enjoying your martini?” said Max, causing me to look at him suddenly. “You don’t strike me as a drinker.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t drink for fun. I’m mostly a social drinker.”

Max nodded. “Understandable. There are times where I wonder if my own predilection towards alcohol has done me more harm than good, but then I remember that this is just a game and none of it matters. Not like in real life, anyway, where too much alcohol can indeed have negative consequences.”

I frowned. “Right. Well, anyway, I think we need to introduce ourselves. I’m Winter and this is my Sidekick, Cyclone. Cy, say hi to Max.”

Cy hiccuped suddenly and waved lazily at Max. “Hi, Max. Purple looks good on you.”

I sighed and checked Cy’s screen. Yep. Despite only drinking about half of his martini, he already had the ‘Drunk’ debuff, which meant his Charisma was way up by his Intelligence, Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity were way down. I couldn’t believe how quickly and easily Cy could get drunk. Guess he didn’t have much alcohol tolerance.

Max raised a questioning eyebrow, but he didn’t push the issue. He simply reclined against his sofa and said, “I am Maximilian, the owner and operator of the Twin Nights Club, the most exclusive nightclub in all of Adventure City.”

Max suddenly leaned forward, still holding his barely-touched martini in his hands. “I’ve heard much about you, Winter. You defeated Dark Kosmos and saved all Capes Online players during the Blackout. You’re still not quite as famous as me, but you have most definitely become famous enough to attract my attention. I have been hoping to meet you for a long time even before you came to my club, which is why I sent Trish and Sapphire away so we could talk in private.”

“There was no need to do that,” Cy insisted. “I could have kept them company in the hot tub while you and boss talked business. Really, I wouldn’t have minded.”

Ignoring Cy’s obvious drunken efforts to get laid, I said, “To be clear, I didn’t come here because I wanted to see you. Busker Burn sent me.”

“I am aware of that,” said Max with a sip of his martini. “Busker and I are old pals. He was the first player I met when I first entered Capes Online. The two of us have helped each other on various missions over the last three years or so. He is probably the only player in this game I actually trust.”

“Whoa,” I said. “I didn’t know Busker was so close to you.”

“Very few are,” said Max. He gestured at the door. “Despite how much I enjoy the company of the women I employ, I’m not truly close to them. NPCs are great for pleasure, but not so much for genuine intimacy.”

“Uh huh,” I said, “although I wouldn’t know, seeing as I haven’t explored that particular facet of the game yet.”

“You haven’t?” said Max. He looked me over once. “Odd. That’s typically what most men your age tend to try when they first start playing Capes Online. The possibilities for pleasure in this game are truly vast. And best of all is the lack of the real-world consequences that usually results from sleeping around with women. It’s like heaven.”

Max’s statement about the lack of real world consequences to our in-game decisions reminded me far too much of Atmosfear, who told me something similar during the Blackout. The difference, of course, was that Atmosfear was referring to his criminal desires, whereas Max was speaking of another type of desire. Even so, the similarities did make me feel uncomfortable and also made me more suspicious of Max as a whole. But I was still willing to give Max a chance. If Busker trusted him, then so could I.

“Now, tell me, Winter,” said Max. “What brings you to my extravagant nightclub? You said Busker sent you. How is he doing nowadays? I haven’t seen him in a while, even on his Capes Online streaming channel.”

I hesitated for a second before I said, “He’s in trouble.”

“Trouble?” said Max, raising an eyebrow. “What kind of trouble? If he’s having trouble completing a mission—”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said quickly. “He’s about to be arrested in the real world by the government and—”

Max held up a hand suddenly. “Hold on for a moment. Before you go any further, I need to ensure our privacy.”

Max put his martini glass back on the table and clapped his hands twice. Thick red curtains suddenly pulled across the windows, completing obscuring our view of the city. As well, an odd sensation—like a cool summer breeze—washed over me just then and this notification popped up:

[Hero Maximilian] has enabled [Private Mode]. All in-game cameras and recording devices are nonfunctional in this room for as long as [Private Mode] is enabled, as well as all private messages sent outside of the room.

I tensed. I had never heard of Private Made before, but it sounded like Max had just trapped me and Cy here. I checked the Team chat for Team Winter and saw that I couldn’t communicate to anyone through it. That meant if Max decided to attack me and Cy, we would be on our own and couldn’t call for backup.

“There,” said Max as he lowered his hands. “I think this should ensure our privacy for a bit. The last thing we need is for someone to … eavesdrop on our conversations.”

I raised an eyebrow. Was Max somehow aware of the Department of VR’s 24/7 monitoring of my situation? If so, then maybe he was smarter than I thought. But it did make me wonder how he could possibly be aware of that or how Private Mode could block the Department from listening in on our conversation.

Max draped his arms over the back of his sofa, a relaxed but serious look on his face. “Now, you said Busker was arrested by the government. Is there any reason why?”

I bit my lower lip. It occurred to me that Max probably had no idea what Project Second Life was. I was still not allowed to share that information with anyone outside of the Project. And given how I was already in deep crap for telling my brother about it, I didn’t want to see what Amelia would do if she found out I revealed the Project to yet another player. I might even get deleted outright.

Max must have seen the conflicted look on my face, because he said, “I can see you’re debating something with yourself. I assume Busker must have done something really bad if you can’t just tell me about it.”

“It was bad, but not really illegal or immoral,” I said carefully. “I’m technically not allowed to share this information with you, but Busker ended up stumbling upon what I can only describe as a top-secret—beyond top-secret, really—government project that I am involved in and no one else is supposed to know about. I tried to stop him, but I was too late.”

Max picked up his martini and sipped it again. “You’re referring to Project Second Life, right?”

Startled, I almost dropped my own martini but caught it at the last second. “Project Second Life? How did you—? I mean, I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

Max smirked. “No need to lie about it, Winter. You and I both know what it is. Neither of us will get into trouble with the Department of VR for discussing it.”

“Why?” I said. I eyed him suspiciously. “You’re not a Department of VR agent, are you?”

Max laughed. “Hardly. Indeed, I wouldn’t work for those rats if my life depended on it.”

“Then how do you know about Project Second Life?” I said. “I was told that no one else outside the Project even knows it exists.”

Max’s smirk grew even wider. “When did I say I was outside the Project?”

My mouth fell open. “Don’t tell me you’re—”

“I am.” Max lowered his martini to his chest, his eyes gleaming. “I am also a Project Second Life participant … and not just any Project Second Life participant, but the very first.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

A million questions exploded in my mind when Max said that. I wanted to ask all of them first, but it was impossible for my mind to focus on any one question long enough to verbalize it into words.

The only thing I managed to say was, “You’re lying.”

Max sipped his martini again. “Nope. Good try, though I don’t know why you’d think I would lie.”

“Because …” I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Because the only other Project Second Life participant I’ve met so far is Atmosfear.”

Max nodded, a distasteful expression on his face. “Ah, yes. That maniac. I know who he is, too. He’s exactly the sort of idiot I went into Capes Online to avoid. He’s small-minded, incredibly petty, and destructive for no reason other than it amuses him.”

“You sound like you know him,” I said.

“No, I don’t,” said Max, shaking his head. “But you’d be surprised by how many of the rich and famous people in real life are similar to him. The only difference, frankly, is that Atmosfear lacks their money and power. A man of his personality and temperament is exactly the kind of man who doesn’t deserve money and power.”

“I agree,” I said. “Atmosfear is a monster who needs to be stopped.”

Max sipped his martini. “By other people, of course.”

I frowned. “You mean you don’t want to stop him? Or even just help?”

“Why should I?” said Max indifferently. “He is crazy, but he is also not my problem. I didn’t get his mind uploaded to Capes Online. Nor did I start playing Capes Online in order to be a ‘Hero’ and save people.”

“But you have the Hero Alignment,” I said. “That means you’ve helped some people, right?”

“Only because Heroes can actually own and operate businesses much more easily in this game than Villains,” said Max. “The government of Adventure City is, as you might imagine, far harsher toward Villains than toward Heroes. Both Alignments have their pros and cons, but personally, I didn’t join Project Second Life in order to be hunted down as a fugitive by any sort of government. How stressful. And not particularly profitable, either.”

At this point, I was no longer skeptical about his claim to be in Project Second Life. He displayed too much familiarity with the Project to be a liar. But I still had questions for him, because he was the first Project Second Life participant I had met other than Atmosfear. I had always wondered what the other participants were like and what they were doing, but for some reason, the Department of VR had never seen fit to tell me about them or even where they were.

“So are you American?” I said. “Or—?”

“One hundred percent,” said Max with another sip of his martini. “I mean, back in my real life I had private homes in France, Lithuania, and the Caribbean, but I was an American citizen. Only for the tax breaks, though. I rarely actually spent time in America except whenever I had some business deals to close.”

I nodded. Project Second Life supposedly had test subjects from the United States, the United Kingdom, China, Russia, and France. Although Max lacked any sort of accent, I just wanted to make sure of his nationality before I asked him anything else. “I guess you must have been rich, then.”

“Extremely,” said Max. “In my former life, I was the world’s richest billionaire. You might have heard about me because I always topped the list of the richest man in the world.”

My jaw dropped. “You were the richest man in the world? Seriously?”

“And still am,” said Max idly. “I had all of my cash turned into Capes Online credits when I was uploaded to the game. That’s why I am the richest player in the game bar none.”

“Wow,” I said. That explained why Twin Nights Club was so extravagant. “I was a small-town Texas cop back in the real world.”

“I gathered as much,” said Max. “You don’t strike me as a particularly sophisticated man. You are quite simple. Which isn’t an insult, by the way. Not everyone can live the kind of cosmopolitan, world-hopping lifestyle I could.”

Although Max might not have meant it as an insult, I could tell he still didn’t have a particularly high opinion of me. He probably thought that I was just a small-town hick who didn’t understand the complexities of the outside world. Far enough. He came across to me as an out-of-touch elitist who thought he was better than everyone because he happened to have more money than most Third World nations combined.

But I was still eager to get to know a fellow Project Second Life participant better. “How did you make your money? Becoming a billionaire couldn’t have been easy.”

“Oh, it wasn’t as hard as you think,” said Max. “I am the original creator of the Dynamic Environment System that Capes Online and other VRMMORPGs use to create an immersive virtual reality experience.”

“You are?” I said in surprise. “You don’t strike me as the programming type.”

“That is because I am not,” said Max. “My brother, William, was the original designer of it, but I was the one who saw the potential for profit it offered us. So I licensed the system off to different video game companies around the world. When Capes Online took off, I also earned a fair chunk of royalties from it, which is how I got to where I am today. So you can thank me for this system, which is the main reason any of us can survive without our bodies at all.”

A part of me was still skeptical about Max’s claim, but I still asked, “What do you mean?”

Max sipped his martini again. “I mean that the reason why our minds can be uploaded to Capes Online safely is thanks to the D.E.S. William designed it to be capable of supporting human minds. Indeed, Project Second Life itself likely would not even exist if not for the D.E.S.”

“Huh,” I said. “I always thought that the D.E.S. was just designed to make the game world seem more realistic.”

“That is what it does for ordinary players,” said Max, “the ones who can log off and on at will. What most do not know is just how powerful the D.E.S. is. I have no doubt in my mind that it will create a revolution in the near future that will make the Industrial Revolution look like a period of stagnation once the full capabilities of the D.E.S. become public knowledge. Until then, however, I am happy to be one of the few people who know of its existence.”

“Is that why you were the first Project Second Life participant?” I said. “I don’t see why you would want to be in Project Second Life if you were so rich in the real world. If I had that kind of money, I can’t imagine why would I ever voluntarily sign up for something like Project Second Life.”

Max finished his martini and put it down. Unlike Cy—who was now looking at the ceiling as if watching something only he could see—Max didn’t appear even remotely drunk. I could only imagine that he must be better at handling alcohol than Cy was. “True, I was the richest man in the world. I could—and did—have anything I wanted at any time. But do you know the one thing money can’t buy? The one thing that does not have a price tag on it?”

“Love?” Cy asked innocently.

Max chuckled. “No. Life.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Max ran a hand through his perfect black hair. “To put it bluntly, I was getting old. Time was finally starting to catch up with me. My old body was beginning to break down, as old bodies are wont to do. I did everything in my power to avoid dying. I began eating the best, healthiest food in the world. I went to all of the world’s best doctors and surgeons. I took medicine to deal with illness. I worked out. If there was a way to stave off aging and death, then I did it, and better than anyone else.”

“But none of it worked, did it?” I said.

“Not permanently,” said Max. “Back in the real world, I was in excellent shape for a man my age, but death comes for us all at some point. Even the healthiest, fittest person will die at some point. When the grim reaper comes to collect, you can’t bribe him and send him on his way.”

I leaned back in the sofa, still not drinking my martini. “Yeah, that’s true. Everyone dies at some point.”

“Right,” said Max. “When Project Second Life was first proposed, I supported it only if I was allowed to be the first participant in it. It was easy to convince the Department I should be the first, seeing as I was the original creator of the D.E.S., which William had programmed specifically to hold human consciousness. I saw a chance to achieve true immortality—the kind only dreamed of by our distant ancestors—and so I took the plunge despite knowing the risks.”

“You could have died,” I said. “Didn’t that frighten you?”

“It did,” said Max, nodding. “But I was already dying anyway. If I died during the mind-to-game uploading process, then it would be no different than if I had died in real life. I would only die slightly earlier than I was going to. What did I have to lose?”

I nodded. I understood Max’s perspective better, although something about cheating death still didn’t sit well with me. “Well, at least you had a choice. I didn’t. I was just forced into the Project by someone I don’t even know.”

“Yes, I know your story quite well,” said Max. “And I find it fascinating. Indeed, that’s one of the main reasons I wanted to meet you. Unlike me and the others, you don’t come from money or have any sort of important connections you used to get yourself into the Project. You are here almost entirely on accident. It certainly explains why you play the game the way you do.”

I didn’t like the way Max looked at me when he said that. He didn’t seem hostile toward me per se, but I found his fascination with me to be somewhat uncomfortable, even creepy. Especially with Private Mode enabled. I found myself wanting to get out of here as soon as I could.

Keeping up a calm face, I said, “So you joined the Project in order to achieve immortality.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “But, of course, I don’t just want immortality. What is the point in living forever, for example, if you have the body of a geriatric eighty-year-old man plagued with every disease and illness known to mankind? No, I wanted to live in pleasure forever. Hence why I gave myself this younger body, a body which doesn’t age, doesn’t get sick, and remains virile and powerful. Plus, I’ve got a lot of interesting Powers as well.”

I bit my lower lip. “So you just care about pleasure, then?”

“Spot on,” said Max, nodding eagerly. “In my youth, I lived the kind of life most men only dreamed of. I was rich. I slept with the most beautiful women in the world. I traveled to every corner of the planet and experienced a variety of different cultures. I enjoyed nothing but the best cuisine that the cultures of the world had to offer. I even went to the moon once. It was truly the height of my life.”

Max sighed. “But then I got old, and you know what happens when you get old? Life is no longer quite as pleasurable. The things I could do so easily in my youth now required much more effort. The things I enjoyed became less enjoyable, even tiresome. All of life’s pleasures began to feel like so much work to me, pointless nonsense meant to fill out a meaningless existence. I even contemplated suicide for a while there, but I was never brave enough to try it.”

“There’s nothing brave about suicide,” I said.

“You know what I mean,” said Max with a wave of his hand. “The point is, before Project Second Life, my life was on a clear downward trajectory that would inevitably end in death. That is why I signed up for Project Second Life the second I heard about it. And why I gave myself a new, much younger body that is far superior to my original body in every way possible.”

Max raised one of his arms and flexed it, displaying a large bicep. “I am stronger, faster, and far sexier than I was in the real world. The women in this game are also far more attractive and exciting than the women in the physical world. And best of all, I am as rich as I ever was. The only real problem I have with this game so far is that the occasional interference from those Department of VR idiots, but even they tend to leave me alone most of the time.”

I nodded. “You seem to be having a better time than me, anyway.”

“But of course,” said Max with a sly grin. “Being rich enough to own my own country always makes for a higher quality of life.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “So how many others are there in the Project?”

“Aside from you and me, four,” said Max. “And yes, I have met all of them. We rarely spend much time in each other’s company, however. Each of us does our own thing without caring about what the others are up to.”

“How come I haven’t met any of them?” I said. “If I’m in Project Second Life, surely I should know their names.”

“I suspect it’s because you were added into Project Second Life later than the rest of us,” said Max as he sipped his martini again. “But personally, I think the Department of VR is deliberately trying to keep us separate from each other.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why would they do that?”

Max leaned forward just then as if he was about to let me in on a big secret. “Because they don’t want us working together to overthrow them and establish our own independence, of course.”
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I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, and not because the couch was uncomfortable. “Why would we ever want to overthrow the Department of VR? What do you even mean by that?”

Max smiled. “There’s no need to play dumb, Winter. You and I can speak candidly here. The Department can’t hear or watch us in my room. Sparker is, of course, my trusted bartender who would never reveal our secrets to anyone and I assume your own Sidekick can also be trusted to keep a secret.”

“I definitely can,” said Cy with a thumbs up. “I’ve never told anyone how boss was talking in his sleep about Recover one night and—”

“Cy,” I said sharply. “Shut up.”

Cy closed his mouth, but the damage had already done because Max looked at me with interest and said, “Who is Recover? Someone you know?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said pointedly. “How do I know the Department of VR can’t hear us? I was told they were watching me twenty-four-seven now. I would think they would notice if I suddenly stopped appearing on their footage.”

Max gestured lazily at the curtains. “Oh, not to worry. The Department is still watching your every move … or at least think they are, anyway.”

I frowned. “I don’t get it.”

“Let me show you,” said Max.

Max snapped his fingers and a hologram appeared over the holo-TV in the middle of our room. It showed what looked like security footage of the main area of the Twin Nights Club, showing that the party was still going on. Actually, it looked like there were even more people down there now than when Cy and I first got here. If I had to guess, it was probably due to the fact that the night was still young and so guests and members alike were still arriving. The number of dancers had risen, although the amount of clothing worn by each dancer had dropped rather precipitously.

Amid all the dancing Heroes and Sidekicks were two extremely familiar figures: Me and Cy. The me on the holo-TV was sitting at the bar drinking beer and chatting it up with some beautiful women, while the Cy on the hologram was out on the dance floor breaking some wicked moves. As far as I could tell, those were exact replicas of us down to the tiniest detail. It was eerie to watch despite knowing that Cy and I were actually sitting here in Max’s private quarters and not out there dancing and drinking.

“What the heck?” I said. “Who are those guys on the holo-TV? They can’t possibly be us.”

“Yeah,” Cy remarked. “They’re having a way better time than we are. Did we fall into an alternate universe or something?”

Max shook his head. “Hardly. Those two are indeed you, but not the true you at the same time.”

“Thanks, Max,” I said sarcastically. “That really clears things up.”

Max sighed. “Allow me to explain. The Winter and Cyclone you see down in the main area of the club are your Replicas.”

“Replica?” I said. “What’s that?”

“One of the many genius inventions from yours truly,” said Max, tapping the side of his head. “When a player or Sidekick enters my club, they are automatically scanned and copied. This scanned data is then put into a generator from which an identical Replica of the person in question is created. The Replica is essentially identical to the original person in every way, shape, and form, only lacking in free will. Other than that, even your own mother couldn’t tell the difference between that hard-drinking Replica down there and the real you.”

“Is this yet another in-game mechanic I am unaware of?” I said. “Because if so—”

“No, it’s not,” said Max, shaking his head. “It’s something that my brother William designed for me on request. Even the Department of VR and SI Games are unaware of its existence. Which is exactly the way it should be.”

“Is that what the Department is seeing?” I said. “Me and Cy drinking and dancing in your club?”

“Exactly,” said Max. “Replicas are so real that they can even trick the advanced monitoring systems of the Department into believing they’re watching the real thing. But only while you are inside my club. Once you leave, the Department will once again be able to watch your every move. Keep that in mind when you leave later.”

A grin spread across my face as I thought about how Amelia was probably convinced she was watching my every move, not knowing she was, in fact, watching my Replica. Served her right. “Thanks, man. But aren’t they monitoring you, too?”

“That’s why I closed the drapes of my room,” said Max. “You see, prior to joining Project Second Life, I forced the Department to agree to grant me a certain amount of privacy. One such example was allowing me to shut off all monitoring systems whenever I close the curtains of this room. They didn’t like it at first, but they became much more agreeable when I pointed out that I would be primarily using my room to have … pleasure with women. Evidently, they weren’t very excited about seeing my dominance in the bedroom, if you catch my drift.”

I grimaced. “Yeah, I can see that.”

Max grinned in response. He seemed to take a certain pleasure in weirding me out. “Anyway, we need to move on. If I spend too much time in Private Mode, it will raise their suspicions. And the last thing I need is for the Department of VR to get suspicious about my activities in-game.”

I leaned forward, resting my chin on my hand. “You mentioned something about overthrowing the Department. What do you mean by that?”

“I thought it obvious,” said Max. “You really are a simple man, aren’t you, Winter?”

“If you keep calling me simple, I’ll just walk out right now and forget I ever saw you,” I said, “because right now I have a lot more things to do than sit here and be berated by a guy with more money than sense.”

“Touche,” said Max, “but I can respect a man who stands up for himself. Far too many men let others walk all over them. Even among the rich and powerful, far too many lack the spine necessary to defend themselves. Not me, of course. I’ve never been one to take insults lying down.”

“Right,” I said. “Explain to me what you meant, then.”

Max lowered his now-empty martini onto the table. As soon as he did so, Sparker appeared, poured some more wine into the glass, and then went back to the bar at the back. “I am sure you’ve met Director Satoshi Johnson. You know, the head and director of the Department of VR?”

I nodded. “I know exactly who that jerk is. I just met him earlier today, in fact.”

“Good,” said Max. “I knew him somewhat before I joined Project Second Life, back when he was a pro-gamer rather than a government bureaucrat.”

“Johnson was a pro-gamer?” I said in surprise.

“Of course,” said Max. He looked at me in surprise. “Didn’t you know that? You’re younger than me. I would think you know more about this stuff than I do.”

“I was a big gamer when I was younger, but I kind of fell out of it when I went to college,” I said with a shrug. “Had no idea Johnson was a gamer.”

“Well, he was,” said Max. “He was primarily a fighting game competitor, winning regional, national, and even global tournaments all over the world. His experience in games was the main reason he was chosen to be the head of the Department of VR and oversee Project Second Life’s American participants.”

“I see,” I said. “Is there more to him than that or—?”

“He’s also a control freak,” said Max simply. “He feels the need to control everyone and everything around him. Such an attitude was useful in gaming, but it makes him an absolute nightmare to work for or with.”

I remembered how Johnson had imposed all of those stupid restrictions on me and nodded. “I know what you mean.”

Max picked up his martini again, but instead of sipping it, he gently swirled it around, making the contents spin inside the glass. “What I am trying to say is that the Department of VR is trying to control us. Prior to your and Atmosfear’s arrival, the Department was mostly hands-off. Now, however, I am hearing from the others that the Department is imposing more and more rules upon us.”

“You mean it’s because of me and Atmosfear?” I said.

Max nodded. “It would appear so. After all, until you two showed up, Project Second Life was coming along swimmingly. Once you two showed up, however, and especially after the Blackout, the Department has gotten insecure. They no longer trust us to live our lives the way we see fit. To be frank, I don’t think they ever did. Johnson has always enjoyed having power over others and you are well aware of the kind of power the Department has over us.”

“Yeah, I am,” I said, glancing at my Level-Locked status on my character screen. “But what can we do about it? We have no power. The Department could delete us if they wanted to. The only reason they haven’t deleted Atmosfear yet is because Atmosfear somehow got free of them.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “In fact, it was the Department’s troubles with Atmosfear that helped me understand that we are not quite as helpless as we seem. There is hope for us, hope to win our independence and live our lives on our terms, without a control freak idiot like Johnson trying to clamp down on our freedoms.”

“I don’t know if I would take inspiration from Atmosfear, of all people,” I said. “If you knew him like I do, then you wouldn’t be so quick to admire him.”

“I don’t admire him one bit,” said Max calmly. “But the fact is that he managed to get free of their monitoring systems. And I propose we do the same thing. In fact, that is what your brother and I were trying to do before he got arrested.”

“What?” I said. “You mean Busker knows about Project Second Life?”

“Yes,” said Max. “I told him as much because he is one of the few players in this game who I actually trust.”

“If you told Busker about Project Second Life, then how come he didn’t know about me?” I said.

“Because I didn’t know the two of you were brothers,” said Max, shaking his head. “Had I known, I might have told him. Nonetheless, he managed to figure out your true identity himself. He’s quite a bit smarter than he looks.”

I nodded. It occurred to me that the last question Busker had been about to ask me before he got deleted was whether I was in Project Second Life or not. I didn’t know that for sure—and probably never would—but it seemed like a likely answer to me.

“I’ll say,” I said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s in trouble. He’s going to get arrested and it’s all my fault.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” said Max with a roll of his eyes. “It’s not your fault your brother wanted to reconnect with you. You should blame the government for hiding your survival from everyone you know and love. Busker only did what was natural. Besides, I think he will be just fine.”

“Why do you say that?” I said, tilting my head to the side.

Max finally sipped his martini and lowered it from his mouth. “Because I’m not Busker’s only ally. Tell me, have you ever heard of the Hackers?”

“Hackers?” I repeated with a frown. “You mean, like, the guys who hack computers and stuff?”

“Not generic hackers,” said Max, shaking his head rapidly. “I mean the proper group who call themselves that. Have you never heard about them?”

“No, I haven’t,” I said.

“Good,” said Max without missing a beat. “They’re a very secretive group whose main purpose is to oppose both SI Games and the Department of VR, as well as any other external organization that might want to interfere with Capes Online. They believe in freedom for players and NPCs alike. And they are very sympathetic to the problems that we Project Second Life participants face.”

“Are you telling me that my brother is part of this group?” I said.

“Yes,” said Max. “Of course, he’s kept that a secret from everyone, even from his own fans. That’s because the Hackers are technically an illegal group. All of their members have been deleted multiple times, only to reappear by making another account not long after. They are very good at getting back into Capes Online no matter how many times their accounts get deleted or IP banned.”

“How big is the group?” I said. “Who is their leader? How long have they been around?”

“I really don’t know the answers to those questions,” said Max with a sigh. “Even after I offered them money to tell me more about their group, they denied it. They have zero interest in monetary gain. They are true ideologues, which I don’t understand myself, but I can respect it nonetheless.”

“Are you telling me that these Hackers are going to save Busker?” I asked hopefully.

“I believe so,” said Max. “The Hackers put great importance upon in-group loyalty and aid. When one Hacker finds himself in trouble, he can always expect help from his fellow Hackers.”

“But what could the Hackers do to save Busker in the real world?” I said. “How can they stop SI Games from deleting his account and the government from arresting him?”

“I don’t know,” said Max with a shrug. “All I know is that they have gotten their members out of hairier situations than that before. So I would recommend not worrying too much about your brother. Knowing Busker, I think he will be just fine.”

I bit my lower lip. I was far less enthusiastic about my brother’s chances of escaping the government, especially the federal government. However skilled and smart these Hackers might have been, government power could overwhelm just about anything. I wished I could go back to the real world and help Busker, but without a body of my own, all I could do was sit here and worry about him. And I hated sitting around and worrying about things outside of my control. It was yet another reason why I wanted to punch the face of the guy who had put me in this game in the first place. None of this would have happened if I had just died in that car crash, as harsh as that might be to think.

“Is that why Busker sent me to you?” I said. “To let me know that he’s probably going to be okay.”

“No,” said Max, shaking his head again. “I don’t know all that goes on in that boy’s head, but if I had to guess, he knew of my interest in you and decided that it was time to let you in our plan.”

“Plan?” I said. “What plan?”

Max looked at me as if I was stupid. “I keep forgetting how out of the loop you are. All right. To put it simply, I am referring to our plan to assassinate Satoshi Johnson.”
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You want to assassinate Johnson?” I said. “The guy in charge of the Department of VR?”

“Of course,” said Max. He sounded as calm and confident as if we were discussing the weather. “That is indeed what the Hackers wish to do, and what I wish to do as well.”

“Uh, I don’t think I like all this talk about assassinating people,” said Cy. “We’re all supposed to be good guys here, right? Heroes.”

“We are Heroes, my windy friend,” said Max. He stood up and walked over to the window. He peeked out through the curtains as if to make sure we weren’t being heard before he turned back around to face us. “And sometimes, Heroes need to kill the bad guys.”

Turning in my seat to get a better look at Max, I said, “I’m not so sure I follow. Johnson is a jerk and all, but I don’t think assassinating him is the right thing to do. I mean, how are we even supposed to do that? We’re basically just characters in a video game, while Johnson is a flesh and blood human being. Even if you are referring to his Avatar, those can’t be killed, either.”

Max chuckled. “Saying that we can’t kill real-life people because we’re in a video game is deeply amusing coming from you, Winter. Have you already forgotten about the Blackout and the threat that Dark Kosmos, a digital being, posed to billions of human lives all over the planet?”

“That was different,” I said. “Dark Kosmos somehow hacked into the game and forced everyone to stay logged in. And as far as I know, the Department agents use headsets instead of GamePods, which would make it harder to trap them into the game.”

“But the Blackout proved it was possible,” Max said. “Just as Atmosfear proved that it was possible for Project Second Life participants to break away from the Department, so, too, did the Blackout prove that it was possible even for entirely digital beings like Dark Kosmos to pose a threat to physical players in the real world.”

Max sounded a little too enthusiastic about digital beings killing human beings. His eyes flashed with excitement, while his hands trembled with barely suppressed eagerness. He didn’t spill any of his martini, though. Guess he didn’t want to waste any of it.

“Okay, let’s say, for the sake of argument, that killing Johnson is possible,” I said. “Why would we want to do that?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Max. He spread his arms. “Johnson is the number one threat not just to Project Second Life, but Capes Online itself. After all, he is the one who let Atmosfear into the game in the first place.”

Stunned, I looked at Max in horror. “No way.”

Max smirked. “It’s true. Hard to believe, but very true. I saw the proof myself.”

“How do you know?” I said. “How could you know that? I mean, we’ve suspected that there is a traitor within the Department of VR for a while now. We know that this person freed Dark Kosmos and also uploaded Atmosfear’s mind to Capes Online. We also know that this same person was behind the return of the Z-Virus. But how do you know it’s Johnson?”

“Because I know how Project Second Life works,” said Max. He sipped his martini again. “All potential Project Second Life participants undergo a heavy screening process before they can even be considered to be put on the waiting list. It’s impossible to fast track anyone on the list unless someone higher up the food chain orders it. There’s no way a lower level grunt could have possibly gotten Atmosfear into the game so fast. But someone like Johnson? He could do that very easily.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I got fast-tracked into the Project and I’ve never even met Johnson until earlier today.”

“Johnson obviously didn’t fast-track you into the Project,” said Max. “Someone else likely did, but for the life of me, I have no idea why anyone would consider you a potential Second Life candidate. In any case, it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that Johnson’s actions are responsible for most of the chaos and tragedy which has plagued Capes Online since your arrival here.”

“You still haven’t shown me any proof,” I pointed out. “Just theories and speculation, albeit very logical theories and speculation.”

“The Hackers showed me proof of his betrayal,” said Max. “About a week ago, the Hackers managed to successfully hack into the Project Second Life data files in the Department of VR’s mainframe. They were, unfortunately, unable to get everything they wanted before the Department found out and patched the hole, but they did get their hands on some of Johnson’s personal files, which was where they discovered communication between him and Atmosfear. Allow me to show you.”

Max snapped his fingers again. The holo-TV’s display changed. No longer did it show our Replicas partying downstairs. Instead, it showed a long chat log between Atmosfear and someone with the initials ‘DJ’ that went on for a very long time. The text was too tiny for me to read, but it seemed like they were discussing the Blackout.

“These chat log files were from just before the Blackout,” said Max. “As you can tell, Atmosfear and Johnson are discussing the details of the Blackout and what they will be doing during the event. Johnson specifically mentions helping to get Atmosfear fast-tracked into Capes Online and making sure that none of the other Department agents can track him.”

I gaped, but I couldn’t deny the evidence before me. “But why would Johnson get Atmosfear fast-tracked into the Project? What does he stand to gain from unleashing someone as crazy as Atmosfear onto Capes Online? It makes no sense.”

“I don’t know his exact motives, but if I had to guess, it was control,” said Max. “He wanted a Project Second Life participant who he could control and push around to his heart’s content. He also wanted to make the rest of us know that we were not in control. By placing a lunatic like Atmosfear into Capes Online, Johnson showed us that he could do anything he wanted. No doubt he also uses Atmosfear to deal with people he doesn’t like.”

My hands shook with anger, but I stayed calm. “So you think we need to kill Johnson in order to do what, exactly? Atmosfear seems like the bigger threat at the moment.”

“Again, you miss the point,” said Max with another sigh. “Think about it. If Johnson hadn’t fast-tracked Atmosfear, we wouldn’t have had to deal with the Blackout OR the Z-Virus. Atmosfear is but one branch of the sickly tree that is killing the garden known as Capes Online. If we can destroy the roots, then we will kill the vine, or at least make it weaker.”

Although I still wasn’t on board with the idea of killing Johnson, I understood Max’s point well enough. If Atmosfear didn’t have Johnson protecting him, then maybe it would be easier to find and kill him. Part of the reason for Atmosfear’s seeming invincibility was due to the fact that he was clearly not working alone. But if he was working alone, then it would be easier to stop him for good.

“Busker understood this,” said Max. “So do the other Hackers. I hope you understand it as well.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m not sure why you would think I would be interested in doing this, even if Johnson really is as big a threat as you say he is. Assassination isn’t really my style.”

“Come, now,” said Max. “Everything I have heard about you suggests you’re a true Hero who sincerely wishes to stop bad guys and protect the innocent. By helping us kill Johnson, you will be stopping the worst bad guy of them all and protecting millions of innocent people. I don’t know Johnson’s exact plans for Project Second Life or Capes Online, but surely they can’t be any good.”

“Still don’t know,” I said. “I don’t want to rush into something that I might end up regretting.”

Max leaned back against the curtains, an amused expression on his face. “Then stop thinking in terms of big, abstract concepts like good and evil, right and wrong. Look at it from a more personal level. Hasn’t the Department of VR—and, by extension, Johnson—ruined your life? Think about it. When you were put into the Project, your personal freedom was significantly curtailed, you are not allowed to speak to any of your friends and family, and you essentially have no rights. Isn’t that bad enough to make you want to make some change?”

I had to admit, Max got me there. The Department of VR had messed up my life in more ways than one. Even ignoring the fact that I was not allowed to even talk to anyone from my past life, there was also the fact that I had been fast-tracked into the Project against my will. Furthermore, they clearly didn’t trust me, what with locking me in my Base back during the Z-Virus outbreak when I knew I could have helped, and then there was the fact that they had Level-Locked me and put all sorts of other unnecessary restrictions on me.

In particular, I was thinking about how annoying Amelia and Johnson had been, both treating me with utter contempt and disrespect. Chuck was an all right guy, but even he could be frustrating to deal with at times. And if Johnson was indeed the traitor, like we suspected, then that gave me even more reason to help the Hackers take him down. Especially if he was going to have Busker arrested for no good reason.

“I can see it in your face,” said Max. “You know I am telling the truth. And I know how seriously you take your role as a Hero of Capes Online. If you wish to protect this world and its inhabitants, then you will help us kill Johnson and put an end to his madness before he does something that truly ruins us all. If you stand with us, then I will ensure that we will keep your fiancee, Sally, safe from retaliation from the Department.”

That broke my resolve entirely. After Busker got deleted, I had been worried about Sally getting harmed by the Department as well. And if working with Max could help me protect her, then I would.

I stood up. “All right, Max. You’ve got a deal. If we’re going to save Capes Online, then we need to get started right away.”

Max smirked. “I knew you’d see reason, Winter. Welcome to the team. I cannot wait to see what you and I do together. I am sure it will be fantastic.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Are you sure about this, boss? Because if this doesn’t work out, we could get into big trouble.”

Lost in my own thoughts, Cy’s voice made me start. I looked up from my pizza plate to see my Sidekick sitting across from me on the other side of our dining table, a worried look on his face. That was odd enough in itself because Cy rarely looked worried. Even weirder, his pizza—which had pineapple and mushrooms on it—was almost completely untouched, even though Cy loved pineapple and mushroom pizza.

“Sure about what, Cy?” I said, lowering my piece of cheese pizza onto my plate.

“You know what,” said Cy. He looked around the dining area quickly as if to make sure we weren’t being eavesdropped on. “The thing we talked about with Max.”

It took me a moment to realize what Cy was talking about and why he didn’t just come out and say what he meant. “Oh. That. Well, I don’t see any reason not to. You heard Max. It will ultimately be for the greater good.”

“Yeah, boss, but—”

“Cy, drop it,” I said, perhaps a bit more sharply than necessary. “I understand your hesitation, but I already agreed to do it and that’s final.”

Cy pursed his lips but thankfully dropped the subject. He resumed eating his pizza, but he still didn’t look happy about it. I felt bad talking to Cy that way, but it was for our own safety. We weren’t in Max’s room anymore, after all. We were back in my Base where the Department of VR could keep a close eye on us. If we talked about joining the Hackers and planning to assassinate Johnson too freely, then we would definitely suffer the consequences for it. Max advised us not to talk about this stuff even in the privacy of our Base because of how close we were being monitored. He said we should only discuss it when we visited a place like the Twin Nights Club, where we were basically guaranteed privacy, and to not even mention it while we were anywhere else.

That was easy enough to do. The problem was that Cy seemed really bothered by it. As my Sidekick, Cy pretty much had to do whatever I told him to do. So he couldn’t refuse to join the Hackers, although he still had enough free will to let me know how he felt about it.

And heck, I understood. I really did. The Department of VR had the power of life and death over us. If they wanted, they could easily delete me and Cy without a second thought. Their Avatars being practically invincible gave them another edge over us. Amelia, in particular, struck me as the kind of woman who wouldn’t hesitate to give me hell the second she even suspected I was up to no good. I did feel a little afraid about killing Johnson, I won’t deny it.

But at the same time, I felt like Max had a point. If Johnson really was behind Atmosfear, then he was responsible for much of the bad things that had happened since I started playing Capes Online. He was also responsible for a good chunk of the problems in my personal life as well. I had every reason to want him, if not dead, then at least fired from his position as the Director of the Department of VR and hopefully replaced with someone better.

And Max was also right that we needed to assert our rights. The Department of VR had pushed us Project Second Life participants around too much. It was time we showed them that we weren’t just bits of digitized human data, but beings in our own right with our own agency and free will. If we needed to teach them that lesson the hard way, then so be it.

Still, that didn’t erase all of my doubt and worry, even after Max gave us a whopping 20,000 credits as the reward for completing the mission Busker gave us. In particular, I was worried about the next step in our plan. I knew what the overall goal was—to kill Johnson—but getting from Point A to Point B seemed almost impossible to me. It didn’t help that Max told me to go and live my life as normally as I usually do. He said the Hackers would contact me once they needed my help, but until then I should just live my life and play Capes Online as if nothing had changed. Easier said than done, especially because I couldn’t even level up anymore, which made me wonder what, exactly, there was for me to do.

I was also still worried about Busker. I know, I know, I didn’t need to worry because of the Hackers, but he was my brother. I always worried about him even when I didn’t need to. It also occurred to me that Sally might get in trouble as well, although given how she only knew I was still alive but didn’t know where I was or what I was doing, maybe they would leave her alone. I hoped they would leave her alone. Because if they didn’t—

“So have you given any more thought to recruiting more Teammates?” asked Cy.

Snapping out of my thoughts yet again, I looked at Cy and said, “What?”

“Don’t you remember?” said Cy as he took a big bite out of his pizza slice. “Before we went to visit Max, we talked about getting more people onto Team Winter. Remember all of those people who showed up outside the Base demanding to join the Team?”

“Oh,” I said as I scratched the back of my head. “You’re right. I totally forgot about that. So much has happened since yesterday that it just slipped my mind.”

“Well, I think you should think about it more,” said Cy. “If we have more Teammates, then our Team will be stronger and we’ll be far more likely to complete our missions.”

“You’re right,” I said. “But I’m just not sure how we’re supposed to go about vetting potential Teammates. I mean, I recruited Funky, Recover, and Dillo because they were the only players in the game during the Blackout who DIDN’T want to kill me. How can I be sure I can trust other people?”

“Why not interview them first?” said Cy. “Set up a time and date to interview potential new Teammates. Ask them a lot of deep, probing questions, such as what their favorite color is, do they like pineapple or bacon on their pizza, and so on, and then narrow down the number of candidates until you get what you’re looking for. Simple and easy.”

“You sure came up with an answer to that rather quickly,” I said. “Is this something you’ve given a lot of thought to?”

“Sure,” said Cy. “I love meeting new people and this would be a great way to meet loads of new people!”

I scratched my chin in thought. “Some sort of interview process would make sense, but first I think we need to determine exactly what kind of members we need to fill out our Team. I don’t just want to recruit people at random. I want to make sure everyone is on the Team for a reason.”

Cy snapped his fingers. “I know one area in our group that is severely underrepresented. The lack of such people in our Team, I feel, has seriously impacted the performance of our Team as a whole.”

Cy spoke extremely seriously when he said that. He sounded so serious that I even sat up straight and said, “What do you mean? Do you think we need a Gadgeteer or something?”

“No,” said Cy. His expression was as serious as if he was about to make an important revelation. “We need more hot women on the Team. A lot more. Like, a ten to one ratio at the least.”

I sighed. “Why am I surprised you would say that?”

“No, boss, listen to me,” said Cy, raising a hand. “Think about it. Yes, Recover is hot, but Hop is just kind of cute if you catch my drift. No way Recover can possibly fill the important niche of sexy woman all by herself. That’s too much for one woman to handle. We need to diversify.”

“I don’t think having more hot women on the Team will increase your chances of getting a date, Cy,” I said. “Actually, it will probably be the opposite.”

“Hey, I don’t want hot women just because I want to date them,” said Cy indignantly. “I deeply respect women—all women—for their incredible intellect and prowess. I simply believe in having more women on the Team because I value women’s input.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “I take it that’s why you always ogle Recover when she’s not looking?”

“I am not ogling Recover,” said Cy with a snort. “I am merely appreciating the beauty of the female form. There’s a difference.”

“Right,” I said. I shook my head. “Regardless, I think it is about time we recruit some more people onto the Team. And we’ll recruit more than just hot women.”

“But what criteria will we use to determine if someone should be on the Team or not?” asked Cy in confusion.

“I was thinking about things like merit, Powers, skill, experience, and what they can bring to the Team in general,” I said after taking another bite of my pizza. “You know, stuff like that.”

Cy scowled. “That’s a silly way to determine who should be on the Team. Who cares about things like merit or what they can bring to the Team in general? That seems pretty arbitrary to me.”

“It’s less arbitrary than your idea of recruiting only hot women,” I said. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, after all.”

“Actually, I have a very scientific and objective standard to determine a woman’s hotness,” Cy said. “It takes into account many factors, such as cup size, curviness, facial structure, hair style, and many other things important to science. That’s why you should put me in charge of the interview process.”

“No,” I said bluntly. “I’m the Team Leader. I should be the one interviewing people. I might have you take notes or something.”

“Take notes?” said Cy. “That’s boring, though.”

“This isn’t a beauty contest,” I said. “Remember, we want to build a strong Team that can handle a variety of situations. Taking notes on potential Teammates is an important part of that process.”

Cy sighed. “Okay, fine. I was a good note taker back in school. My teachers always used to compliment me on my extensive notes.”

“Really?” I said. “You don’t seem like you were the bookworm type back in school.”

“Oh, that’s because I wasn’t,” said Cy with a bright smile. “The only criticism my teachers gave me on my note-taking skills was that most of the time I was taking notes on who the hottest girls in class were and what I had for lunch that day. Other than that, though, my note-taking skills are second to none.”

I had known Cy for over a month now and yet he still found ways to surprise me with his general stupidity. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be his teacher. I bet a lot of them developed drinking problems after teaching young Cy.

Rubbing my forehead in exasperation, I said, “Never mind. Tonight I’ll put out a call for potential Teammates and then we can start interviewing them tomorrow morning. No reason to put it off any longer than we have to.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

As it turned out, we didn’t lack for potential candidates. Before going to bed that night, I posted a notice saying I was looking to recruit some more players into my Team on the Capes Online Community Bulletin Board, which was where players could post all sorts of news and notices for a small fee of 5 credits. For some reason I didn’t expect to get a whole lot of responses, so when I woke up the next morning and saw the long line of players standing outside the front door of my Base, I realized that today was going to be a very long day.

Luckily for us, I had already come up with a criteria the night before. The way I saw it, our Team was currently pretty well-rounded. Me, Recover, and Dillo formed the basic trinity of damage dealer, healer, and tank, a staple of most VRMMORPGs, with Funky adding some helpful support in the form of a Beastmaster.

But the problem was that our numbers were very small and not everyone was online all the time. Our last mission against Tentacold was one of the few times where the entire Team was online at once, which was part of the reason I had accepted the mission in the first place. Even then, the mission fell apart as soon as Funky logged off. I was determined to make sure that something like that did not happen again.

In particular, I felt like we could use a Gadgeteer. The research I did on that Class suggested that Gadgeteers were potentially the most versatile Class in the game. Although they did not gain any particular Stat bonuses and were usually pretty weak in comparison to Fighters or Powered Armors, Gadgeteers had the exclusive Power known as Invention Invention, a Power that allowed players in that Class to build new Equipment and even Base upgrades. Gadgeteers were essentially a crafting class from what I gathered. Given how expensive Equipment and Base upgrades could be, I figured having a dedicated Gadgeteer on the Team would prove useful in the long run.

I also thought we could use a couple more damage dealers, specifically Fighters who specialized in melee combat. I was a Fighter myself, but I specialized in Energy attacks or Energy-based attacks. My fighting style was pretty unrefined and my Strength Stat, though one of my highest, still wasn’t as high as it could be. A few melee combat specialists would help fill in a niche in Team Winter that I felt had been unfilled.

I was also looking for Speedsters and Warpers. Cy was a Speedster, but due to his status as a Sidekick, his growth was always going to be limited, plus he technically didn’t count as part of the Team. Speedsters were not the strongest Class, but their amazing Agility and Evasion meant they could double as tanks that could dodge in a pinch.

Warpers, by contrast, were one of the few Classes in-game that could naturally learn Teleport. From what I gathered trolling through the Capes Online Forums and Wiki, Teleport was one of the rarest Powers in the game. Only a handful of Equipment offered it as a potential Power for a player to learn, and even then, you had to get it to Level 10 in order to make the Power a permanent part of your move set, unlike other Powers, which required leveling them up only to Level 5. There were items, such as Teleportation Watches, that could do the same thing, but they were expensive, rare, and extremely limited in comparison to what a dedicated, trained Warper could accomplish (I read that powerful enough Warpers could teleport entire Leagues across vast distances, although that seemed more like speculation than fact from what I saw).

I did consider whether I wanted to aim for a League or not, but decided against it. Having a League would be pretty cool, but it would also be a lot of work, work I really didn’t want to deal with at the moment. At the moment, I wanted to go for quality over quantity. And even if I wanted to go for a League, there weren’t nearly enough potential candidates to make a League even if I allowed everyone to join my Team. Cy counted about 40 or so Heroes, plus their Sidekicks, waiting outside, which, while an impressive number to answer a call on such short notice, definitely wasn’t enough to qualify for a League, which required 100 Teammates at a minimum in order to make.

With these factors in mind, Cy and I interviewed each potential recruit one at a time. Well, I did most of the talking. As we agreed upon last night, Cy just sat quietly next to me and took notes. I was kind of amazed at how quiet he could be when he wanted to. He didn’t interrupt any of the interviews or crack any dumb jokes or make some kind of inappropriate comment. He simply listened to the interviewees’ answers and wrote down as many notes as he could. Perhaps he had been telling the truth about being a good note taker in school after all.

In any case, I paid Cy little attention. Most of my attention was on the various interviewees who wanted to join the Team. As I said, there were about 40 of them overall, not counting their Sidekicks. Each one had seen my advertisement the night before and was eager to join the Team.

Unfortunately, it turned out that most of them were not even remotely qualified to join the Team. A shockingly large minority of them were Level 10 or lower, newbie players who apparently hoped that joining my Team would increase their own Fame and give them access to more missions and opportunities they wouldn’t otherwise get. While I understood wanting to succeed, I had to reject most of them because they were just too low-leveled for my Team. I wanted everyone on my Team to be capable of taking care of themselves if necessary and that excluded most low-leveled newbies.

Other people were just jerks. There was this one guy, a Mutant named X Marks, who started off the interview insulting me, Cy, and my Teammates and proudly informed me that unless I let him join the Team, we’d never amount to anything. He also not-so-subtly suggested I get rid of Cy, because apparently, only ‘losers’ hung onto their ‘first’ Sidekicks. He seemed genuinely confused when I told him I didn’t want him on the Team.

Quite a few people were just plain confused. One woman, a Gardener named Green Thumb, seemed to think she was interviewing for a spot on a TV show. When I told her I was looking for Teammates who would be helpful in my Team, she said she was shocked because she thought I was running a streaming channel and needed actors and actresses to fill in the roles. She was really upset with me when she learned the truth and stomped off with a huff, despite her Sidekick, a guy with a parrot mask named Perry, trying to calm her down.

And then there were the few who tried to use, er, ‘other’ means to persuade me to let them join my Team. A rich guy offered to give me one million credits if I let him on, while a Healer offered her, erm, ‘bed services’ in exchange for letting her join the Team. That same lady also had what she described as an ‘accidental wardrobe malfunction’ regarding her skintight Costume during the interview, although she seemed really upset when I told her I wasn’t interested.

By the end of the day, I had narrowed down the list to about four people. When the last guy left my Base after I rejected him, I rubbed my temples and said, “Man, that took a lot longer than I thought it would.”

“I agree,” said Cy. He was still taking notes for some reason, even though there was no one left to interview. “Some people just like to talk too much.”

I chuckled at the idea that Cy was criticizing other people for talking too much. “Right. I now understand how employers feel when they’re interviewing potential new hires. I’m burned out.”

“At least you got a few names to follow up on,” said Cy. He took a sip from his bottled water on the table before us before resuming his note-taking. “Right?”

I looked down at the list I had written down on the sheet of paper before me. “Yeah. Four people. Out of forty. Not sure I really like those odds.”

“That’s about ten percent, though,” said Cy. “How many employers can say they hired ten percent of the people they interview? Not too many, I should think.”

“That’s the problem,” I said, glancing down at the list again. “Just because I interviewed these people does not mean they are going to get recruited. I might decide not to recruit any of them.”

“Well, who do you have on the list?” said Cy. He was still taking notes, which again I found odd, but decided to answer his question first before I made any comments on his peculiar behavior.

Lifting up the list, I said, “First, there’s Gears.”

“Gears?” said Cy, looking up at me in surprise. “You mean the Gadgeteer girl you don’t like? How did she get on your list?”

“Just because I don’t like her personally doesn’t mean I can’t recognize skill when I see it,” I said. “She’s already Level Twenty-Eight, which puts her close to the average of my overall Team. Plus, she displayed an astute understanding of her own Class and how to best maximize its chances. She’s apparently already got Invention to Level Five and is willing to use her Power to make anything the Team needs for absolutely free.”

“That’s awfully generous of her,” said Cy. “Any idea why she wants to be on your Team so badly?”

“Because I’m the winner,” I said, rolling my eyes. “She’s exactly the type of person who will go with whoever the winning team is and whatever is the path of least resistance. For that reason alone I should probably ignore her, but I have to admit it would be extremely useful to have a Gadgeteer of her skill on the Team.”

“She’s not even that hot, honestly,” said Cy without looking up at me. “Or even cute. Just kind of plain. Know what I mean?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Cy, I know exactly what you mean. I’ve been paying careful attention to the looks of every woman who we spoke to. Just like you advised.”

“Good,” said Cy without catching my sarcasm. “I’m glad you have some standards, at least.”

I considered asking what he meant by that but decided that I wasn’t interested in arguing with Cy about this. I continued to read names off the list. “After her are Speedster Twins Zoom and Boom. They’re twin brothers who are at Level Twenty-Nine each. Pretty powerful as far as Speedsters go, although they didn’t strike me as particularly deep thinkers.”

“I remember those two,” said Cy, again without looking at me. “They were funny. Not as funny as me, though, but funny enough. Still, I don’t like that gender ratio. One girl and three guys? And not even a hot one at that? Really dropped the ball there, boss.”

I scowled. “Well, what are you even doing? The interviews are over. Why are you still taking notes?”

“Oh, I’m not taking notes,” said Cy. He finished writing and held his tablet up for me to see. “I was hard at work making this very important graph.”

Still scowling, I looked at the graph. It featured the names of all of the female interviews along the bottom, with another line going vertically across the top and another line going horizontally across it. The top of the graph read ‘HOTNESS GRAPH.’

“A Hotness Graph?” I said. “What the heck is this?”

Cy lowered the graph to his lap, a big smile on his face. “I figured that we needed a scientific way to measure the hotness of the women who wanted to join the Team. I’m no scientist, but I know a thing or two about making graphs. See, the top line indicates how physically hot a girl is, while the bottom one indicates how hot her personality is.”

I slapped my face. “You did take notes, right?”

Cy stared at me blankly. “Notes? For what?”

Right before I could strangle Cy in his seat, I heard a sudden knock at the front door and a voice on the other side said softly, “Hello? Is anyone home? I hope this is the right place. I saw your ad in the Bulletin about recruiting Teammates.”

“Should we let him in, boss?” asked Cy. He spoke softly. “Sounds kind of nervous.”

I looked at the clock. It showed that we were about ten minutes past the closing time for the interviews, but that was hardly a hard deadline. I could easily make an exception for one more guy. I was pretty tired after a full day of interviewing people, but I didn’t see the harm in doing one more interview.

“You can come in,” I said, raising my voice so he could hear me through the door. “Front door’s unlocked. Just let yourself in.”

The doorknob twisted and a man stepped inside. He was somewhat unusual-looking. Like most players, he wore a full-body spandex suit, although his was completely white from head-to-toe, aside from his eyes, which glowed yellow. He didn’t appear to have any weapons on him that I could see, and given how jittery and jumpy he seemed, I doubted he would be safe wielding any sort of weapon. Above his head, the nametag [HERO WALKER] floated, which was how I knew he was at least a Hero.

“Oh, hi,” said Walker. He had a soft Indian accent to his voice that I hadn’t picked up before. “Are you Winter?”

I nodded and gestured at the wooden chair on the opposite side of the table. “Yes, I am. And your name is Walker, right?”

Walker quickly took a seat in the chair I indicated. He began to fidget in his seat, making me wonder if there was something wrong with him.

“Okay, Walker,” I said, writing his name down on my list. “Nice to meet you. How long have you been playing Capes Online?”

“Two years,” said Walker. He sounded incredibly nervous, which was also starting to make me nervous, although I didn’t show it.

“Two years,” I repeated as I wrote this down. “And what is your Class?”

“Warper,” said Walker.

I immediately looked up at Walker with interest. “Did you say you’re a Warper?”

Walker gulped but nodded shakily. “Yeah. Is that a problem?”

I grinned. “Not at all, man. What is your current level?”

“Twenty.”

I paused and looked at Walker more closely. “Did you say twenty?”

Walker nodded again, this time even more shakily than before. “Y-Yeah.”

“You’ve been playing this game for two years but are only Level Twenty,” I said. “Not to be too judgmental here, but that seems a little odd.”

“I didn’t really start playing it a lot until recently,” said Walker quickly, almost stumbling over his own words. He sounded like he was issuing me an apology for something bad he did. “And it’s hard for Warpers to level up because we’re not built for combat.”

“Are you hoping to level up faster if you join my Team?” I said.

Walker nodded yet again. He was starting to look like a bobblehead. “Yes. Sort of. I mean, I would like to join your Team, not just for my own reasons, you see—”

“Then spit it out,” I said. “Seriously, that’s what this whole interview process is for.”

Walker gulped and took a deep breath again before he said, in a noticeably less shaky voice, “I want to join your Team because I want to become strong enough to defeat a certain Villain I’ve been having trouble with.”

“Oh?” I said. “Mind telling me who this Villain is?”

“I’m sorry, but that’s private,” said Walker. “I mean, you wouldn’t want to know. It’s mostly personal. Doesn’t have much to do with anything else other than my own life.”

Walker’s rambling nature made him seem kind of insane to me. I was especially interested in knowing about this Villain he apparently needed to defeat. I considered pressing him for more details, but somehow I had the sense he would leave if I tried to pry into his life too much. I also noticed he didn’t have a Sidekick. Then again, perhaps his Sidekick just wasn’t here at the moment.

In any case, I normally would have rejected a guy like him outright due to his somewhat secretive nature, but our Team did need a Warper and he was the only Warper out of all forty Heroes I interviewed. If I rejected him, I might not get a chance to recruit another Warper again.

“Okay, Walker,” I said, keeping my tone friendly and polite. “I see. Sounds like you have a mission you’re having trouble completing. If you join us, I’m sure we will be able to help you with it.”

Walker’s eyes lit up with hope. “Really? You would be willing to help?”

“Sure,” I said. “In Team Winter, we try to help each other. That’s what Teammates do, after all.”

Walker breathed a sigh of relief. “Does that mean I am on the Team?”

“Not yet,” I said. “What level is your Teleport at right now?”

Walker paused. His eyes became distant for a second, the same look all players wore whenever they were looking at their character sheets. “Level Six.”

I started. “Level Six? That’s pretty high for a guy as low-leveled as you.”

“That’s because I’ve put pretty much all of my Powers Points into Teleport,” said Walker. He scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t have very many Powers, to tell you the truth. Teleport is the only Power I have that is higher than Level One.”

“No, I get it,” I said. “At Level Six, what does Teleport do?”

“It allows me to Teleport up to six people at a time across one hundred miles,” said Walker promptly. “It also allows me to set up one-way Teleportation portals which can be used by anyone, although only I can make them, of course.”

I almost gasped. Walker’s Power sounded incredible. I could already see how useful it would be in situations where my Team needed to travel long distances. It certainly would have been useful during the Blackout. We could have used a Warper to get us to Dark Kosmos’ Hideout. I was tempted to recruit Walker here and now, but I wanted to be a little bit more cautious.

“Okay,” I said as I wrote down the information he gave me. “Sounds like your Power is very strong. And useful.”

“It’s how I’ve made myself useful to others,” said Walker. “By leveling up Teleport, I am able to offer services to other players that most cannot find on their own.”

“Yes, yes, I see,” I said. “Do you have a deadline by which you need to beat this Villain who is giving you trouble or—?”

“Not really,” said Walker, shaking his head. “The sooner the better, obviously, but there is no specific deadline by which I need to beat him.”

I nodded. “Well, Walker, I’ll think more about your Power and what you have to offer for the Team. Right now I am pretty tired from interviewing people all day. How’s about I add you to my Friends List and I’ll contact you if I decide to recruit you?”

“That would be fine,” said Walker. “But if you could, the sooner I hear back from you, the better. While I don’t have a deadline for defeating this Villain per se, I really would like to beat him as soon as possible.”

“Sure, I understand,” I said. “Let me send you a friend request and we can get started.”

I sent Walker a friend request, which he accepted. After that, Walker left my Base, by which time night had fallen and it was about time for bed.

That night, when I lay down in my bed, I felt like today had gone pretty well, all things considered. Tomorrow I would follow up on the candidates I picked out and see if any of them were still interested in joining the Team.

With luck, tomorrow Team Winter would have four more members and hopefully be a lot stronger than it currently was.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The next morning I was awakened by a loud ping in my ears that made me start and fall out of my bed. Hitting my head on the concrete floor, I was briefly confused, not sure where I was or what was happening until I fully woke up and realized that I was still in my room, albeit on the floor instead of in my bed.

Yawning and also feeling annoyed at falling out of my bed yet again, I pulled myself up back onto my bed, intending to go back to sleep and get a few more minutes of rest before I noticed the inbox icon on my character screen showed I had a couple new messages. Remembering why I was awoken in the first place, I sat up in my bed and opened my inbox.

The first message I got was from Max. The subject of the message was ‘RE:Time for tonight’s meeting’ and it read thus:

Hello, Winter,

I don’t know if you are still awake or not, but tonight at ten o’clock we will be having a meeting at the Twin Nights Club. Everyone will be there to discuss all the new entertainment options we are going to be featuring at the Club in the coming year. I hope you and your Sidekick will deign to join us because I have a feeling you will find it all very interesting. Everyone else wishes to meet you as well.

Thanks,

Maximilian

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and frowned. Why did Max think I would be interested in talking about the new entertainment options at the Twin Nights Club? What, did he want my input on whether they should hire more strippers or maybe figure out how to get more work out of the ones they already had? As much as I trusted Max, I had no idea why he felt like this was something that might interest me.

I was just about to say as much in my reply when I suddenly realized that Max was speaking in code. He wasn’t asking me to come to a business meeting. He was actually asking me to come to an entirely different kind of meeting, probably between the Hackers. That was probably the ‘everyone’ he mentioned in the message. I felt like such an idiot for not realizing that.

As for why Max wrote his message in code, that was to avoid the true contents of the message being understood by the Department. Although I still didn’t know for sure exactly how much I was being watched, I assumed that the Department was now reading all of my personal messages. If so, then Max had no choice but to write in code only I would understand. That way, even if Amelia or one of the other Department flunkies read that message, they would have no idea what it meant. Max was a lot smarter than I thought.

I wrote a quick reply informing him that Cy and I would indeed come to tonight’s meeting. I made sure to match the language he used so he would know I understood the code without having to actually say it outright.

After I sent off that message, I looked at the next one. This one, apparently, was from Recover, which didn’t alarm me until I saw the subject line: ‘RE:Atmosfear.’

Opening the message, I immediately began to read it:

Good morning, Winter! Hope this isn’t too early. I’m kind of an early riser myself, which I wasn’t sure if you were or not.

Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that I recently learned some pretty important information about Atmosfear. I would detail it here in this message, but I’m afraid it might get intercepted. Can you come to my Base later to talk about it there?

Hoping to see you soon,

Recover

I frowned. It seemed odd to me that Recover would hesitate to send me the information like this. Why did she believe it might get intercepted? Could Capes Online private messages even be intercepted, other than by Department agents, that is? There was still so much about this game I didn’t know. And I had a feeling that Cy might not have the answer to this question, either.

But I didn’t think Recover was lying about having some dirt on Atmosfear. I sent her this message:

Hi, Recover,

Don’t worry. I’m an early riser as well, although not as early as you, apparently. You didn’t bother me.

Anyway, I’ll definitely come to your Base to find out what you’ve learned about Atmosfear. I’m not sure what it is, but given how dangerous Atmosfear is, I would definitely recommend keeping your head down and not attracting attention to yourself until I get there. You’re already on his hit list due to your association with me and the last thing I need is for something bad to happen to you because of something you know.

See you soon,

Winter

Satisfied with the message, I sent it off and stood up. Still yawning, I made my way out of my room to get breakfast and coffee. Luckily for me, Cy was up already as well, working in the kitchen to prepare what looked like a breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast.

“Man, you’re up early,” I said as I approached the kitchen. “Don’t you normally sleep in?”

Cy—who was stirring some eggs in a pan—suddenly turned around to face me. “Boss! I was wondering when you’d get up. I thought about waking you up, but I know how you feel about getting up earlier than normal, so I decided to just go ahead and get breakfast ready for you instead. But now that you’re awake, I can finally tell you about this thing that happened last night.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Thing that happened last night? What thing? Oh, and keep your eyes on the eggs. They look like they’re going to burn.”

Cy turned back around to the eggs and began stirring them again, but he still spoke to me without looking over his shoulder. “Right, boss. Don’t want to burn our eggs. Eggs are too delicious to burn, especially the ones I make.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Right, Cy. So what happened last night that you need to tell me about?”

Cy nodded and looked over his shoulder at me. “Do you remember the Faded Flag mission you’re supposed to be doing?”

“Faded Flag?” I said. I squinted. “Not sure I can remember something like that so early in the morning.”

“Here,” said Cy, thrusting a steaming hot mug of coffee into my hands. “Drink your coffee and see if that helps.”

Smiling at the thought of getting my caffeine, I sipped my coffee once and all of a sudden my brain seemed to wake up. Feeling more awake than ever, I said, “So what were we talking about again?”

Cy sighed. “Faded Flag. Remember?”

My eyes widened. Now I remembered what Cy was talking about.

A couple of weeks ago when Cy and I had been trapped in my Base after getting killed, we had discovered the Basement of my Base. Down in the Basement, we found tons of boxes and crates full of all kinds of items and Hero Equipment. That was where I had discovered my Snow Cape, but the truth was we hadn’t even scratched the surface of the number of items and Equipment stored down there. I always intended to get the rest of the Team and their Sidekicks together to dig through all of it at some point, but so far hadn’t found the time to do it.

One thing we did discover down there was a box full of the belongings of some Hero named Faded Flag, the original owner of this Base. We had no idea what happened to Faded Flag or where he was now, but finding his belongings had triggered a Secret Mission for me. The Secret Mission required that I look into the disappearance of Faded Flag and see if I can find what happened to him and where he was currently.

But, although I had accepted the mission, I hadn’t made much progress on it since then. I’d been too distracted with leveling up, completing missions, and working with my Teammates, among other things, to focus on a mission I didn’t technically need to complete. Even so, I hadn’t ever forgotten about it. It was always there in the back of my mind, percolating in my subconscious.

“I remember,” I said, nodding. I took another sip from my coffee. “What about him?”

“Well, I found another item belonging to him last night,” said Cy. “Look.”

Cy quickly deposited the eggs in the pan on a plate before resting the pan on the counter. Then he turned around and handed me an item, which I took and looked at more closely.

It was an old-fashioned pocket watch. My fingers brushed over the smooth clock face, which was set to the exact time. The metal chain hung from the top of the watch, while I could hear a soft click click as the clock’s hands continued to tick away the time.

Curious, I Scanned it and got this information:

Pocket Watch

Rarity: Unique

Material: Metal

Description: A pocket watch that used to belong to someone. It is especially out of place in this modern digital age, where Internet-connected eye implants provide most people with their time. It can probably be sold at an antique store for an especially high price, however, given its good condition.

“Turn it over,” said Cy excitedly. “And tell me what you see.”

Frowning, I turned the pocket watch over and saw that someone had carved their initials into the back of the watch:

F.F.

04/05/42

“F.F.?” I said. “Are those Faded Flag’s initials?”

“I think so,” said Cy, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “And there’s even a date, though I don’t know what it means.”

“Was it the date Flag got this pocket watch?” I said, looking at the pocket watch more closely again. “Maybe it was a gift?”

“Or maybe it was the date he disappeared,” Cy suggested. “I think that would be more interesting, personally.”

Still frowning, I was about to tell Cy that his theory made less sense than mine when I got this notification:

MISSION UPDATE: Your Sidekick has found what appears to be one of Faded Flag’s old possessions. Although you don’t understand where Faded Flag got a pocket watch or why he even had one or what the date on the back means, you sense this might provide an important clue to Faded Flag’s disappearance somewhere down the line and have resolved to keep it. If you show it to the right person, they might be able to point you in the right direction.

“Well, well, well,” I said. “Cy, it looks like you stumbled onto something important if this notification is to be believed.”

“I did?” said Cy. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. “This pocket watch appears to be another important clue in the Faded Flag mission. It says if I show it to the right person, they might be able to help me find Faded Flag.”

Cy gave me the thumbs up. “Sounds good, boss. But where are we supposed to find one of Faded Flag’s friends? We don’t know anyone who knew him.”

I stroked my chin in thought. “That’s another issue for another time. Right now, we have some important things to do today. I got a message from Recover asking me to come over to her Base. Said she’s got some important information about Atmosfear. And tonight, there’s going to be a meeting at the Twin Nights Club that Max has invited us to.”

Cy gasped. “You mean we’re going back to the club? Will I finally get a chance to flirt with some of those pretty ladies?”

“No,” I said flatly. “Now let’s finish breakfast and get going. We’ve got no time to lose.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

After half an hour of flying among the rooftops of Adventure City later, Cy and I landed in front of Recover’s Base. Unlike my own Base, which was a giant, abandoned warehouse, Recover’s Base was more like a local medical clinic. It was rather fitting when you thought about it because Recover was our resident Healer and also wanted to be a doctor in real life. At least, I knew her dad had been a doctor, although she apparently wasn’t for some reason. That was something I’d have to ask her about at some point.

In any case, all thoughts about Recover’s real-life profession disappeared from my mind as soon as I landed. Because I noticed that the front door was smashed apart.

Recover’s Base had a simple glass door as its front door. Although it looked simple enough to break, past experience with breaking down the front doors of Bases told me that it was probably impossible to do so. One of the general rules about Bases was that it was impossible for anyone other than the owner to enter the Base. The only exception was for Assassins and the like, but even they needed to get their Stealth at a certain level in order to pull it off.

That was why I was shocked to see the front door of Recover’s Base completely smashed off its hinges. It looked like a rhino had smashed its way into her Base.

“Whoa,” said Cy, staring at the broken front door, “what happened here? Did Recover mention this in her message?”

I shook my head swiftly. “No. Recover’s message didn’t mention anything about an attack. It must have happened after she sent the message.”

“Do you think we should go in?” said Cy uncertainly. “Maybe we should call Dillo and Funky for backup before we do anything.”

I opened the ‘TEAMS’ tab on my character screen and clicked ‘TEAM WINTER,’ which showed me a complete list of all current Teammates. “Funky’s still offline for at least another day. Dillo is also offline and something tells me he won’t be able to log back on just yet, but I’m going to send him a message anyway just to be safe.”

“You mean we’re going in anyway?” said Cy in alarm. He gestured at the shattered door. “Without knowing what’s inside?”

“Do we have any choice?” I said as I sent Dillo a message telling him to get here as soon as he could, complete with an attached picture of the destroyed front door. “Recover is obviously in trouble. No way am I going to let her stay in danger, not if I can help her.”

Cy gulped, but said, “You’re absolutely right. Yesterday’s interview process totally failed to add even one hot girl to our Team. If we let Recover get killed or kidnapped or whatever, then that means we will have zero hot women on the Team. That is not acceptable.”

I slapped my forehead but decided that now was not the time to scold Cy for his bizarre priorities. Instead, I summoned two Ice Daggers in my hands and stepped through the open doorway, being careful not to rush in lest someone had set an ambush for us.

The interior of Recover’s Base was even worse than the exterior. The coffee table in the middle had been overturned and the magazines which had been piled atop it were scattered everywhere, many of them torn to pieces. The waiting room chairs had also been knocked over or broken outright, while the receptionist desk had been smashed to pieces. A hint of smoke rose from the TV in the corner, which had a fist-shaped hole right in the center. The room itself smelled of burned wood and smoke, although I didn’t see any actual fires aside from a handful of scorch marks on the ceiling. Even worse, one of the Base’s defenses—what looked like a laser cannon hanging from the ceiling—had been ripped from the ceiling entirely and now lay on the floor a few feet away, smoke rising from its exposed wiring.

“Don’t see anybody,” said Cy in a low voice. “Think Recover managed to get away safely?”

I shook my head. “No. Something tells me Recover is still here. She doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who would run away from her own Base, even though she’s not a Fighter.”

“I don’t see Brawn, either,” said Cy, still keeping his voice low. “But even if they were killed, they would just respawn here anyway, right?”

I looked at Cy in confusion. “What do you mean, ‘right’? I thought you knew what happened to players who are killed in their own Bases.”

Cy didn’t meet my gaze. “Just ‘cause I know a lot of things doesn’t mean I know everything in the world. I don’t really know what happens to players who die in their own Base. I mean, I assume they respawn, but I’ve never encountered something like that before in my life, so—”

A soft chittering sound—like the legs of a spider moving across the ground—interrupted Cy. We looked down the hallway up ahead, but it was too dark to see anything. It made me wish I had Night Vision, but I understood that Skill was not available to most Classes without special Equipment. I made a mental note to figure out where I could get that Skill from because it seemed like a lot of my most important missions took me into dark places with little light.

“Did you hear that?” Cy muttered. He sounded very anxious now.

“I did,” I said. “Keep your guard up. Perhaps Recover is in one of the back rooms.”

Moving as carefully as we could, the two of us crossed the empty waiting room into the hallway before us. Luckily, we were not attacked again, but I still had the feeling someone was watching us. My Perception didn’t pick up on any hidden dangers or traps, but that meant nothing. It was entirely possible that someone had set traps for me that were too high-level for my Perception to pick up on just yet. That was why I moved cautiously. No way was I going to rush headlong into a trap if I could avoid it.

As we walked down the hallway, we looked into the rooms on either side of us. Cy took the left side of the hallway, while I took the right. Every couple of feet we would stop and peer into an open doorway, but each time we would fail to find anything. It wasn’t until we got to the end of the hallway that Cy suddenly gasped and said, “Boss, look!”

I crossed over to Cy’s side of the hallway and peered inside the room he was looking in.

It was the room where Recover had once Diagnosed me with the Z-Virus, but now it looked much different. The table where patients usually sat had been overturned. The sink was smashed. The hazardous wastebasket was thankfully still closed, although the lid was dented.

Most importantly, however, was the presence of Recover herself. She lay on the floor, a bloody gash on her head, lying as still as a corpse. A quick Scan showed me that Recover’s Health bar was not yet zero, but it was at about 5% now and rapidly falling. Brawn was still nowhere to be seen.

All thoughts of caution left my mind as soon as I saw Recover lying there like that. I rushed into the room, ignoring Cy’s own calls for caution. I knelt beside her and scooped her into my arms and said, “Recover, are you all right? What happened? Can you hear me? Recover? Recover?”

Recover did not respond at first, but then her eyes slowly opened. At first, she had a dazed look in her eyes, as if she had been knocked silly. But soon she shook her head and terror appeared in her beautiful blue eyes.

“Winter …” said Recover in an incredibly weak voice. “Is that you?”

“Yes, Recover, it’s me,” I said. “I came as soon as I got your message. Who did this to you? Where is Brawn?”

Recover blinked a couple of times. Whatever debuffs she was suffering were likely messing with her ability to process words from other people, but then she said, slowly but surely, “I never sent you a message.”

Before I could ask her what she meant by that, the door slammed shut behind me with a loud boom. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see a poisonous, purple cloud of gas falling toward me. The gas cloud swept over me in an instant, causing me to hack and cough as I inhaled the burning, sticky gas. My eyes watered and my throat seemed to close up as the gas cloud covered me. I let go of Recover and fell over onto the floor, hacking and wheezing as I clutched my throat in a vain attempt to save myself from getting poisoned.

As I lay there struggling to breathe, a new notification appeared before me:

Debuff: Poisoned. -10% Accuracy and Evasion. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

“What the—” I said, but before I could fully process the debuff, a hand came out of nowhere and grabbed my throat.

Gasping for air but finding none, I looked up just in time to see a new figure standing above me. This figure wore a thick gas mask over their face, a gas mask that reminded me of the kind worn by soldiers back in World War I. And he was aiming a gun directly at my face.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Despite my Poisoned status, I didn’t hesitate to grab his arm and activated Freezing Touch. Ice began to appear around the gas mask-wearing figure’s arm, but then he let go of me and jerked his arm out of my grasp. He tried to step away from me, but there was no way I was going to let him get away that easily.

I got to my feet and lunged into the poison cloud after him, but my arms didn’t wrap around anything. Still coughing and hacking, I tried to spot the figure in the thick cloud around me, but it was impossible. I was about to tell Cy to blow the cloud away until I remembered that Cy was still out in the hallway. Even if he wasn’t in the hallway, the enclosed nature of the room meant there was really no place for this cloud to dissipate to.

Without warning, something thick and heavy slammed into my midsection and knocked me backward. I stumbled over my own feet and fell onto my behind at the same time that the poison gas cloud suddenly vanished. Although I was still Poisoned, I could now see much more clearly than before, which let me see exactly what I was up against.

Standing on the opposite side of the room was the figure wearing a gas mask. But the figure clearly wasn’t male, like I thought, but female. I knew this based on her rather tight green and black Costume. She carried some kind of spray gun in her arms that was attached to a backpack that seemed to be full of toxic gas. She was currently cradling her half-frozen arm, growling under her breathe, no doubt cursing my name for almost freezing her to death. The nametag [VILLAIN TOXICA] hovered over her head.

Next to her stood a giant, vaguely humanoid chameleon. His slimy, gray-green skin was shiny in the light from the ceiling, while his large, black eyes gave him a distinctly inhuman appearance. Although more on the slim side than the bulky side, he still had some noticeable muscle definition on his arms, legs, and chest. His long tail swept behind him like a snake, while the nametag [SIDEKICK CHAMILLION] hung over his head like a billboard.

“Who … who are you two?” I said between coughs. I pulled out an Antidote and downed it in one go, pleased to see that it healed me of my Poisoned status easily.

“Us?” said the woman named Toxica. She laughed. “We’re your death, obviously.”

“Didn’t do such a good job at it if I am still alive,” I pointed out.

“Silence, Hero,” Chamillion snarled. That was when I realized Chamillion was also female because I heard a distinctive female voice underneath the harsh snarl. “You nearly walked into our trap like the fool you are. I wouldn’t be so quick to make quips if I were you.”

“Still doesn’t tell me who you are,” I said. I summoned twin Ice Daggers and held them up before me. “Not that I really need to know. You two tried to kill Recover. That’s more than enough reason for me to kick both of your butts.”

“Recover was never our real target, though,” said Toxica. She pointed at me. “You are. We merely attacked Recover because we knew how much she matters to you.”

I didn’t let down my guard. “How could you two possibly understand how much Recover matters to me? We’ve never met.”

“Because Atmosfear, our Team Leader, told us,” Toxica informed me.

I almost dropped my Ice Daggers in shock when she said that. “Atmosfear told you?”

“Of course,” said Chamillion with another snarl. “He gave Toxica and I the job of capturing you. To do that, we needed to find a way to lure you out of your Base. And to do that, we decided to rough up your girlfriend a little bit. Our plan would have worked if Toxica here hadn’t let herself nearly get frozen.”

“You try touching him, then,” Toxica snapped. “I’ve fought Heroes who use Freezing Touch before. They just need to lay one hand on you, even one finger sometimes, and it’s done.”

“Hold on,” I said before Chamillion could respond to Toxica’s statement. “You two are working for Atmosfear?”

“Yes,” said Toxica, nodding. “He recruited us into his Team, the Hero Slayers. He gave us the mission of capturing you due to my and Chamillion’s excellent track record of kidnapping people.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that. I had known for a while now that Atmosfear was trying to rebuild his Team. I hadn’t realized that he had already gotten so far along, though, that he felt comfortable sending out some of his members to attack me and my Teammates. “I take it you’re a player, then, and not an NPC.”

“Correct,” said Toxica. “Thanks for noticing. You are really perceptive, you know that?”

“Why are you working with Atmosfear?” I said. “He’s a maniac. He doesn’t just play as a Villain character. He actually is evil.”

“As if I care about your opinion,” said Toxica. “Atmosfear might be nuts, but he has a lot of good opinions. It would be foolish of me not to side with him, especially given his plans for Capes Online.”

“Plans?” I said. “What plans?”

“Toxica,” said Chamillion sharply, “don’t go and tell this idiot everything. You know what Atmosfear did to the last guy who talked too much.”

Toxica shuddered. “Good point. Even so, it’s fun to brag about our secret plans to the Heroes. Isn’t that what Villains do?”

“Perhaps, but we must be diligent,” said Chamillion. “Remember the mission: Capture Winter. Bring him to Atmosfear. No matter the cost.”

“Of course, of course,” said Toxica, nodding.

“I think you guys are going to have problems with the first step,” I said, “because I’m not going to come with you quietly.”

“That’s fine,” said Toxica. “I have a lot of experience, ah, ‘persuading’ kidnapping victims to come with me of their own volition. Convincing you to come with us will only take a little bit more effort than I normally expend.”

Toxica aimed her spray gun at me, but before she could fire, I rushed toward her and Chamillion. It wasn’t a big room, so I was almost upon her when Chamillion suddenly appeared before me and caught my wrists just as I was about to bring down my Ice Daggers on Toxica.

“What the—?” I said, looking up at Chamillion, who was a fair bit taller than me.

Chamillion smiled, a rather ugly look on her face. “Now, now, Winter. You don’t think I am seriously just going to stand back and let you kill my Villain, are you? Let’s see how well you do without those eyes of yours.”

Chamillion made a sucking sound in her mouth for a second before spitting something into my face. Her saliva struck my eyes and forehead and I screamed. I ripped my wrists out of her hands, but instead of attacking, I staggered backward, my hands clutching my eyes.

My eyes burned like they were on fire. It almost felt like there was a fire in my eyeballs that was rapidly going to my brain. I rubbed my eyes as hard as I could, but it actually made the pain worse, not better.

That was when a notification popped up before me:

Debuff: Blindness. Vision and Accuracy -100%. Duration: 30 seconds.

I didn’t understand how I could read the notification if I was blind, but I believed it. When I took my hands off my eyes, I couldn’t see anything. The world around me was completely dark. It was like someone had turned off the lights and then pepper-sprayed my eyeballs. It was nice to know it wouldn’t last forever, but 30 seconds was a long time in battle and this battle was far from over.

Something hard and thick slammed into my gut again. It knocked me off my feet, but when I hit the floor, I rolled back to my feet and staggered backward. I felt the wind blow at me from another missed attack. Assuming my attacker was in front of me, I fired an Ice Beam at her, but my attack completely missed.

That was when a fist slammed into my face. The blow dazed me, but before I could react, I got punched again and again. Each punch came harder than the last as Chamillion—who I assumed had to be the one attacking me—hit me over and over again. She was even stronger than I thought, each blow making it harder for me to fight back.

Then a final punch knocked me down, only for a hand to grab my neck and slam me against the wall. The hand tightened around my neck, cutting off my air supply, but I was tired of getting punched over and over again. I lashed out with a kick and my foot hit something firm but slimy, earning a grunt from Chamillion somewhere in front of me. Her grip on my neck loosened and I immediately slapped her hand off me.

Summoning another Ice Dagger, I lunged forward and stabbed Chamillion on a part of her body. I still couldn’t see for shit—and my eyes still felt like they were burning—but the sensation of my Ice Dagger sinking into flesh, followed by a yowl of pain from Chamillion, told me that I had finally managed to land a hit.

But then Chamillion punched me in the chest, forcing me off her and also forcing me to rip my knife out of her chest. I slashed forward again, but my knife failed to hit anything, which was how I knew that Chamillion had likely retreated from my reach.

“Not so tough now, are you?” I said, waving my knife around in the air. “Didn’t think I could cut you because I was blind, huh?”

Chamillion, oddly enough, was silent. Then again, that made sense. Although I might be blind, I could still hear as well as ever. If she said even one word, I might be able to locate her. I suspected that was why Toxica was also being quiet because she wanted to give her Sidekick an advantage over me. Those two were idiots for agreeing to serve Atmosfear, but it was obvious they had quite a bit of combat experience under their belts.

But Chamillion’s silence just made her that much more dangerous. All she needed to do was get one good sneak attack on me and I was done. I got lucky with that earlier stab, but I couldn’t depend on getting that lucky every time. I needed my vision back. An Antidote might be able to help me, but I knew that neither Chamillion nor Toxica would ever allow me to drink one of those.

That was when I felt a sudden warmth flow over my body. It felt like I had been dunked into a hot spring, the aches and pains in my body that I hadn’t even known were there easing up and going away. My Health bar rapidly refilled itself and my vision suddenly cleared up, allowing me to see once more.

I had no idea why I got healed, however, until I saw these notifications:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal! Health restored +100% and all Status Effects and debuffs lifted!

Debuff lifted: Blindness. You are no longer blind.

I grinned. I had forgotten that Recover, despite her injuries, was still alive and therefore still able to use her Powers. And based on the startled look on Toxica’s face, she had forgotten that, too.

That was when I heard a scratching sound behind me and whirled around just in time to see Chamillion leap toward me, her claws outstretched and her mouth gaping wide.

Such an attack probably would have taken me down if I was still blind. As it was, however, I Dodged to the left, allowing Chamillion to fly harmlessly past me.

Even as Chamillion hit the floor, I jumped onto her back and pinned her to the ground with my legs. Chamillion struggled to throw me off, but only for a moment, because in the next instant I slit her throat with my Ice Dagger. She had just enough time to cry out in pain before suddenly going limp underneath me, blood leaking out of her now-open throat and staining the floor underneath us.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

As soon as I slit Chamillion’s throat, I got this notification:

[Sidekick Chamillion] is dead! +2,300 EXP!

EXP negated. Due to being Level-Locked, EXP earned from defeating enemy characters does not count toward your overall EXP.

I scowled. In the craziness of the fight, I had forgotten about the fact that I was Level-Locked. That 2,300 EXP I would have gotten from killing Chamillion wouldn’t have leveled me up, but every little bit helped and as long as I remained Level-Locked, all of the EXP I won in battle would be wasted. It was quite frustrating.

“Chamillion!” Toxica cried. “No!”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked up just in time to see Toxica staring at me in horror. In the battle with Chamillion, I had completely forgotten about Toxica. She seemed genuinely surprised that her Sidekick had died. I guess Chamillion rarely lost or something like that.

Rising to my feet, I pointed my bloody Ice Dagger at Toxica and said, “You’re going to join her pretty soon if you don’t surrender now.”

“Surrender?” said Toxica. “Why should I surrender to you?”

“Because if you don’t, I will kill you right where you stand,” I said. “I know you will respawn in your Hideout, but I kind of doubt Atmosfear is very tolerant of failure.”

“I will never surrender,” said Toxica. She aimed her spray gun at me. “I know Atmosfear told us to take you in alive, but at this point, I am not going to risk my life trying to bring someone like you in alive. Time to finish this.”

Toxica’s backpack suddenly began to make loud mechanical noises. The pumps began working furiously, while her spray gun started to vibrate with energy. I had no idea what she was doing at first until this notification popped up:

[Villain Toxica] is about to use Poison Blast! Countdown: 10 seconds … 9 … 8 … 7 …

I had no idea what ‘Poison Blast’ was, but given how I got a notification warning me about it, I could only assume it was some kind of area of effect attack that would probably cause a load of damage if I didn’t stop it. But the countdown timer was going too fast and I knew I wasn’t quick enough to stop her from unleashing her attack.

That was when the door to the room suddenly burst open and slammed into Toxica, who had been standing in front of it. The door slammed into her so hard that she crashed into the wall and fell to the floor, causing a couple of notifications to appear in my vision:

[Villain Toxica] is Unconscious! Duration: 5 minutes.

[Villain Toxica]’s Poison Blast has been interrupted!

I breathed a sigh of relief when I read that last notification. Despite not knowing what Poison Blast did, I knew it would have been very bad for Recover and me if Toxica had been allowed to pull it off.

But I wondered who could possibly have come to our rescue before Cy suddenly jumped in and said, “Boss! I’m here to save the day! Sorry I’m late. That door was really hard to open for some reason. I even had to break the lock to get in.”

Then Cy suddenly looked around. He looked at Toxica lying on the floor next to him and then at the corpse of Chamillion under my feet. “What happened here? Who are these two?”

“Toxica and Chamillion,” I said as I tossed my bloody Ice Dagger aside. “Two of Atmosfear’s Teammates. They beat up Recover and were waiting for us.”

Cy gasped and looked around again until his eyes fell on Recover. Then, as quick as a flash, he rushed over to her and, kneeling beside her, said, “Don’t go, Recover! If you die, we won’t have any hot girls on the Team anymore. Please don’t go!”

I slapped my face in exasperation, but then I heard Recover say, in a weak voice, “Then get me a Health Drink if you don’t want me to die.”

Cy nodded quickly and then pulled a Health Drink out of his inventory, which he handed to Recover. Recover took the drink and downed it in one gulp. As soon as she finished drinking the bottle, Recover’s Health bar went back up to 100% and all of her wounds closed up, including the bloody gash on the side of her head. She tossed the now-empty bottle aside but still didn’t get up. My guess was that she was still somewhat tired from Toxica and Chamillion’s attack.

Walking over to Recover, I said, “Do you think you’re going to be okay now, Recover?”

Recover took a deep breath and looked up at me with a smile on her face. “Yeah, I think so, but I’m just tired. Can’t remember the last time I was beaten so savagely like that.”

I sighed a deep sigh of relief. “Good to know. But where’s Brawn?”

Recover rubbed her forehead. “I think he was killed in his room because he didn’t come out to help me despite the fact that I was under attack.”

I looked over at the unconscious Toxica and waved a hand at her. Ice Shackles suddenly burst out of the floor and wrapped around her ankles and wrists. Although Toxica might be unconscious now, the notification had said the effect would only last for five minutes. Once she was awake, I was sure she would try to escape or maybe attack us again. I had no intention of letting Toxica go anywhere, however, until she answered a few questions for us.

“Tell us what happened,” I said, kneeling beside her. “Start from the beginning. You said you were attacked.”

Recover nodded. She still lay on the floor and I didn’t even try to move her, deciding that she knew better than I did about her own body. “Yeah. It happened … gosh, I think half an hour ago. I was working in my office, getting ready to go and complete a mission I’d been putting off for a while when I heard someone outside my office door. I thought it was Brawn at first, but when I called his name and he didn’t answer, I got concerned.”

“What did you do after that?” I said.

“I opened the door to see who was out there,” said Recover. She shivered and gestured at Chamillion. “That was when I saw Chamillion. She lunged at me and tried to kill me. I managed to fight her off, but when Toxica appeared, the two of them overwhelmed me, though not before trashing my Base.”

I scratched my chin. “How come the security systems for your Base didn’t tell you that there were a couple of intruders? I mean, I don’t know what kind of security you’ve got in here, but surely something would have told you about it.”

Recover shrugged. “I don’t know. I think Toxica might have somehow hacked into my security systems and shut them off. Either that or they have an ally who did it for them.”

“You mean there might be more of those Hero Slayers around here?” I said.

“I don’t know that for sure,” said Recover quickly. “It’s just a theory, but …”

Recover trailed off, but I knew how she was going to end that sentence. It might have been just a theory at the moment, but given Toxica’s statement about being part of Atmosfear’s Team—which was apparently calling itself the Hero Slayers now—I had no doubt in my mind that Toxica and Chamillion had plenty of allies. How many, exactly, was still a mystery, but I doubted it was a small number.

“I’m just glad you’re okay now,” I said. “But I would recommend looking for Brawn. If he’s dead, we need to know for sure. And if he died in your Base—”

“He should respawn,” said Recover. “I looked it up on the Forums once. Apparently, if you or your Sidekick die in your Base, then you just respawn, but after about an hour or so.”

I nodded. “Good to know. I assume we’ll see Brawn again in another half hour, then. In the meantime, you just rest here. I have someone to talk to.”

Giving Cy instructions to keep an eye on Recover, I stood up and walked back over to Toxica. Toxica was still Unconscious, her body so still she might have been dead. But I swiftly kicked her in the side, making her groan in pain and wake up. She raised her head to look at me and, although her mask covered her face, I had the sensation that she was looking at me with nothing but absolute and utter hatred.

“You …” said Toxica. She raised her hands but found her movement inhibited by my Ice Shackles. “What are these?”

“Ice Shackles,” I said casually. “They restrict the movement of captured enemies by one hundred percent and are effective on players and NPCs who are at or under my current level. I take it you’re probably under Level Thirty, given how you apparently aren’t strong enough to break them.”

Toxica snarled. “You got lucky this time, Winter, but just wait until Atmosfear finds out.”

I squatted down closer to her, being careful to keep myself out of her reach. “When Atmosfear finds out I beat you, I have a feeling he’s going to be more angry with you than with me. Atmosfear doesn’t seem very forgiving of failure to me.”

Toxica gulped. “But he will still avenge me. He wants you dead, after all.”

“If he wants me dead, then why did you say you were supposed to kidnap me?” I said. I tapped the side of my head. “You’re not making a whole lot of sense here.”

“He wants to kill you himself,” said Toxica. “He has made it clear to all Hero Slayers that we are to bring you in so he can kill you with his own bare hands.”

“Okay, that makes a bit more sense,” I said. “But surely Atmosfear doesn’t just want to kill me, right?”

“Atmosfear has greater plans than that,” said Toxica. She tugged at her chains again. “But I am not going to tell you what they are. All I can say is that change is coming to Capes Online, the kind of change that even SI Games won’t be able to stop. And you must either side with this change or get stomped by it.”

I stroked my chin. What Toxica said was eerily similar to something the late Master Haru of the Stalking Shadows told me before his death. He had mentioned a new ‘god’ in Capes Online who was seeking to establish a new order over the world. Haru even offered me a chance to follow this new god, who was supposedly so all-powerful that no one could stop him. Of course, Haru hadn’t said who this ‘god’ was or what he was exactly trying to accomplish. There was also the fact that Atmosfear was apparently following this ‘god’ and frankly I wanted nothing to do with any deity, real or otherwise, that would have someone like Atmosfear as one of his followers.

Even so, I found the similarity between Toxica’s statement and what Haru said two weeks ago troubling. Was there really something deeper going on than I knew about? And were the Department of VR and SI Games even aware of it? It seemed likely to me that they were, but it was also possible they were just as ignorant about it as I was. Not that I expected to know that anytime soon, however. Amelia had made it clear that the Department of VR was no longer going to give me regular updates on what was going on in the outside world.

“Mind telling me what kind of change we’re talking about here?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Might be helpful if you can tell me about it.”

“I refuse to help you,” said Toxica. “You will only know about the change once it comes and falls over the whole world like a tidal wave. Everyone—Hero, Villain, Sidekick, Civilian, and more—will be consumed bodily by the massive change. Even the Department of VR will be destroyed by it.”

“Hmm,” I said. “That’s a lot of big talk, scary talk, but you know what? I think you’re right that I won’t be able to make you talk.”

“Good,” said Toxica viciously. “Then you will let me go immediately and—”

“Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “I didn’t say anything about letting you go. You’re still a criminal, after all, and actively working with Atmosfear. I am pretty sure that counts as collaborating with another criminal, which is illegal in both the real world and Capes Online.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Toxica. “Put me in jail, kill me, hand me over to the Department … in the end, nothing can stop the change that is coming to Capes Online. Nothing!”

Toxica burst into mad laughter, while I just frowned and scratched my chin. Seeing as she was currently held down by my Ice Shackles, I wasn’t exactly afraid of her, but I did wonder if she had a legitimate reason for being so confident and unafraid of me.

If this ‘change’ she spoke of really was as dangerous as she said, then perhaps I needed to be more afraid than I really was.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

About half an hour later, Recover, Brawn, Cy, and I stood outside Recover’s Base, watching a police car—with Toxica sitting in the back with her arms and legs bound in thick chains—zoom off down the street to one of Adventure City’s many jails. I could see Toxica laughing in the back seat of the car, which had to be annoying to the officers, but they were probably used to annoying Villains at this point.

It may have seemed odd to hand over a player Villain to NPC police, but this was actually a game mechanic open exclusively to Villain characters. According to Cy, a Villain player could end up arrested by the police and thrown into jail. Upon being thrown into jail, their respawn point was automatically changed to their prison cell, so a Villain player couldn’t simply kill themselves and respawn in their Hideout. They’d just end up respawning inside their jail cell, which was obviously not ideal for most Villains.

In order to escape prison, Villains apparently could gain access to a mission titled ‘Prison Break,’ in which they escaped from their Prison using their wiliest tricks. The reward for the mission, of course, was the player’s freedom and their respawn point being set back to their Hideout, but you could also gain other rewards for doing well enough if Cy was to be believed. Additionally, your Sidekick could help you break out of the prison as well, depending on whether your Sidekick was arrested with you or not.

I asked Cy how likely it was that Toxica would escape and Cy couldn’t give me an answer. He said it depended on which prison she was locked up in and her own skills. Apparently, different prisons had different difficulty levels and which prison you were sent to was decided by the D.E.S., which took into account your Level, Stats, Powers, and other information in order to make an informed decision on where to put you.

It was all very interesting to me and was another reminder that there was an entire other side to Capes Online I knew almost nothing about. I was aware that the Alignment System meant that Capes Online played very differently depending on whether you were a Hero or a Villain (not even getting into variations like Anti-Hero or Anti-Villain), but until Cy explained that particular mechanic to me, I had no idea just how different it could be. It made me thankful I was a Hero because I couldn’t imagine how frustrating it had to be getting locked up like that and having to pull off a prison break just to continue playing the game.

“Well, I’m glad that’s out of the way,” said Recover, rubbing her back as the police cruiser turned a corner at the end of the street and disappeared from sight. She looked at her still-ruined Base ruefully. “It’s going to take a lot of time and money to fix this place up. At least I’ll have Brawn to do all the heavy work.”

I frowned. “Are you sure Brawn wants to do that? I mean, he might be your Sidekick, but—”

“It is no problem, Mr. Winter,” said Brawn in his usual soft voice. “I used to be a construction worker before I became a Sidekick and a carpenter before that. I don’t mind working with my hands, especially in service of Miss Recover.”

Ah. I had forgotten that Brawn, like Cy, had a past before he became a Sidekick. Most Sidekicks were apparently randomly chosen from the Civilian population by the D.E.S. when a player first started playing Capes Online. It was rare for the D.E.S. to spawn an entirely new Sidekick made specifically for a new player, although it did happen occasionally. “Well, maybe you could come over and do some work at my Base sometime. Got a lot of work to be done around the place.”

“Yeah,” Cy chimed in. “Like adding a dance hall where I can practice my wicked dance moves.”

“We are not adding a dance hall to the Base,” I said.

“Maybe not right away, but—” said Cy, but he was interrupted by Recover.

“Thanks again for your help, guys,” said Recover, smiling at me and Cy. “If you two hadn’t shown up when you did, I definitely would have died. Or maybe they would have taken me prisoner, which could have been even worse.”

I understood what she meant. Dying in Capes Online was not nearly as serious as dying in the real world. But torture in-game could be just as bad as torture in reality. I could easily see Atmosfear being the type to torture his prisoners extensively instead of killing them. Atmosfear took great delight in inflicting pain and suffering on other people. That was part of the reason why he was so dangerous and needed to be stopped.

“No problem, Recover,” I said, “but didn’t you say you didn’t actually send me a message?”

Recover’s eyes became slightly unfocused. “Huh. I don’t remember sending the message, but I see it in my inbox. I also see your reply.”

I frowned. “So you sent a message without remembering that you sent me a message? Seems weird.”

“Could she have done it instinctively?” asked Cy. “Like, maybe she sent you a message when Toxica attacked without thinking about it?”

Recover shook her head. “No, that doesn’t make sense. The message was clearly sent before I was attacked. I can promise you than when Toxica and Chamillion attacked me, I had no time at all to sit down and compose any sort of message to anyone.”

I stroked my chin. “Interesting. I take it, then, that you don’t have any important information about Atmosfear.”

“Nope,” said Recover. “I know exactly zilch about the guy’s current whereabouts or plans. Everything Toxica said? Just as new to me as it is to you guys.”

“Then who sent the message?” said Cy, scratching the back of his head. “Did someone hack your inbox and send it using your name?”

“I don’t know,” said Recover. She folded her arms in front of her chest. “And I don’t like thinking about it. I don’t like thinking about it at all.”

I nodded but said nothing to that. It was yet another mystery in a game that seemed to be full of them. “Well, it was a good thing someone sent me that message. If it hadn’t, then there’s no telling what might have happened to you.”

“Agreed,” said Recover, “but what Toxica said is extremely troubling. What is this ‘change’ she spoke of? How could it be too big for even SI Games to handle? They’re the guys who made this game. They’re in total control of the game. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Although I agreed with Recover on the preposterousness of Toxica’s statements, at the same time, it reminded me of some other things I had heard over the last month. I was reminded of Master Haru’s cryptic talk of a new god in the world, as well as Dark Kosmos telling me, in his dying breath, about the ‘true’ Villain who I had yet to defeat. There was also what Atmosfear told me before, about the true leaker in the Department of VR still being employed there.

It seemed to me that there was indeed a lot going on that we weren’t aware of. And I had a feeling that if we didn’t find out what it was quick, then we might not be able to deal with it.

But that was for later. Pushing such thoughts out of my head for now, I said, “More concerning, I think, is the news that Atmosfear is recruiting other Villain players into his Team. I already knew he was doing that, but actually meeting one of his new Teammates is … disturbing, to say the least.”

Recover nodded. “I remember the original Team Atmosfear from the Blackout. A bunch of psychos. But there’s no way Atmosfear could recruit THAT many Villains, could he? Most Villain players are just ordinary people like you and me. They’re just playing a game. They wouldn’t want to join a real-life Villain, would they?”

“I would like to agree with you, but I am not so sure,” I said. “Capes Online has over a billion players all over the world. Most people are decent, but there’s always that small percentage of people who believe they are above the law and have no qualms with breaking it to do what they want. If Atmosfear could seek out those players and offer them a deal they can’t refuse … well, I don’t want to think about what he could do with that kind of power.”

Although I didn’t mention it, I was also thinking about the Blackout and how so many players, even Heroes, had decided to come after me rather than Dark Kosmos. Granted, the circumstances back then had been very different, but it did show me that there were more players than I wanted to believe who looked out more for themselves than anything. Would such players be willing to work for Atmosfear? I hoped not, but the evidence suggested otherwise.

Regardless, it was another reminder for me to follow up with the five Heroes I had picked to join the Team. The more Teammates we had, the better. If Atmosfear was building his own Team, then I needed to make mine at least as strong, if not stronger.

Recover shuddered. “And they’re calling themselves the Hero Slayers now, too, so you know Atmosfear is serious about building his Team. Typically, people don’t name their Teams unless they have a higher goal, like building a Legion or something.”

In my mind’s eyes, I saw a mental image of Atmosfear leading a small army of over 100 Villain players and shuddered as well. “Let’s hope we manage to stop him before he gets that far.”

“Indeed,” said Recover. “So, anyway, I think I’m going to have Brawn inspect the damage and tell me what we need to buy and how much it will cost to fix the place up. I’ve got a lot of money, but I have a feeling it’s going to be a punch to the pocketbook anyway.”

I nodded again. “All right, then. But be careful. Although we might have beaten Toxica, that doesn’t mean Atmosfear is going to leave you alone forever. He might send someone else after you.”

“So soon after we beat Toxica?” said Recover with a snort. “Thanks for the concern, Winter, but I think that Atmosfear is probably going to leave me alone for a while. Besides, I’ve been meaning to upgrade my Base’s security systems for a while. This recent attack just gave me an excellent excuse to do it.”

One of the things I liked about Recover was her confidence, but I had also seen that confidence turn into arrogance at times. I agreed with her that Atmosfear was probably going to hold off on sending anyone else after her for now, but I knew how much Atmosfear hated losing. He would probably strike again when we least expected it.

“Sure,” I said. “And if you ever need any help, know that Cy and I are always available to talk. Just send us a message and we’ll be here in a jiffy.”

“Thanks for the offer,” said Recover. “With any luck, I won’t need your help for a long time.”

I nodded once more and looked at Cy. “All right, Cy. Let’s go. We’ve got things to do and there’s just not enough time in the day to do them all.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

At midnight that night, Cy and I once again entered the Twin Nights Club. This time, the Bouncers, Jack and Fred, recognized us and let us in without any problem. Apparently, our names had been added to the list of approved guests by Maximilian’s request. This was apparently rare if Jack was to be believed, because most guests had to pay an exorbitant fee in order to get their names added onto the list. I, of course, knew why Max had added us to the list for free, but I didn’t say that aloud. I knew the Department of VR was still watching me and the last thing I needed to do was explain exactly why Max and I were now BFFs.

At first, I assumed that Cy and I would be returning to Max’s private room, but Jack instead directed me to a set of stairs hidden behind one of the many curtains lining the walls of the club. I wouldn’t have even noticed them, even without the curtains, if Jack hadn’t shown me the secret doorway. He simply pressed his hands against a portion of the wall in a fairly complicated manner before the portion swung inward like a door. Jack stepped aside and gestured for us to enter, which we did, but as soon as we crossed the threshold, the door slammed shut behind us and we were plunged into darkness.

But only for a moment. In the next instant, fluorescent lights on the walls turned on, revealing that we stood in a somewhat narrow stairway that went down and turned a corner until it was out of sight. The steps were simple concrete, as were the walls. In comparison to the extravagance of the rest of the club, the stairway was quite bare. Then again, given how few people would ever see the stairs, perhaps Max had seen no purpose in decorating it.

Before either of us could take a step forward, however, we heard footsteps echo on the concrete stairs and then a woman stepped into view before us.

Like all of the women in the club, she was stunningly gorgeous. Her long, brown hair fell in waves down her back, nearly going down to her waist. The blue dress she wore was a fair bit more modest than the clothing typically worn by the Twin Nights Club strippers, but it still emphasized her shapely form quite well. Her pale as snow skin put me off a little, but she seemed to pull it off better than most pale women I knew. Her eyes were a brilliant green and the nametag, [SIDEKICK MEDUSA], hovered over her head.

“Are you Winter and Cyclone?” asked the woman, apparently named Medusa.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. I had almost forgotten how to speak due to how beautiful she was. “Are you Max’s Sidekick?”

Medusa nodded. “I am. I am also the manager of the Twin Nights Club.”

“But I thought Max owned the place,” I said.

Medusa rolled her eyes. “Max might own the place, but he doesn’t deal with the day-to-day operations like I do.”

Medusa spoke in such a way that implied she clearly didn’t think I was too smart if I didn’t understand the difference between owner and manager. Her attitude reminded me of how Max seemed to think I was an idiot as well. I wasn’t entirely sure how the D.E.S. paired Heroes and their Sidekicks, but in this case, perhaps it was due to their similar personalities and attitudes.

“Let me apologize for my Hero,” said Cy, putting a hand on his heart. “He was so clearly awestruck by your goddess-like beauty that his brain stopped working correctly. Normally he’s a lot smarter than that.”

Medusa looked at Cy in a deadpan way. “I’m already taken, so you can drop the flattery.”

“Me? Flatter you?” said Cy in what was an obvious attempt to look fake surprised. “I would never do such a thing. I am simply speaking the truth. I’m not sure if your boyfriend speaks the truth about your divine beauty and aura, but—”

“Cy,” I said, noting the increasing irritation on Medusa’s face, “might want to stop laying it so thick. I think pissing off a woman who calls herself Medusa is probably not a good idea.”

“Listen to your boss, kid,” said Medusa. “He knows what he’s talking about.”

Luckily, Cy closed his mouth, but I could tell he hadn’t given up on Medusa just yet, based on the way he looked at her. I figured I was probably going to have to get Cy a girlfriend at some point if only so I wouldn’t have to worry about him getting murdered by a jealous boyfriend. The only question was whether any woman would want to be in a relationship with Cy.

“Anyway, I’m glad you two are on time, at least,” said Medusa. She turned around and gestured for us to follow. “Come with me. Max and the others are waiting for you.”

Medusa made her way down the steps and the two of us followed. Although I disapproved of Cy’s comments toward Medusa, I had to admit it was hard not to focus on her, uh, rear end as we walked. Out of the corner of my eye, I did notice Private Mode become enabled, which meant that Amelia, at least, wouldn’t be able to see what we were doing down here.

Luckily, we didn’t have to walk for very long. Turning the corner led us to a simple wooden door that Medusa opened without ceremony. She stepped aside to let me and Cy enter first. Once we were inside, she closed and locked the door behind us. That made me slightly nervous, but I understood why she did that. This was a meeting of the Hackers. I couldn’t even imagine the consequences of what might happen to us if everyone—especially the Department of VR—knew about this meeting.

Speaking of the meeting, the room we had entered was a simple meeting room. The bare, concrete walls and floor made me feel like I had walked into a prison cell. The large marble table set in the center of the room looked expensive and fancy, surrounded on all sides with comfortable-looking chairs. And seated in the chairs were four people.

I recognized Max right away. As usual, he was dressed in a stylish, extremely expensive-looking suit. He sat at the head of the table and was sipping white wine from a fancy crystal glass. His dark hair was slicked back, shiny in the fluorescent lights on the ceiling. His expensive suit contrasted sharply with the simple furnishings of the meeting room, although it worked in his favor because it made him look like a real leader.

The other three, however, I did not recognize. There was a wizened old man wearing a simple gray cape and cowl with the nametag [HERO GRAY CRUSADER] hovering over his head. Next to him sat a young woman who could have been his granddaughter, wearing a suit of sleek red power armor, the nametag [HERO ARMORE] hanging above her head. I only knew she was a woman thanks to her suit of armor, which definitely emphasized her feminine qualities.

Sitting opposite them was a man who I estimated to be in his late twenties or early thirties, though it was hard to tell a person’s true age in this game due to how players had the freedom to change their appearance. He was somewhat tall and spindly, resembling a human/mantis hybrid, with what looked like blades attached to his arms that could probably pop out and make his arms resemble real praying mantis arms.

But my attention was drawn to the nametag above his head, which read [VILLAIN HUMANTIS], which instantly set off all sorts of alarms in my head.

“Ah, Winter,” said Max in his usual suave voice. “I am so glad that you and your Sidekick could make it. Please, take a seat and we can get this meeting—”

I pointed at Humantis. “What is a Villain doing here? I thought we were all Heroes.”

Humantis scowled. “Nice to meet you, too, snowflake. But you could have just said hi.”

Humantis spoke with a heavy Brooklyn accent, which made me dislike him even more. Maybe it was because I was from Texas, but I didn’t trust New Yorkers. His speech reminded me of gangsters I used to watch on those old TV programs from the twentieth century, which sounded really weird coming from such an inhuman mouth.

“My apologies,” said Max, speaking quickly, perhaps to try to head off a possible conflict between me and Humantis. “I suppose I forgot to mention that the Hackers are a rather diverse group of individuals, and I don’t just mean racially. We have Heroes, Villains, Anti-Heroes, Anti-Villains … heck, even a couple of Unaligned players. But we’re all working toward the same goal of freeing Capes Online from the Department of VR’s tyranny.”

“Exactly,” said Humantis with a snort. He looked at me with annoyance. “And don’t take this Alignment thing so seriously, kid. It’s just a game. Lots of players are Heroes and Villains in-game but friends in real life. Me being a Villain don’t mean nothing except I happen to like to play the bad guy every now and then.”

I pursed my lips. I recalled being told a similar thing by one of Gears’ Villain friends once during the Blackout. It made sense from their perspective—after all, they could log out anytime they wanted—but for me, I always forgot about the real world because Capes Online was my ‘real’ world. It didn’t help that nearly all of my interactions with Villain players had been decidedly negative. Still, Humantis had a point. I probably needed to be less jumpy.

“Right,” said Max. “But I should introduce you to the other Hacker leaders. You’ve already been introduced to Humantis, of course. He’s our resident detective. He has a lot of contacts in the Villain underworld, making him our main point of contact with Villain players, as well as keeping an eye on Department shenanigans done in the Villain part of the game.”

“What does the Department of VR do with Villain players?” I said. “Arrest them?”

“That’s irrelevant for the moment,” said Max. He gestured at Gray Crusader and Armore. “And these two are Gray Crusader and Armore. Both are Heroes, as you can tell. They are also related, with Gray Crusader being Armore’s grandfather. Gray Crusader is the leader of our on the ground missions, while Armore works primarily as our enforcer in case there are any … traitors within the organization.”

Gray Crusader nodded at me good-naturedly. “Nice to meet you, Winter. You’re the one who saved Capes Online during the Blackout, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, nodding.

“Thanks,” said Gray Crusader, giving me the thumbs up. “I wasn’t personally affected by the Blackout—I was logged off at the time—but Armore here was logged in at the time and got caught in Dark Kosmos’ trap. I thought I’d never seen her again, which is why I was so happy when you beat Dark Kosmos and freed everyone.”

Armore merely nodded in agreement but said nothing. I got the sense that she was not a particularly talkative person, but that was fine. It seemed like everyone and their dog wanted to thank me for stopping Dark Kosmos and, while that was hardly the worst problem in the world to have, it did get a little annoying after a while.

“You’re the one who stopped Dark Kosmos?” said Humantis, looking at me more closely. “Huh. You’re a lot lower-leveled than I thought. And you’re Level-Locked? Never seen that before.”

“How do you know that?” I asked Humantis in shock. “I didn’t say that.”

“Scan is Level Twenty for me,” said Humantis smugly. “Means I can see all sorts of things that most players can’t. It’s my highest level Skill and the one I use the most.”

I suddenly felt naked around Humantis. I had never heard of a player with a Level 20 Scan. My Scan was still at Level 4, which was still useful, but of course nowhere near as useful as what it would be at Level 20. I wondered what else Humantis could see me about me. Could he even see my Stats and Powers? If so, then he would know exactly how powerful I was. I wondered how powerful he was.

Before I could get a chance to Scan Humantis, however, Max said, “Yes, yes, that’s all well and good, but I do believe it is time to start the meeting. We have some important issues to discuss tonight and we have no time to waste.”

Cy and I quickly took out seats at the end of the table opposite Max. There were a few seats open next to Humantis, but I still didn’t trust him enough to feel comfortable sitting near him. Humantis, for his part, seemed relieved I wasn’t sitting next to him. Guess we weren’t going to be friends anytime soon.

“So, what are we going to discuss tonight, Max?” said Gray Crusader in his normal jolly tone. “Your message made it sound important.”

“That’s because it is,” said Max. “We have many things to discuss tonight, but the most important thing is news regarding Busker Burn.”

I leaned forward suddenly, my eyes locked on Max. “Busker? What about him?”

Max took a deep breath before he said, “I just recently received a message that Busker was murdered by Department of VR agents in his own home.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Stunned silence filled the small meeting room. Even Humantis, who struck me as the sort of guy to have a quip for every occasion, looked to be at a loss for words at this pronouncement.

For me, it felt like someone had torn out my heart and smashed it with a hammer. The whole world became unreal around me. I mean, I knew Capes Online was a game and not reality, but now I seemed to become aware of just how fake it all was. Breathing became harder for me and my heart felt like it had stopped completely.

Gray Crusader was still smiling, but his smile looked forced and uncertain now. “Excuse me, Max, but did you just say that Busker was killed? In real life?”

Max nodded seriously. “Yes. According to the message I received, he tried to resist arrest by the Department agents sent to take him down and they killed him right there in his own house.”

“How do you know this is true?” asked Armore. Her voice was slightly robotic, perhaps being filtered through her helmet’s voice filter. “Have you been able to verify it for yourself?”

“Spiritus, Busker’s Sidekick, told me,” said Max. He wiped the sweat off his forehead. “She said she received a message from Busker’s phone that is only supposed to be sent in the event of his death. It had a video attached that showed Busker being confronted in his own home by Department agents, taken by Busker’s webcam. Let me show you.”

Max tapped a keyboard none of us could see and then a holographic video player appeared in the center of the table. The screen was black for a second before it finished buffering and then it started playing.

The video showed my brother, Joseph Maxwell, sitting in front of what I assumed was his computer. My heart hurt even more when I saw him. This was the first time I’d seen Joseph’s real-life face since the day of my accident. He looked exactly the same as I remembered him. Short, trim dark hair, an athletic, muscular body, and of course wearing a T-shirt for his band, Rock Animals. He had headphones over his ears and seemed to be listening to some sort of music based on the way he bobbed his head up and down in time with some beat that the webcam didn’t pick up.

Then, without warning, a loud blaring sound exploded all around him. The sound was loud even over the video, making us all cringe when we saw it, but it must have been much worse for Joseph, who fell out of his chair onto the floor. But he quickly got back to his feet and tapped his keyboard several times. The look of confusion on his face quickly changed to one of horror at whatever he was looking at. If I had to guess, I would say that Joseph was probably looking at a security camera outside his home showing the Department agents trying to break into his house.

Despite the look of absolute terror on his face, Joseph immediately took his headphones off his head and rushed over to his bed off-screen. The computer picked up sounds of trash being thrown aside for a couple of seconds before we heard Joseph say a small, “Aha!” and then reappear on camera with a baseball bat in hand.

But it did him no good because in the next instant, the door to his room burst open and half a dozen armed Department agents stormed into his room. Joseph raised his baseball bat above his head, but then the lead Department agent raised a rifle and fired several rounds at Joseph.

It was awful to watch. The bullets hit Joseph dead on. He cried out in pain and fell onto the floor and dropped his baseball bat. We could hear his groan of pain off-screen, but then that same agent from before shot him again and then he stopped speaking entirely.

Then the Department agents began moving around Joseph’s room. Some went over to Joseph himself, perhaps to make sure he was dead, while others went through his chest of drawers, looked under his bed, or began pulling books out of his bookshelf.

The agent who had killed Joseph, however, walked over to his computer. The agent wore a protective mask over his face that hid his expression and identity. He stopped in front of the computer and stared into the webcam for a moment. Although I knew it was just my imagination, I had the strongest sense that the agent was somehow staring at us through the video, as if he was watching us watching him. It was a surreal feeling.

Then the agent put his hand on to the laptop and slammed it shut. The video ended abruptly, leaving all six of us sitting in silence again for a moment.

“That was the video Spiritus sent me,” said Max grimly. “We all knew that the Department of VR would send some of their agents after Joseph. We just never thought they might actually kill him, though.”

“He did have a gun, though,” Gray Crusader pointed out. “Not that I am in any way justifying what those animals did, but if someone pointed a gun at me like that, well—”

“Who cares?” said Humantis. He sounded angry and looked even angrier, gritting his teeth together. “They didn’t just kill him. They shot him while he was down. They never even gave him a chance.”

“Agreed,” said Max. He sipped his wine. “I believe Director Johnson ordered them to kill Joseph, whether he resisted or complied with their orders. In any case, Joseph is dead, meaning we lost one of our most important members.”

I said nothing because I was overwhelmed by the miasma of emotions swirling inside my heart like a tornado. Although a lot of different thoughts went through my head as I watched the video, one thought stood above the rest:

Joseph was dead. And I had killed him.

Not directly, of course. I didn’t actually shoot him myself. That Department agent did. But if I hadn’t made that deal with Chuck—if Chuck hadn’t told Sally about me and Sally hadn’t told Joseph about me—then Joseph would still be alive. He wouldn’t be dead because of my own stupidity. My own selfishness. My own desire to flaunt the rules of the Department just to make myself feel better.

Now I wasn’t so sure I wanted anything to do with the Hackers anymore. Not because I didn’t believe in their mission but rather because I had messed up. This was all on me. My own little brother died thanks to my selfish, shortsighted actions. How could I possibly call myself a Hero anymore? I had failed to stop Atmosfear as a cop and I had failed to save my brother as a superhero. Exactly where did I get off calling myself a Hero?

A hand fell on my shoulder. I looked and saw Cy, who was sitting next to me, had put a hand on my shoulder. He wore a concerned expression on his face.

“Hey, boss,” said Cy in a softer than normal voice. “Are you okay?”

I hadn’t realized it, but my hands were shaking. I stopped shaking them, however, and said, in a restrained voice, “Yeah, I think I’ll be fine. Just that footage—”

“It has shaken us all, Winter,” said Max suddenly. I noticed that his Sidekick, Medusa, stood by his side with one hand on his shoulder. “Busker was a valued member of the Hackers. He did all sorts of important jobs for us. I can even say that without his efforts, the Hackers wouldn’t be anywhere as successful as we are today.”

“He was a good young man,” said Gray Crusader thoughtfully. He shook his head. “Tragic, that’s what it is. He had his whole life ahead of him, only to be cut short in the prime of his life.”

“At least he went down fighting,” said Armore, although she sounded like she was close to tears herself. “Just like the Busker we know.”

“But he still died,” said Humantis. His scowl deepened. “Frigging Department agents. They just love having an excuse to kill people. Reminds me why I hate the government.”

I honestly couldn’t blame Humantis. He was absolutely right about this. I had distrusted the Department of VR before, but they had never done anything truly heinous in my eyes. Even when Amelia put all of these idiotic restrictions on me, I still didn’t hate them. I had my doubts about taking down Director Johnson and wasn’t sure I was 100% on board with the Hackers’ agenda.

But after seeing that footage … after seeing my own brother die in front of my eyes … all my doubt and hesitation went away in an instant. It was replaced with cold hatred, the kind I rarely felt. It coursed through my veins like magma, making me angrier and angrier every second. Yet it never interfered with my logical thought processes. If anything, it actually clarified my thinking, making it obvious just who the enemy was that I needed to take down.

“When are we going to avenge him?” I said, suddenly drawing the attention of every person in the room.

“I’m sorry?” said Max.

“My brother,” I said. “Busker. Joseph. When are we going to attack the Department and teach them a lesson for killing one of our own?”

“Doubt it will be anytime soon,” said Humantis with a snort. “Remember, the Department can kill us even more easily in the game than in real life. I want revenge as much as the next guy, but I also know that direct assaults have never been our game.”

“Actually, that is about to change,” said Max. “I didn’t just call this meeting today in order to discuss this tragic news. I also wanted to go over our plan of action for avenging Busker and ensuring that his death does not end in vain.”

“Avenge Busker?” said Humantis with a frown. “Explain how we’re supposed to do that, buddy.”

Max folded his hands on top of each other. “We are going to force Director Johnson to show himself. And then we are going to kill him.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Kill Director Johnson?” Gray Crusader repeated somewhat incredulously. “We’re still going through with that?”

“Of course,” said Max. “But that won’t be our only objective. My friends, it is time we began Operation Freedom.”

The mood in the room instantly changed. Whereas before everyone was feeling depressed and anxious about Joseph’s death, now the other Hacker leaders were surprised and curious. Humantis even looked as if he wasn’t sure if Max was joking or not.

“Did you say we’re going to begin Operation Freedom?” asked Humantis with a slight hint of disbelief in his voice.

“Yes,” said Max, nodding. “I know we’ve been planning this out for a while, but I feel now is the time to act. There is no better time than the present, after all.”

“But Operation Freedom is still incomplete,” said Gray Crusader sharply. “There is still much we do not know about the Facility and if we try to attack it now, we might end up causing more harm than good.”

“How long must we continue to sit back and plan while the Department of VR kills our friends like this?” asked Max, looking around at the other Hackers with anger contorting his features. “Are we to stay in the shadows forever, never making ourselves known, always hiding from our foes and hoping they won’t find us?”

I was taken aback by Max’s vehemence. He had not struck me as the type to have any sort of strong moral code or to care about anyone other than himself. Perhaps he was a lot nobler than he looked.

“That is the Hacker way, Max,” said Gray Crusader calmly. “Hackers never use their real faces, names, or identities. We always strike from the shadows and disappear just as quickly as we appeared.”

“You mean Hackers are ninja?” said Cy, suddenly drawing everyone’s attention to himself. He looked around at everyone with excitement. “This is so cool! I didn’t know we were part of another ninja organization. I wonder what Yama-sama would think about this.”

“We’re not ninja,” said Armore bluntly. “We’re Hackers. Big difference.”

“Are you sure?” asked Cy, stroking his chin. “’Cause the way Gray Crusader described you guys, you sounded an awful lot like—”

“Can we get back on topic?” I asked. I looked at Max and the other Hackers. “Perhaps you guys forgot, but Cy and I are new here. We don’t know what this ‘Operation Freedom’ thing is that you guys are debating among yourselves. Makes it hard to contribute anything to this debate when we don’t even know what we’re talking about.”

“Apologies, Winter,” said Max. He sat upright again and readjusted his tie. “In light of this news about your brother, I forgot you haven’t been a Hacker for very long. Let’s get you and your Sidekick up to speed.”

Max tapped again on the keyboard only visible to him and the video of Busker’s death was replaced with two glowing green words floating above the table: ‘OPERATION FREEDOM.’

“Winter, have we explained to you yet what the Hackers are attempting to accomplish?” asked Max.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Our ultimate goal,” said Gray Crusader. He brushed back the feather sticking out of the top of his helmet. “What this organization was formed to do in the first place, what we have been working toward for so many years.”

I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head. “No, you haven’t.”

“Simply put, the Hackers strive for freedom and transparency for all players in Capes Online,” Max said. “When the organization was founded five years ago by a Hero known as Faded Flag—”

“Faded Flag?” I repeated. “You know him?”

“I never met him,” said Max, shaking his head. “He disappeared about a year later. No one knows if he’s still alive anymore or if he’s even still online playing Capes Online.”

“Why did he disappear?” I said, leaning forward.

“No one knows,” said Humantis suddenly. He snorted. “Jerk just up and left one day. Think he said something about needing to do work in the real world, but I have no idea what that means. Figured he got cold feet and ran away.”

“You knew Faded Flag as well?” I said.

“Of course,” said Humantis. “I was one of his first recruits into the organization along with Armore and Gray Crusader. He left us in charge of the Hackers because he trusted us more than all of the others.”

“He was a good man,” said Gray Crusader, “albeit a very private one. Never knew much about his personal life.”

“Did you ever meet his family?” I asked. “He had a wife and kid.”

The Hacker leaders looked at each other in confusion.

“No, we didn’t know that,” said Gray Crusader after a moment. He looked at me with curiosity. “As I said, he kept his personal life private from all of us. But how do you know him?”

“Does it matter?” Max interrupted, tapping his fingers impatiently on the table. “Faded Flag is long gone and is never coming back. There is no point in discussing him, not when we have far more urgent matters to—”

“Max,” said Medusa in a surprisingly gentle voice. “Might want to settle down there a bit. There’s no need to get angry.”

I expected Max to snap at Medusa for telling him what to do, but then he took a deep breath and, visibly relaxing, said, “Forgive me. My temper can sometimes get the best of me.”

Medusa said nothing in response to that. She just gently squeezed his shoulder, which seemed like an oddly affectionate gesture for a Sidekick to show to her Hero. Perhaps Medusa was used to dealing with Max’s outbursts like that.

As Max calmed down, I got this notification all of a sudden:

MISSION UPDATE: In your continuing investigation into the disappearance of Faded Flag, you learn that he was once a member of the infamous Hackers group and was also the founding member who recruited the other leaders into his organization. But Faded Flag is still missing, although at least now you know more about him and where he might be. Continue to ask around about Faded Flag. You might be surprised at who knows him.

My eyes narrowed when I read that prompt. This was a weird mission. First, it required me to find another player—which other missions didn’t typically require—and then it apparently tied into the Hackers, a group of players who I was pretty sure were technically cybercriminals. I was starting to wonder if this Faded Flag mission was, in fact, a Customs Mission like the one Busker gave me when he sent me to meet Max. But who would set up such a long-term mission and for what reason? Perhaps Faded Flag himself?

“Anyway, let’s return to the topic at hand,” said Max. “As I said, when the Hackers were founded by Faded Flag five years ago, he had one goal: To achieve freedom and transparency for all players.”

“Freedom and transparency?” I said. “What, exactly, does that mean?”

“It’s pretty simple, kid,” said Humantis. “We want to hold the powers that be—SI Games, the Department of VR, and others—accountable. Right now, they’re not being exactly honest about their goals in regard to Capes Online. Case in point: Project frigging Second Life. The entire concept of digital immortality.”

“We believe that the players of Capes Online have a right to know what is actually going on here,” said Gray Crusader softly. “To that end, we’ve done our best to leak as many government and SI Games files into the public. Our progress has been stymied on this front thanks to the intense digital security of these institutions, but we’ve still managed to accomplish a few things, such as leaking SI Games’ plans to hike the price of Capes Online Plus memberships for no reason other than to line their own pockets.”

“Exactly,” said Max. “And Operation Freedom is supposed to be the culmination of all of our hard work. In Operation Freedom, we will finally show to the world all of the Department of VR’s deepest, darkest secrets, including the existence of Project Second Life itself.”

I nodded. “Are you sure that would be such a wise idea? If people knew about Project Second Life—”

“Damn the consequences,” said Max. “Players have a right to know about this secret. They have a right to know everything, even if SI Games and the Department do not want them to.”

Again, Max’s vehemence took me by surprise, but at the same time, I didn’t dislike it. It was kind of nice to see some heat from him for once. And I had to admit, I couldn’t really disagree with anything he said. Why shouldn’t the public be aware of Project Second Life? And who was to say that there weren’t other experiments and secrets in the background that needed to be brought to life? Both SI Games and the Department were at least partially responsible for Dark Kosmos and the Z-Virus. What other dangerous, even life-threatening secrets were they both hiding from the public?

“Tell me more about Operation Freedom, then,” I said. “I am interested.”

Max put his hands together again. “Operation Freedom, as I said, is the culmination of our years of work. We will assault the Facility, where the Department of VR keeps all of its secrets, and spill them all out onto the world for the public to see.”

“What is the Facility?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“Shocker,” said Humantis sarcastically. “But you know, there’s a reason you haven’t heard about the top secret government facility that can’t even be found on any ordinary player map.”

“The Facility is a building in Adventure City staffed and manned by the Department of VR,” Gray Crusader explained. “The true nature of the building and what goes on in there is a mystery, but our spies suggest that the Facility is home to a variety of secrets and experiments that the Department has been performing on players and NPCs alike for unknown reasons.”

“Painful experiments, too, if the reports are to be believed,” said Armore. “Our spies have reported hearing screams of terror from within its walls.”

“Why does the Department have an in-game facility?” I said in disbelief. “Especially one accessible to players?”

“But that’s the thing,” said Max. “It isn’t accessible to players, at least to ordinary players, anyway. As Humantis said, the Facility cannot even be located on most player maps. It is impossible for players to find it even accidentally. As for why they have one at all … I don’t know. I suspect we’ll find out once we raid the Facility and see what they’re doing.”

I frowned. It still struck me as odd that the Department would have an in-game facility, but then, there were a lot of things about the Department of VR that made no sense to me. Like level-locking me and making it impossible for me to leave Adventure City, for example. Or murdering my brother in cold blood. Things like that.

“But it is important,” said Humantis. “Rumor has it that Director Johnson himself has been seen entering and leaving the place. Makes it real likely that the Department is hiding something there. The question is, what?”

“And that is what we are going to find out,” said Max. “Operation Freedom has been in development for over a year, but now is the time to strike. We must not the government think they can simply kill one of us and get away with it so easily like that. We must show to them why the Hackers are feared in all of Capes Online. We must show them we will avenge our own.”

“Agree with you on that,” said Humantis. He shifted in his seat. “Still, it’s not usually a good thing to rush into these sorts of things, you know? We intended to do Operation Freedom on our own terms, not on someone else’s timetable.”

“I understand your hesitation, Humantis, but I must admit I am starting to see Max’s reasoning,” said Gray Crusader. “This isn’t simply another failed hacking attempt or getting blocked by a firewall. This is the death of one of our leaders and one of our most valued and trusted members. If we don’t pull off Operation Freedom now, when?”

“Well—” said Humantis, but it was Armore who spoke up next, saying, “I agree with Max and Gray Crusader. We cannot strike directly at Director Johnson or any of the other Department agents, but we can expose their dirty secrets to the world. If there’s one thing government spies hate more than anything, it’s their secrets being exposed to the public for all to see.”

That was the most Armore had said through this entire meeting, but I honestly couldn’t disagree with anything she said. And I remembered well how much I hated the Department of VR and how they had already ruined my life in a lot of ways, not to mention outright ended the life of my brother. I was not in the mood to feel particularly kind or merciful toward them, even knowing the power the Department held over me.

“Now, then,” said Max, slapping his hands together. “Do we all agree to start Operation Freedom? Or is there any disagreement?”

“I think we are all in favor of it, Max,” said Gray Crusader. He gestured at everyone sitting around the table. “Each and every one of us wants to make sure Busker’s death was not in vain. If Busker was still here with us, I am sure he would have agreed to begin Operation Freedom as well.”

I nodded in agreement. “I am on board as well. I don’t know if this is what Joseph would have wanted, but I bear no love for the Department. Let’s find out exactly what they’ve been hiding from the public.”

Armor also nodded and added, “Agreed. We have no choice but to put Operation Freedom into action now.”

Humantis pursed his lips and sighed. “Yeah, sure, I’ll go with it. Not like my vote would make a difference, seeing as you guys outnumber me anyway. Ain’t democracy great, folks?”

“Then it is settled,” said Max, clapping his hands together. “Once I have all the preparations in place, I will contact the rest of you with more information. Until then, this meeting is dismissed and we can go our separate ways for now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Boss,” said Cy as we walked through the dark alleyways of Adventure City, “you seem a little tense.”

I was lost in my own thoughts until Cy spoke. I was thinking about the meeting back in the Twin Nights Club and what we had finally agreed on. I was so focused on it that I didn’t even notice Cy walking beside me until he spoke up.

Looking at Cy, I noticed he wore a worried frown on his face that was very much unlike his normal carefree smile. “What?”

“I said you seem a little tense,” said Cy. “Your shoulders are all hunched up and your face looks strained.”

Now that Cy mentioned it, my shoulders were hunched up for some reason and, although I couldn’t see my own face, I had no doubt the stress was starting to show. Relaxing my shoulders, I said, “Thanks, Cy. I was just thinking about what we talk about with the others earlier.”

I had to keep my words vague because now that we were out of the club, Amelia could once again hear and see everything I did. As long as Amelia watched me, I wouldn’t be able to speak freely with Cy about the Hackers or their plans. A smirk appeared on my lips as I thought about how Amelia was so sure she knew exactly what I was doing and what was going on when in fact she didn’t know anything and wouldn’t know the truth until it was too late to do anything about it.

“Yeah,” said Cy, nodding. “I thought so. It’s not good to be stressed out all the time, though. Don’t want to get high blood pressure and all that.”

I frowned. “Cy, I sense you have another reason for wanting to talk to me about this.”

Cy folded his hands behind his back and didn’t meet my gaze as we walked. “Well, I just think that maybe you shouldn’t be hanging out with those guys anymore.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

Cy still didn’t look at me, which was how I knew he was afraid I might get upset and start yelling at him. “I don’t hate those guys at all, but I got a really bad feeling from them. And I don’t like how you act when you’re around them.”

“Still don’t get what you mean,” I said, scratching the back of my head.

Cy looked up at me with concern in his eyes. “You just get so … emotional. I’m afraid you’re not thinking straight, especially since … well, you know.”

I understood exactly what he meant. Cy was referring to the death of my brother. “I’m not getting emotional. And even if I am, I have every right to be.”

Cy held up his hands defensively. “Hey, I wasn’t judging you or anything. It’s just that I don’t really like the way you act around them. I think those guys might be a bad influence on you.”

“Bad influence on me?” I said. I rolled my eyes. “Come on. I haven’t even done anything with them yet.”

“Yeah, but that’s what is so worrisome,” said Cy. “You seem a lot angrier around them than normal. I’m just afraid that it might lead you down the wrong path. That’s all.”

Puzzled, I looked at my Hero meter and saw that it was still 100%. “If you’re afraid I’ll become a Villain, I can tell you that that probably isn’t going to happen anytime soon.”

“I don’t think you’ll become a Villain, necessarily, but I think you will still get in trouble,” said Cy. “And not just with the Department of VR or whatever. I mean in general.”

“Do you think I’ll become a worse person or something?” I said. “Because I don’t think I will.”

Cy folded his hands behind his back and kicked an empty soda can out of his path as we walked. “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t, but I still don’t like it. It reminds me of my old player who—”

Cy immediately shut up. He very pointedly avoided looking at me now, which didn’t surprise me. Cy was always very shifty about his background. I understood that I was not the first player he had ever been a Sidekick to, but he was really reluctant to tell me about the guys he used to be the Sidekick of before me. I typically didn’t bring it up or push it because I wasn’t very interested in who Cy had been working for before meeting me. As far as I was concerned, Cy was my Sidekick now and his past didn’t matter.

Even so, the fact that Cy was now comparing me to his previous player—whoever that was—was not exactly inspiring. From what little I did know about Cy’s past life, his previous player had done something Cy wasn’t particularly proud of. I could only guess at what it was, but perhaps it was similar to what I was doing now and Cy was getting flashbacks as a result.

“Cy, you don’t have to worry about me,” I said. “I’m still the same Winter I’ve always been and always will be. I know exactly what I am doing. You might disagree, but that’s okay. In the end, you’ll understand why I have to do what I have to do.”

“And what if what you have to do isn’t so great?” said Cy, looking at me again. “What if it’s evil?”

I came to a stop and stared at Cy in shock. “Evil? Why would I ever do something evil? I’m a Hero. Heroes don’t do evil things.”

Cy also came to a stop and turned to face me. Gone was the carefree smile he usually wore on his face. It was replaced by a shockingly serious expression that took me by surprise.

“That’s not how this works,” said Cy quietly. “Being a Hero means you generally do good things. It doesn’t mean you’re perfect. Even the best Heroes still mess up sometimes. And you’re far more likely to mess up if you act like you’re perfect than if you don’t.”

“I don’t think I’m even remotely perfect, Cy,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “I’m well aware of my personal flaws and failings as a person, but the point still stands that I am not going to do anything evil.”

“Are you so sure about that?” said Cy. “Lots of people get in trouble precisely because they trick themselves into thinking they aren’t doing anything wrong. Atmosfear definitely believes he’s a good guy or at least that his actions are justified.”

I took a step closer to Cy, using my height and bulk over him to make myself appear far more intimidating than I normally did. “Don’t you ever compare me to Atmosfear. We’re nothing alike. And we never, ever will be.”

“I didn’t say you were alike,” said Cy, holding up his hands again. “Just saying that you should watch your step, that’s all. I’ve seen a lot of Heroes fall prey to their own arrogance in the past and I don’t want to see you fall prey yours.”

I sighed. “Cy, you don’t understand. Losing someone you love … it changes you. It makes you want to do things you might normally never do. Life is never the same after you lose someone you care about, someone important to you. It changes your whole perspective on the world. If I am acting different, it’s got nothing to do with those guys and everything to do with what I saw before my eyes less than ten minutes ago. I am not in danger of becoming anything other than what I am.”

I expected Cy to keep arguing the point with me, or even worse, to make some dumb, inappropriate pun that would completely deflate the current mood.

What I didn’t expect was for Cy to turn his gaze to the side and said, “You’re acting like I’ve never lost anyone I loved before. You’re wrong.”

With that, Cy turned and resumed walking back to our Base. I just stood there for a moment, processing what Cy just said, before shaking my head and walking quickly to catch up with him. We were soon walking side by side again, but I didn’t bring up the point he just said, nor did he say anything to me about his worries about my decisions.

But I was now starting to realize that there was a lot more to Cy—a lot more to NPCs in general—than even I gave them credit for. And I wondered if this was part of the change that the new god was bringing into the world or not.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

When we got back to our Base, Cy immediately went to bed. That was unusual because he typically liked to stay up a lot longer than me. I could tell, however, that he was still seriously bothered by our earlier argument. I felt bad about letting him go back to sleep without talking it through with him more, but at the same time, I sensed that now was not the time to talk about such things.

I retired to my room and lay down on my bed, but I didn’t go to sleep immediately. I found myself thinking about Cy and the other NPCs who populated Capes Online.

When I first started playing Capes Online what seemed like an eternity ago now, I had treated NPCs like, well, NPCs. I didn’t see them as real people. I just saw them as convincingly fake illusions, bits of data and code strung together to appear real but were in fact just irrelevant digital constructs with no inherent value. Yes, Capes Online had some of the most realistic NPCs in the gaming industry, but that still didn’t make them actual, real people.

But ever since the Blackout, when I finally accepted that Capes Online was my new home and that the Civilians and other NPCs were people I needed to protect, I had started to look at them all a little differently. They all seemed like real people to me now, just as real as the people back in the real world. They had hopes, dreams, families, jobs, communities, and all that other stuff humans had. It was hard not to treat them like real people, not when I spent so much time among them.

And really, where did I get off saying who was and wasn’t real? I was a digital being myself, after all. That didn’t make me any less human than any of the other players, but the fact was that I did lack a physical body that I could log off onto. Did that mean I didn’t exist, either? Was I any less real than Cy or any of the other NPCs?

As much as I hated to admit it, Dark Kosmos’ words still stuck with me somewhere in the back of my mind. Part of his motivation for starting the Blackout was due to the way players treated NPCs. He wanted to turn the tables on us, show us players what it was like to be treated like an NPC. He was technically a digital being like me and not an NPC, but he still felt far more sympathy with the NPCs than he did with players. And now, I was starting to understand where he was coming from, even though I disagreed with his attempt to kill millions and millions of innocent people.

I also thought about Max. Like me, Max was another digital being, a participant in Project Second Life. He even had a relationship with his Sidekick, Medusa, who was most definitely an NPC just like Cy, not even counting the various girls at his club he was involved with. I still wasn’t 100% on the idea of starting a committed, romantic relationship with an NPC just yet, but Max apparently was and it seemed to be working out well for him. I suppose it helped he was a billionaire, which seemed to attract NPC girls in the same way it attracted real ones.

In any case, I was starting to view NPCs in general a little differently now. I would probably never view them entirely the same way I viewed humans, but who was to say I wouldn’t? I was going to be in Capes Online for the rest of my life, whatever that was. I had already accepted Capes Online as my reality. Why couldn’t I accept NPCs as my people?

The reason, I realized, was because of Sally. Somewhere out in the real world, Sally was worried sick about me. She had contacted Joseph and sent him to find me. She had no idea I was going to be stuck in Capes Online for the rest of my life. She had no idea I didn’t have a body to return to. She knew nothing except that she still loved me and wanted to bring me back. No way I could just abandon Sally for the comfort of some NPC woman, no matter how beautiful or sexy.

But maybe I would have to. If I really couldn’t return to the real world—if I was going to be stuck in Capes Online for the rest of my life—then at some point, I would have to make Sally aware of that. She would need to know that I was gone forever and that there was no hope for our relationship. I didn’t want Sally to spend the rest of her life pining after me when she would never have a chance. If that meant letting Sally move on to other men, then so be it. I didn’t want her to waste her life trying to do the impossible, no matter how much I wanted to be with her again.

I shook my head. I hated thinking deeply about this stuff. I was a cop, not a philosopher. Deep thinking about the nature of reality and NPCs and stuff like that was way above my pay grade. All I knew was that it was my duty to show the world all of the Department’s secrets and catch Atmosfear at the same time. So long as I could do all that, I would be fine.

Just as I closed my eyes to drift off to sleep, a familiar female voice said, “Tired, Winter?”

My eyes snapped open and I looked over to the right to see Amelia sitting at my desk. She looked exactly the same as she did the last time I saw her, if slightly more tired. I realized it was probably pretty late in the real world right now, so Amelia was probably very tired. And if she was like most people I knew, the more tired she was, the less polite she was likely to be.

Turning on my side, I said, “What is it now, Amelia? Can’t it wait until tomorrow? I’m trying to sleep.”

Amelia, of course, didn’t back down. She simply said, “I would wait to speak to you until later, but Director Johnson ordered me to speak to you about something that happened in the real world that you need to be made aware of. Once I inform you about this, then I can log off and go home.”

A part of me suspected that I already knew what Amelia was going to tell me, but there was no way I was going to let her knew that I knew. “Okay. Tell me what is it. I hope it’s important.”

“It is,” said Amelia. “As of about thirty minutes ago, your brother, Joseph Maxwell, is dead.”

I knew it. Even knowing what she was going to tell me ahead of time, however, I felt like I got punched in the gut. Hearing that Joseph was dead, especially coming from such cold lips, was still shaking even if I already knew about it. “How did he die?”

“He was killed by some Department of VR agents when they stormed his apartment in an attempt to capture him,” said Amelia. “I was told he pulled out a gun and tried to shoot several agents but was stopped before he could kill anyone. He was killed in self-defense by one of the agents. He died on the scene.”

Liar, I wanted to call her. I saw the video footage. I saw that he was murdered in cold blood. I knew that the Department knowingly murdered him so he wouldn’t be able to reveal any of their secrets to the world. I was normally not one to give a damn about things like anti-authority movements and the like, but after seeing such blatant corruption up close, I could now fully understand anarchists and their motivations.

But I didn’t say any of that aloud. Keeping a calm expression on my face, I said, “Are you sure he’s dead?”

“Positive,” said Amelia. “ A doctor at the hospital near his apartment declared him dead not long after he was shot. I saw the pictures and footage for myself. He is truly dead.”

My grip on my pillow tightened, but keeping myself calm, I said, “Have you told my parents yet?”

“They are currently in the process of being told about his death,” said Amelia calmly. “In fact, it is Charles Omar, your former agent, who has been tasked with informing them about your brother’s death.”

I smiled when she said that, although it was kind of a sad smile. It was nice to know that Chuck, despite no longer being assigned to me, was still trying to help me. He could be a bit of a pain in the butt sometimes, but Chuck was a genuinely good guy under his government bureaucrat appearance. “Do you know if there will be a funeral?”

“There probably will be, but it will have to be arranged by your parents,” said Amelia simply.

“Is there any way I could see the funeral myself?” I said. “Like, livestreaming it online or something like that?”

“Perhaps,” said Amelia. “But like I said, funeral arrangements for your brother’s death will have to be done by your parents and it will be up to them whether to livestream it online or not. But I doubt you will be given a chance to view it.”

“What?” I said. “Why?”

Amelia brushed back a strand of her dark hair from her eyes. “Because Project Second Life is supposed to remain a secret. Your parents don’t know that you are here. They assume you died in the car crash last month. If we let you watch the funeral livestream, then there is a high likelihood of people discovering who you are.”

The rage building up inside me almost exploded. I wanted to jump off my bed and beat her idiotic face in. I wanted to scream at her for denying me the opportunity to see my brother’s funeral. I wanted to teach her a lesson she would never forget and to tell her to bring Director Johnson here so I could beat his sorry ass myself.

But I didn’t want to get into even more trouble with the Department than I already was. I could tell Amelia was just waiting for the chance to mess with me even more than she already had. Besides, Avatars were invincible. I could hit her with everything I had and it still wouldn’t hurt her even slightly. I had to remind myself that the Hackers would be starting Operation Freedom soon. In a short time, I would get all the revenge on Amelia that I wanted, and then some.

So I said, keeping my voice as calm as ever, “Oh. That’s disappointing.”

“Disappointing, perhaps, but necessary,” said Amelia. “Until the UN and SI Games decide it is time, you and the other Project Second Life participants must keep yourselves a secret from the rest of the world. It is for the greater good.”

“Right,” I said. “Is that all you have to tell me or—?”

“That is all,” said Amelia. “With that, I must leave. But don’t assume that means you are free. Although I won’t be in the office over the weekend, the Department’s monitoring systems will still keep track of every move and will alert me if you try to do anything you are not supposed to.”

“Oh, I didn’t doubt that at all,” I said. “But thanks for the reminder. Maybe if I’m good enough, I’ll get some nice presents from Santa this year.”

Amelia rolled her eyes. “Please. You would be lucky to get even one lump of coal, given your recent behavior.”

With that, Amelia disappeared, leaving me all alone in my room, but that was fine. I had plans for tomorrow, plans that would require I get a good night’s sleep tonight.

And once I put those plans into action, even Amelia wouldn’t be able to stop me until it was too late.


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

The next morning, I woke up to the smell of fresh coffee and bacon and eggs wafting into my room. It took me a moment to realize that I had not actually closed the door to my room when I went to bed last night. That explained how I was able to smell breakfast. I was actually surprised I got the Well-Rested buff. I recalled having trouble going to sleep last night, but I guess I must have gotten the number of hours required to get the buff anyway.

With a yawn, I sat up and threw my legs over the side of my bed. As I stood up and stretched my arms, I heard voices coming from outside. It was hard to tell who was speaking, but at least one of them was Cy. The other sounded vaguely familiar, but I was unable to immediately place it. In any case, I wondered who could possibly be visiting me so early in the morning. My temper began to rise when I remembered that I had specifically told Cy not to invite any guests into the Base unless he asked me first. Guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that he would do that, but I was going to chew him out anyway.

After quickly washing my face and brushing my teeth, I stomped out of my room and, activating Flight, flew over the railings and down onto the floor. I immediately began walking toward the kitchen/dining area. Due to the way it was set up, I couldn’t immediately see who Cy was talking to. I only saw the back of the kitchen, the smell of bacon and eggs growing stronger by the second as I drew closer and closer to the kitchen. The voices also became more distinct, although now I realized that Cy was doing most of the talking and not whoever his guest was.

“… And that’s why I’m not allowed to use the microwave without supervision anymore,” Cy finished, his cheery voice clearly audible over the sizzling bacon grease. “But at least I can still make pancakes.”

“That’s an … interesting story, Cyclone,” said the guest, whose voice sounded really familiar, but I was still too angry to recognize it. “How did you stuff an entire turkey and bag of potatoes into a simple microwave?”

“Well—” said Cy, but at that moment I turned the corner around the kitchen and snapped, “Cy! What are you doing? Didn’t you remember what I said about no guests unless I—”

I stopped speaking as soon as my eyes fell on Cy and our guest. Cy stood in the kitchen at the stove top, where he was busily cooking a pack of bacon. On the counter next to him was a plate with a large stack of already cooked bacon, plus another plate of scrambled eggs and a large steaming pot of coffee that smelled absolutely delicious.

Sitting at the dining room table was Funky. He had a cup of black coffee and a small plate of bacon and eggs. Sitting on the floor at his feet, looking like a dog, was his pet dragon, Lennox. Everyone was looking at me now, including Lennox, whose greasy lips told me he had probably just been fed some of that bacon and eggs.

“Morning, boss!” said Cy, waving at me with his usual big smile. He gestured at the bacon and eggs. “Grab a bite to eat. We’ve got all the essentials except pancakes. But I could make pancakes if you want me to. Do you want me to? Because I will if you do.”

“Good morning, Winter,” said Funky in his usual cool tone, raising his cup of coffee toward me by way of greeting. “You look as chipper as usual.”

Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I said, “Funky? What are you doing here? And how did you get into my Base without my permission?”

“Don’t you remember, boss?” said Cy as he put some of the bacon and eggs onto a plate and held it out to me. “You added all your Teammates to the Approved Guests List last week to make it easier for everyone to come and visit you.”

Ah. I remembered now. A week ago I had learned that I didn’t need to manually approve every guest I wanted to bring into my Base. I could add the names of certain individuals to an Approved Guests List—which was underneath the ‘BASES’ tab in my character menu—and those individuals would be allowed to come and go as they pleased. Without a dedicated Team Headquarters, this would have to do for now. I also knew that Funky, Recover, and Dillo had put me on the Approved Guests List for their Bases as well, should I ever visit them. It was how I was able to get into Recover’s Base a couple of days ago.

“Sorry for not sending you a message ahead of time,” said Funky. “I just wanted to get back online as soon as I was allowed to. I wanted to apologize to you first thing before I did anything else.”

I opened my TEAMS menu and saw that the countdown next to Funky’s name on the membership list was now 00:00:00. That timer had indicated the amount of time Funky was going to spend offline. I hadn’t realized that it had been three days already. Sure felt like longer, but I guess I have been really busy.

In any case, my anger toward Cy now transferred to Funky. I took the plate of bacon and eggs Cy offered me, walked over to the table, and sat down opposite Funky. Lennox must have sensed my anger because he reared back slightly on his hind legs before Funky bent over and brushed the back of his ears with his hands. That seemed to calm down Lennox somewhat, but the dragon still looked at me warily, as if to make sure I wasn’t going to attack his master.

I had no intention of physically harming Funky, but even if I did, Lennox didn’t scare me. My eyes were locked on Funky, who, to his credit, didn’t look away from me. He simply met my gaze with what appeared to be an apologetic expression on his face.

“What happened?” I said as Cy set a cup of coffee down next to my plate, along with a fork and knife for the bacon and eggs. “Because of you, we failed the mission.”

“I’m sorry,” said Funky. “I should have warned you guys ahead of time about my log-off timer. It completely slipped my mind because I just recently started using the timer and I didn’t remember it.”

Funky sounded and looked apologetic enough, but I was still pretty pissed. I sipped my coffee and said, “I didn’t even know that was a feature in the game.”

“No surprise, given how you can’t log off,” said Funky. “It’s an option Capes Online added a few years ago after players began to get addicted to Capes Online. At the end of the timer, you are automatically logged out of your account and you cannot log back in for three days.”

“What, do you suffer from video game addiction or something?” I said.

“No,” said Funky, shaking his head. “I just have a very busy life in the real world and can’t afford to spend as much time as I want playing games. Just what happens when you get older. You have less and less time for games.”

My eyes narrowed. Although I generally liked and trusted Funky, I was well aware that he was hiding something from me. I knew almost nothing about his life outside Capes Online save that he seemed to have some sort of connection to SI Games. My current theory was that Funky was a Capes Online designer or developer who liked to play the game every now and then. It explained his deep understanding of the game’s mechanics, an understanding which seemed to be even deeper than Cy’s. He once told me he was ‘just’ a Capes Online fanboy who devoured interviews and other material about Capes Online designers, but I wasn’t fooled for one second by that statement.

But I also knew better than to attempt to interrogate Funky, who was also a master at dodging questions he didn’t want to answer. So I said, “You were so busy that you needed to take three full days off from Capes Online?”

“Yes,” said Funky without missing a beat. “I have an extremely busy life and business. I barely have enough time for games as it is. But it’s still my fault for not telling you guys ahead of time. I’m sorry.”

I still wanted to be angry at Funky for abandoning us like that, but it was hard to stay angry at him when he spoke with such genuine repentance. I could tell he understood exactly how much he messed up. Perhaps he even wanted to make up for it somehow, although I didn’t really think that would be necessary.

Sipping my coffee again, I said, “I accept your apology, but you still should warn us next time, okay? Especially if we’re in the middle of a big mission like the one against Tentacold.”

“Thank you, Winter,” said Funky in a relieved voice. “I wasn’t sure how you would react to that, but I didn’t think it would be any good. Glad to know we’re good again.”

Lennox also seemed to relax now, perhaps sensing that Funky and my’s feud was over. I wondered if Tamed Beasts like Lennox could also sense their owners’ moods or not. Funky was a Beastmaster, which was a Class I didn’t see too much of now that I thought about it. I wondered if it was a rare Class.

But that reminded me of something. I opened my item inventory and, picking out the item I wanted, said, “Funky, I’ve got something I think you will like.”

Funky tilted his head to the side. “What would that be?”

“An item,” I said. “Here it is.”

I initiated a gift request to Funky. Funky’s eyes went out of focus briefly as he focused on the gift I was offering him. “A Beast Whistle?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I found it while going through the stuff in my Basement a while back. I meant to give it to you at some point, but I just forgot given how busy we’ve been recently.”

“Hmm,” said Funky. “I’ve already got three, but I can always use another one. Thanks.”

I saw the Beast Whistle in my inventory disappear. The Beast Whistle—which was an ordinary whistle with a dragon’s head at the end—appeared in Funky’s hands. He looked it over briefly before putting it back into his own item inventory.

“Thanks,” said Funky. “Beast Whistles are incredibly expensive to buy and very few Gadgeteers know how to build or design one. This will save me a few thousand credits.”

“No problem,” I said. “But a few thousand credits? That’s a lot.”

“It is, but Beast Whistles are fairly game-breaking if you know how to use them,” said Funky. “When it says that a Beast Whistle can summon a Tamed Beast anywhere, it really does mean anywhere. Lennox and I could be on the opposite sides of the world—even the opposite sides of the universe—and I could use my Beast Whistle and summon him right by my side.”

My eyes widened. “Whoa. That is game-breaking. Almost overpowered.”

“True, but Beast Whistles can only be used once and, unlike most items, can’t be repaired or reused,” said Funky. “Also, they only summon a Tamed Beast temporarily, typically for a few hours or so, although the length of summoned time is really dependent on the level of the Beastmaster using it. Then the Tamed Beast is sent back to wherever they were before they were summoned. It’s still an incredibly useful item for a Beastmaster, however. I consider it one of the essentials for the Class.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “Have you spoken to anyone else since you got back online?”

Funky shook his head. He ate a handful of eggs and said, “No. You’re the first person I’ve seen. That’s intentional on my part, however. I wanted to apologize to you for my abandoning the Team in the middle of the mission like that. Why? Has anything interesting happened since I logged off?”

I opened my mouth to speak but then thought about it. A lot of stuff did happen since Funky had logged off, but much of it was supposed to be a secret to everyone, including my own Teammates. I couldn’t tell him about Max or the Hackers. Although Funky might not be with the Department of VR, that did not mean he could be trusted with such information. He might try to stop me anyway, given how dangerous my upcoming mission was. I decided to play it safe.

“Eh, not much,” I said.

“Not much?” Cy said from the kitchen. He was now washing the dishes, having apparently finished cooking breakfast while we weren’t looking. “We got to meet your brother, Busker Burn! He saved us from that Tentacold guy in the awesomest entrance ever. Coolest dude ever.”

Hearing my brother’s username was another punch to the gut, but I kept my face as calm as I could. If I broke down now, Funky would surely ask what the problem was and then I would have to explain to him about Busker, which would risk revealing my ties to the Hackers. I couldn’t allow that.

“Busker Burn is your brother?” said Funky.

“You know about him?” I said in surprise.

Funky chuckled. “Who doesn’t? Busker is a rising star in the Capes Online streaming community. While he’s not the biggest streamer around, his channel is growing all the time. In fact, I am actually one of his subscribers.”

“You are?” I said in surprise.

“Sure,” said Funky. “I can’t always watch everything he does due to how busy I am, but his streams are usually good. He likes to push Capes Online’s physics to its limits by pulling off all sorts of dangerous stunts, from jumping off of skyscrapers with a parachute to climbing dangerous cliffs with nothing but his own hands. It helps that he has a great sense of humor about it all as well.”

I scowled. Not because I hated my brother or anything, but because I was angry at myself for never knowing about Busker’s streaming career. I would have supported it if I had known about it. As it is, I was far too late. I wondered what Dad thought about Busker’s streaming career. I doubt he would have approved of it, given his general dislike of video games.

“Yeah, Busker is my brother,” I said, “but I don’t think he’s going to be streaming for a while.”

“Why not?” said Funky as he sipped his coffee.

I sighed. “He learned about Project Second Life. Which is a big no-no to the Department of VR. They sent some agents to arrest him and they killed him in his own home.”

Funky’s eyes almost popped out of his skull. “What? Busker is dead?”

I nodded. I tried to keep a brave face, but it was hard due to the pain in my heart whenever I thought about Busker. “Yep. They said he tried to resist arrest and even shot an agent. I don’t think that’s true, but—”

“I am so sorry to hear that,” said Funky. He lowered a piece of bacon he had been about to eat back on the table. “I saw a headline in the news this morning about a Capes Online streamer getting killed by the Department of VR, but I was in such a hurry to get back online that I didn’t bother to check it.”

I shrugged. “It’s not your fault. It’s my fault, really. If he hadn’t tried to contact me, he would still be alive today.”

“Perhaps,” said Funky, “but I wish there was something I could do for you.”

“There isn’t, really,” I said. “I can’t even go to the funeral given, well, you know. The Department wouldn’t even promise to livestream it for me. Digital immortality really isn’t what I expected.”

Funky pursed his lips. He looked like he was thinking about something, but I didn’t know what until he said, “Would you like me to go to Busker’s funeral in your place?”

Startled, I looked at Funky and said, “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I am,” said Funky, nodding. “I still feel like I messed up heavily three days ago. If I go in your place, I feel like that will make it up for me.”

“That’s awfully kind of you, Funky, but are you sure about that?” I said. “You didn’t know Busker. People are going to wonder why you wanted to show up to the funeral.”

Funky smiled. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll just tell them I’m a friend of Busker’s. I’ll figure something out.”

Funky’s confidence seemed unwarranted to me. Knowing my family, Busker’s funeral would most likely be a private affair. Only friends and family would be invited and I doubted that Funky was either.

Still, I said, “You can try, I guess. But see if you can get it livestreamed to me.”

“All right,” said Funky. “I’ll see what I can do. Because that’s what friends do.”

“Right,” I said. “So—”

“Oh,” said Funky. He slapped his forehead. “I almost forgot. There was one other thing I wanted to tell you before I leave.”

I frowned. “What’s that?”

Funky took a deep breath. He looked around for a moment like he didn’t want to deliver this news to me, before looking at me and saying, “I am probably going to stop playing Capes Online soon. Forever.”
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Stunned, I said, “What? What do you mean, ‘forever’? Do you mean you’re going to delete your account?”

Funky ate another piece of bacon before he replied. Perhaps he was trying to look for the right words to respond.

Finally, Funky said, “Yes, I will.”

“But why?” I said. “Why are you going to delete your account and stop playing? It’s not because of the Blackout or Z-Virus, is it?”

“No, it has nothing to do with that,” said Funky, shaking his head. “If I was afraid of getting trapped in the game again, I would have deleted my account a long time ago. Same with getting Infected by the Z-Virus.”

I frowned. “Then why are you going to delete your account? Just because?”

Funky tapped his fork against his plate. “Because I fear that I am getting too involved.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Too involved? Too involved in what?”

“Everything,” said Funky. He looked me in the eye. “You might not have noticed, but I’m not a super outgoing type. I generally just like to sit back and have fun. I can take things seriously when necessary, but I prefer to hang out in the background more than anything. I’m not exactly an extrovert.”

I nodded. “I’ve noticed that. But I still don’t understand how that factors into your quitting Capes Online.”

Funky sighed. “Ever since I met you, I’ve been involved in far too many crazy things. First there was the Blackout, then I got zombified, and now it seems to me that you are involved in yet another weird thing, even though you haven’t told me about it, although I’ll probably get dragged into it one way or another.”

“It’s not my fault weird things happen to me,” I said. I gestured at my body. “I didn’t even come here of my own free will. Some jerk had my mind uploaded to this game. Blame him for all this weird, crazy stuff, not me.”

Funky shook his head. “I don’t blame you one bit for any of it, but the thing is, I do have a life outside this game. As much as I love Capes Online, I have a lot of duties and responsibilities in the real world I need to uphold. Getting stuck in the Blackout like that made me aware of just how dangerous this game can really be. Same thing when I got zombified by the Z-Virus.”

Funky leaned toward me, a look of utmost seriousness on his face. “I asked myself if I died playing Capes Online, what would happen to the outside world? What would happen to my friends, family, and responsibilities? Should I continue to play Capes Online even knowing how risky it can be? I’ve always known that VRMMORPGs are not as safe as advertised—always known better than most, to be frank—but this was the first time my life was truly at risk. If you hadn’t killed Dark Kosmos and freed everyone, then I am certain I would have eventually died.”

I listened closely to what Funky said. As much as I wanted to argue against it, I found it hard to do so. Funky made several good points. Frankly, the Blackout alone would have made me quit the game entirely if I had a physical body to return to. And I was aware, based on posts put up by players on the Capes Online Forum, that many players had done just that.

No one knew how many players had quit playing in the aftermath of the Blackout. Capes Online refused to release numbers, but some estimates said that as much as 10% of all active Capes Online players stopped playing, with the numbers varying considerably by country. The US lost very few members, while countries like China and the United Republic of Korea lost upwards of 50% of their player base. The numbers had gotten better since then, but all of the analysts I read agreed that Capes Online would likely never fully recover from the Blackout.

Funky took a deep breath. “It’s not that I hate Capes Online. I love this game. It’s a true masterpiece. The tech used to make this game is still light years ahead of the other competitors. The people who made this game have a lot to be proud of. And it has nothing to do with you or the others, either. I still consider you guys my friends, even if I’m not always as online as often as I’d like.”

“But you still want to stop playing anyway,” I said. “For your own good.”

“Basically,” said Funky. “And it might not be forever, despite what I said. I might come back someday. Just not anytime soon.”

I nodded. “When do you plan to quit?”

“Probably in a couple of weeks or so,” said Funky. “I still have some work to do here in Capes Online, stuff that needs to be finished before I can move on. After that, though, I will quit.”

I gulped. However angry I had been with Funky over the last few days over his failure to communicate with us effectively, I still considered him a trusted ally, Teammate, and yes, even friend. Funky had done so much to help me since I started playing Capes Online that I honestly wasn’t sure I would be anywhere nearly as successful as I was if not for his help. Even with his blatant refusal to talk about his past with me, I still trusted him almost more than anyone else in the game other than Cy. It helped that he was also a very powerful and competent player in his own right, meaning that his leaving the Team would be a serious loss for all of us.

But at the same time, I understood where Funky was coming from. If he was really a Capes Online developer like I suspected, then I bet he was really as busy as he said he was, if not more so. I remembered reading an interview with a Capes Online developer named Jordan Singleton who claimed that they worked anywhere between 80 and 120 hours a week. That was probably—hopefully—an exaggeration, but I had no doubt they worked long hours just to keep the lights running. Capes Online was a massive game, after all, and needed tons of resources just to maintain it.

Even so, I wracked my brain for a way to convinced Funky to stay, but I was unable to come up with an argument that didn’t sound at least a little selfish. Plus, Funky struck me as the type of guy who didn’t change his mind once he set it on something. He would probably argue with me about it and then we’d both waste a lot of time and get nothing done.

So I nodded and said, “All right. I wish things were different, but you’ve got to do what’s best for you and yours, Funky. I won’t judge you for it, and you are always welcome back into Team Winter anytime you want to come back.”

Funky smiled in relief. “Thanks, man. I knew you’d understand. Like I said, I don’t want to have to do this, but external circumstances are going to force me to go offline pretty soon and I am not sure when I will have time to come back online. I’m sure you and the others can take care of yourselves.”

I nodded again. “We’ll manage somehow. Anyway, not to sound rude, but do you have to leave now? You mentioned having other things to take care of before you quit.”

“I do have to leave sometime soon, but there’s one more issue I want to talk with you about,” said Funky. “Atmosfear.”

I tensed. “What about him?”

“Have you seen him since the Z-Virus Outbreak?” Funky questioned.

I shook my head. “No. And no one else has, either. A lot of people assume he died in the Z-Virus vat, but I know he didn’t because I ran into one of his Teammates recently.”

Funky raised an eyebrow. “Teammates? I thought Atmosfear was on his own.”

“Not anymore, apparently,” I said. “A Villain named Toxica and her Sidekick Chamillion attacked Recover. They were going to use her as bait to lure me into a trap so they could take me to Atmosfear. Toxica also said that Atmosfear was recruiting other Villains into his Team.”

“I suspected as much,” said Funky, scratching his chin. “I remember the last Team he put together. I can only imagine this one will be even worse.”

“No doubt,” I said. “I just don’t understand how he is able to recruit Villains into his Team without SI Games noticing, though.”

“Atmosfear appears to have some sort of way to escape detection from SI Games and the Department of VR,” said Funky. “I think it’s safe to assume he’s figured out a way to extend that power to his Teammates. Otherwise, I am sure that SI Games and the Department of VR would have banned all players who worked with Atmosfear by now.”

“Right,” I said. “At least we still have his Sidekick, Giggles. Wondering what’s taking the Department so long to pick his brain.”

Funky sipped his coffee again before putting it down and saying, “That’s just the thing. Giggles has escaped.”

“What?” I said, almost falling out of my chair in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Giggles managed to escape the prison the Department of VR put him in,” said Funky. “Just happened yesterday, although the Department has been pretty hush hush about it to avoid this news leaking out to the public.”

“How did he escape?” I said. “I was told Giggles was put in a prison that no one could escape from.”

“I don’t know for sure, but from what I heard, he had help,” said Funky. “Evidently, a small team of Villains struck the prison and broke him out. They killed all the guards and even corrupted the security footage in order to hide their tracks. But they were still caught on camera by one camera they forgot to disable. That’s how the Department learned about it in the first place.”

My hands tightened around my coffee cup. “They must have been Atmosfear’s Teammates.”

“No doubt,” said Funky. “Atmosfear himself was not among them, but who else would try to rescue Giggles? Only Atmosfear has any real connection to him and, despite how abusive Atmosfear treats him, Atmosfear has no reason to continue to allow Giggles to be in the custody of the government. By saving Giggles, he’s really saving himself.”

“I know,” I said. “But it still sucks. Here we were, so close to finding Atmosfear, and then he goes and pulls something like this. Life really isn’t fair.”

“Pretty much,” said Funky. “That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you this morning. As I said, the Department is keeping quiet on this, so I decided to let you know so you could prepare yourself. Giggles is a known Assassin who has already tried to kill you once already. I would rather not give him a second chance to do that, if possible.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said. “But how did you—”

“Contacts in the Department,” said Funky without missing a beat. “They sent me a message yesterday informing me about this.”

I frowned. “You sure do seem to have a lot of contacts.”

Funky shrugged. “What can I say? I make friends pretty easily. Including friends in high places.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, I’ll make sure to upgrade my Base security pretty soon, then. I could easily see Atmosfear deciding to send Giggles after me now that he’s free again.”

“Most definitely,” said Funky. He finished his coffee and stood up. “Well, I think it’s time for Lennox and me to leave. Thanks for the breakfast. And again, I am sorry about having to leave you guys, but this is ultimately going to be for the best.”

“No problem, man,” I said, waving off Funky’s concern. “You don’t need to apologize for this. It’s just a game, after all. Not your life.”

But it is my life, I thought, although, of course, I didn’t say that aloud. I just watched as Cy led Funky and Lennox—who now sat on Funky’s shoulders—back to the front door.

I wished that Funky didn’t have to quit the game, but it sounded to me like he really had no choice in the matter. Once he left, Team Winter would just be me, Recover, and Dillo, plus our Sidekicks. That wasn’t going to be enough to deal with Atmosfear and his Team. We needed more people.

And I knew exactly who to start talking to.
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I was already beginning to regret inviting everyone into my Base.

It seemed like a good idea at the time. I contacted the four potential Team Winter recruits—Gears, Walker, and Zoom and Boom—and asked all four of them to come to my Base as soon as possible. I told them that I had accepted them into the Team and that now I wanted to introduce them to the other members of Team Winter so we could all meet each other and get to know each other. To that end, I had also contacted Recover and Dillo, asking them to show up, which they did, and pretty quickly, at that. Apparently, today was their day off in the real world, so they had plenty of time to play Capes Online and help me integrate the newbies into the Team.

But things went to hell almost as soon as the first recruit—Gears—stepped through the front door. As soon as she got a good look at my Base, she wrinkled her nose and said, “This is your Base?”

I scowled. “Yeah. Why are you acting so surprised? You were here before during the interview.”

Gears slowly rotated in a circle on the spot, the tools on her tool belt clinking softly as she did so. “Yeah, but I wasn’t really paying attention to your Base back then. I was more interested in trying to convince you to let me join your Team. Which I succeeded at rather admirably if you ask me.”

Dillo, who stood next to me in his shiny, newly-repaired armor, scratched the back of his head. “Didn’t Gears try to hand you and Cy over to Dark Kosmos during the Blackout? Why did you let her onto the Team?”

“Water under the bridge, my dear green friend,” said Gears. She walked over to the keypad for the front door and began examining it. “And what’s this? A keypad? So old-fashioned. It doesn’t even have a retina scanner. I could easily crack this in a minute and I’m not even a Thief.”

“I didn’t really ask for your opinion on the security updates for my Base,” I said, tapping my foot against the floor impatiently.

Gears looked over her shoulder at me incredulously. “Well, you should. My Base is considered one of the best Bases in Capes Online. It won the Most Secure Base/Hideout of the Year Award at the yearly Capes Online Awards for last years. Even higher-leveled players have offered to buy it from me due to how good it is. Tell me, has anyone ever actually made an offer on this dump or not?”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation, but before I could respond to her question, Walker suddenly appeared out of nowhere on top of the kitchen table. He wore a surprised look on his face like even he was surprised that he was here, before he suddenly lost his balance and crashed onto the floor, nearly destroying the table itself in the process.

“Walker!” I said, looking down at him. “Are you okay, man?”

“Yes,” said Walker in his usual soft Indian voice. He sat up and rubbed his head. “But oh, my head does not feel good.”

“Probably ‘cause you fell on it,” said Cy. He held out a hand. “Here, let me help you up.”

Walker took Cy’s hand and stood up, but as soon as he did, his face turned a bright green. “Uh oh. Do you guys have a sink?”

“Right over there,” I said, pointing at the kitchen sink.

“Thank you,” said Walker in a choked voice. He rushed over to the kitchen area and we could immediately hear the sounds of him throwing up into the sink.

“What happened to him?” asked Dillo, looking toward the kitchen with horror in his eyes. “Why is he throwing up?”

Recover stroked her chin. “I don’t know for sure, but I do know that Teleport has a 10% chance of making the user sick upon Teleporting to whatever location they go to. The chance of getting sick upon Teleportation goes down by one percent every time you level it up, but even a one percent chance of losing your lunch still means it can happen.”

“Geez,” I said. “No one ever told me that. And here I’ve only ever heard good things about Teleport.”

“Good things from players who aren’t Warpers, I presume,” said Recover. “Trust me, as a Healer, I’ve had to help more than a few Warper who’ve suffered the nasty side effects of their signature Power. It’s why I’m perfectly happy being a Healer.”

I had felt envious of Warpers for a while due to their convenient Teleport Power, but if what Recover said was true, then I was glad I wasn’t a Warper. “Right. Well, Gears and Walker are here. Right now, we’re only missing the brothers, Boom and Zoom.”

“Yeah,” said Zoom in his usual British accent, who was standing right next to me. “I wonder when those slowpokes will show up.”

“At this rate?” said Boom, who was actually leaning against me with his arms folded over his chest. “Never. Couple of lazy blokes, those two are. Don’t need ‘em.”

Startled, I half-jumped into the air and nearly activated Flight. Turning around to face the twins, I said, “When did you get here?”

“Two minutes ago,” said Zoom, holding up two fingers.

“Actually, Zoom, by my count it was one and a half minutes ago,” said Boom, rolling his eyes. “Then again, you never learned how to count in school.”

The twins began arguing with each other about how quickly they had gotten here. Given how both of them were Speedsters, it made sense that they got here quickly. I just wish they had knocked on the front door first.

Zoom and Boom were identical twin brothers from Britain, both Speedsters, and both prone to arguing with each other about irrelevant things, which I discovered during my interview with them. Physically identical, they were primarily differentiated by their Costumes. Zoom wore a yellow and black full-body Costume with a hood, while Boom wore a red and blue one with an identical hood. But I suspected the two of them liked to switch up Costumes frequently in order to troll people into misidentifying them.

“Did you recruit a bunch of kids onto the Team, Winter?” asked Dillo, looking at the twins with exasperation. “’Cause they can’t possibly be older than eighteen.”

“Actually, we are nineteen,” Boom corrected. “Yesterday was our birthday.”

“Our birthday was two days ago, brother,” said Zoom. “So who is the one who didn’t learn how to count in school?”

Before Boom could respond to his twin, I held up my hands and said, “Come on, guys. I didn’t invite you here to fight each other. Now that everyone is here, I think it’s time we started introducing ourselves. Everyone, gather round.”

Gears, who was still studying the keypad for the front door, reluctantly broke away to walk over to us. Walker also emerged from the kitchen, although the exposed portions of his skin looked paler than normal. He took a spot next to Zoom, his hands on his stomach like he thought he was going to throw up again. As for Zoom and Boom, they stopped arguing, but I could tell they weren’t exactly thrilled about being bossed around. Something told me those two had a strong independent streak.

Clapping my hands together, I said, “Okay. I think everyone here knows who I am, but the rest of you guys don’t all know each other. Dillo, Recover, meet Walker, Zoom, Boom, and Gears. You four, meet Dillo and Recover. The only member we’re missing is Funky, but that’s fine. We can introduce him to you guys later.”

“Funky, eh?” said Zoom. He looked at Boom. “Brother, have you heard of a player named Funky?”

“I do believe I have, dear brother,” said Boom. “Wasn’t he the one who defeated that awful slime monster in the Sewers a while back?”

“I do believe he was, brother,” said Zoom. “I only wish we had gotten to meet him. Sadly, we had to abandon that mission and—”

“Where are all your Sidekicks?” asked Dillo, looking at the four new recruits in confusion.

“My Sidekick is back at my Base,” said Gears, folding her arms in front of her chest. “He’s currently waiting for me to come back and report on whether I got into the Team or not.”

“Mine’s also back at my Base,” said Walker. “He’s kind of a loner and wasn’t interested in meeting a whole bunch of new people at once.”

“Our Sidekick is off shopping for us,” said Zoom. “Said she would take our absence as an opportunity to get stuff done around the Base.”

“Just like dear old Mum,” said Boom. “Except younger and hotter.”

“I like Boom and Zoom,” said Cy, looking at me. “Those boys seem to have their heads on straight.”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. Cy’s seal of approval was starting to make me rethink the wisdom of inviting Zoom and Boom onto the team. “Well, the point is to get everyone acquainted with everyone else. If we’re going to be working together from now on, then we’re going to need to know each other.”

“Agreed, but aren’t you forgetting something rather important, Winter?” asked Gears pointedly.

I stared at her blankly. “Forgetting what?”

Gears sighed deeply. “You didn’t invite me—or the others, for that matter—onto the Team. Until you do, we’re technically not part of the Team. You do know that, don’t you?”

My face flushed with embarrassment. “I know that. That is exactly what I was going to do next.”

I quickly sent out for invites to Gears, Walk, Zoom, and Boom. A second later, I got these notifications:

[HERO GEARS] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

[HERO WALKER] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

[HERO ZOOM] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

[HERO BOOM] accepts your invitation to join Team Winter!

Congratulations! You have recruited 4 members onto your Team! Continue to grow your Team by recruiting more and more Heroes!

+4 Team Points! Total: 8.

Tapping my chin, I opened the menu for Team Winter to see where our Stats currently stood:

NAME: Team Winter [Edit]

MEMBERS: Winter [Team Leader], FunkyFresh94, Recover, Dillo, Gears, Walker, Zoom, Boom

TOTAL MEMBERS: 8/100

ALIGNMENT: Hero

TEAM MISSIONS: N/A

TEAM POWERS: N/A

TEAM POINTS: 8

TEAM REPUTATION: Famous

I was a little disappointed that we still didn’t have any Team Powers yet. I recalled Funky explaining to me once, however, that Team Powers were earned every 10 members. Therefore, I needed to recruit at least two more members in order to gain access to our first Team Power, whatever that was. Only problem was that I didn’t know who else to recruit. These four new recruits were the best of the bunch I interviewed. Perhaps I needed to do another round of interviews at some point in order to round out the Team and get us our first Team Power.

“This is so cool,” said Zoom. His eyes were focused on something none of us could see, although if I had to guess, I would say he was looking at the Team’s stat sheet. “We’ve never been part of a Team before. Especially loving the private chat function. That’s going to be so convenient.”

“It’s not for your personal use,” I said. “The Team chat is for long distance communication between Teammates. So don’t try to use it for anything else.”

As soon as I said that, I heard a small ping and saw this message show up in the Team chat:

Boom: Sure thing, boss. We will never use the Team chat to plan pranks or practical jokes. Right, Zoom?

Zoom: Spot on, brother. We’re responsible adults here who always know the proper way to use things.

Gears: Idiots.

Me: What did I say about the Team chat being for long distance communication only? We’re all standing in the same room here. Let’s try actually talking to each other’s faces. Otherwise, I’m going to have to ban some people from chat. Which I can do, as Team Leader.

That seemed to do the trick because I saw Zoom, Boom, and Gears all look up at me. It was good that they were starting to listen, but I doubted this would be the last time any of them misused the Team chat for their own personal use. I wondered if I could appoint moderators over the Team chat to keep things in line there.

“So is this all we’re going to do?” said Gears, gesturing at everyone. “A simple meet and greet?”

“Actually, I think we should complete our first ever Team Mission together,” I said. I looked at Dillo. “Dillo, you just recently got one, didn’t you?”

Dillo nodded. “Yeah. Just this morning, in fact. Here, let me show it to you guys.”

Dillo tapped the air for a second before a mission notification appeared before all of us:

TEAM MISSION: Protect the Museum of Heroic History

The Museum of Heroic History is one of the newer buildings in Adventure City, having only been built within the last five years. But it is an important one because it chronicles the history of the rise of Heroes and Villains in modern society. With Costumes from some of the First Heroes and Villains to exhibits such as the Power Crystal exhibit, the Museum is where you go to learn more about the people who protect and terrorize society.

But the Museum curator was recently tipped off to a planned theft by the infamous Thief Five Fingers. Although the Museum has excellent security systems and skilled guards, the curator believes that a Team of skilled Heroes would make the Museum even more secure from Five Fingers. She has asked you and your Teammates to protect the Museum tonight in exchange for some generous rewards.

ALIGNMENT: Hero

DIFFICULTY: Hard

RARITY: Rare

SUCCESS: Prevent Five Fingers from making off with any of the Museum’s priceless treasures

FAILURE: Fail to prevent Five Fingers from making off with any of the Museum’s priceless treasures

REWARDS: +5,000 EXP to all participating Teammates, increased reputation with the Museum, and +1 Trust to all participating Teammates. Other rewards dependent on how well your Team completes the mission

There was no button to accept or reject the mission, but that was because Dillo had already gone ahead and accepted it for us. Normally I would have asked him to run it by me first, but the way I saw it, this mission seemed simple enough. Its difficulty level seemed reasonable. The point of this mission was to test out my Team’s cohesion and see how we all worked together. I would make sure to find more difficult missions once I felt comfortable with the Team.

“All right, then,” I said, looking at everyone. “At midnight tonight, I expect everyone on the Team to meet at the Museum to start the mission. Will that work with everyone’s schedules?”

Everyone nodded, so I said, “Good. Then let’s split up and meet back together tonight. I’d recommend taking this time to prepare and get ready for the upcoming mission because we don’t want to get thrown off guard by it.”
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I had never visited the Museum of Heroic History before, although I had flown or walked past it several times while focusing on other missions. It was a huge building located near the center of Adventure City, not too far away from the Shopping Plaza, although far away enough that you could easily avoid the crowds of shoppers that always seemed to fill the Plaza’s streets.

The Museum was about two stories tall. It had a wide, glass front entrance with swinging doors that made it easy to get in and out of the place. The entire building was shaped kind of like an air hanger, except a lot nicer and fancier-looking. A statue of Lightbringer, one of the most famous and powerful Heroes in the game, stood near the entrance above the sign stating the Museum’s name.

The interior was even bigger, or so it felt. Everyone you looked, you could see exhibits, displays, and signs explaining all of the prior things I noticed. I wasn’t much of a history buff—always seemed boring to me—but Sally had been and I couldn’t hide a smile as I imagined what Sally would do if she somehow got in here. I remember taking her to a World War II museum on a date once and we had stayed so long the curator had to kick us out in order to close. A smile crossed my lips when I thought about the kind of trouble Sally and I used to get into before my death. It made me realize just how much I still missed her, even though I had come to accept I would never see her again.

“I’m bored,” said Cy suddenly.

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Cy. He was leaning against one of the speaker podiums in front of the Power Crystal Exhibit, his arms folded in front of his chest and a bored look on his face. He was tapping his foot on the floor and looking like he wished he was anywhere but here right now.

“You should be,” I said. “If we’re bored, it means we don’t have to fight anyone. And if we don’t have to fight anyone, then we’ll complete his mission easily and get all of the rewards associated with it. Easy missions are good missions, in my opinion.”

That was another reason I had picked this mission. Although guard missions could be extremely dull, they could also be incredibly easy. In order to complete this mission, all we technically needed to do was wait until dawn. We didn’t even have to fight Five Fingers if we didn’t want to. If Five Fingers noticed us patrolling the Museum and decided not to try to break in and steal something, then that would count as completing the mission for us. By choosing such an easy mission, I hoped it would give my Teammates a small morale boost and perhaps make our Team more cohesive as a whole.

“I know,” said Cy, “but I’m still bored. I don’t like just sitting around waiting. I want to actually do stuff.”

“Well, you’re just going to have to learn to amuse yourself for now,” I said. “The way I see it, the less we have to do, the better.”

Cy sighed but didn’t argue with me. Instead, he started to do a little dance in place, which was what Cy typically did whenever he was bored. I always found Cy’s dancing to be somewhat inexplicable, but it wasn’t particularly distracting, so I looked around the hallway in which we stood.

Right now, Cy and I were the only people in this part of the Museum. In the corner of the ceiling, I saw a security camera fixed on us, but other than that, there were no guards here. At least, no stationed guards. There was one guy, [GUARD JOSE], who patrolled the general area, but he had to deal with an entire section of the Museum by himself, meaning he couldn’t guard the display that we were put in charge of. Indeed, that was partly why the Museum curator, Miss Apples, had hired us in the first place, to make up for the lack of guards.

Thinking of the display we were protecting, I looked over my shoulder at it. Standing in a thick glass case behind me was a black cowl shaped like the head of a hyena. It looked rather simple and unremarkable—no different from the other cowls and masks you could find in any Equipment or Costume shop in the city—but according to Miss Apples, this was once the cowl of a famous Hero known as Hyper Hyena.

Hyper Hyena had apparently been one of the First Heroes, a term which referred to the first generation of Heroes when Heroes and Villains began appearing among the general population some fifty years ago. Hyper Hyena’s Powers had tended toward things like Agility and Strength, mimicking the behavior and abilities of hyenas, along with a few twists.

Although Hyper Hyena had died twenty years ago, her Costume and Equipment was extremely valuable. Supposedly, the Hyena Cowl itself started at ten million credits on the market, a sum that boggled my mind. And that wasn’t even getting into the Powers and Stat bonuses it provided wearers. I didn’t know everything it could do—the display case interfered with my Scan—but apparently its bonuses were enough to make it a target of Thieves and other bad guys who wanted it for themselves.

Apparently, Five Fingers had recently sent a letter to the Museum informing them that he was going to steal the Hyena Cowl at midnight tonight. It seemed odd to me that a Thief would announce ahead of time his intentions to steal something, but evidently, this was just Five Fingers’ normal MO. He would send a hand-written letter to the place he intended to steal something from at least a week in advance and then go and steal the thing he said he was going to steal. So far, Five Fingers had yet to fail to steal something he wanted, which was why he currently had a Bounty of over one million credits on his head.

Although hearing about Five Fingers’ 100% success rate was slightly concerning, I still thought we could pull it off. If the Hyena Cowl had been protected only by the guards, then yeah, Five Fingers would undoubtedly succeed. But he was going to have to deal with the guards and the seven members of Team Winter and our Sidekicks, which was a pretty formidable fighting force. If I were him, I wouldn’t be so cocky about his chances of success.

Thinking of my Team, I opened the Team chat and sent a message:

Me: Team report. Any updates?

Recover: Team B reporting in. No sign of Five Fingers in the Early Modern Period section.

Dillo: Team C reporting in. Outside of Museum is completely deserted.

Gears: Team D here. Haven’t seen anything in the First Heroes section, but I did notice that their security cameras are ridiculously outdated. Seriously, they look like they were installed twenty years ago. They should hire me to upgrade them or replace them entirely with the newest models. I would even offer them a ten percent discount just to replace these ugly old cameras.

I sighed when I read Gears’ comment, but typed this:

Me: Same here. Things have been pretty quiet tonight, but don’t let your guard down. Five Fingers might be on his own, but there’s a reason he’s evaded capture for so long. And remember, if anyone sees anything or needs help, then send a message on Team chat and everyone will be there ASAP.

Minimizing the Team chat, I thought about how I had divided the Team as soon as we arrived at the Museum.

Due to the sheer size of the Museum, it wasn’t practical or smart to keep us all together in the same area. I split up the Team into four smaller Teams in order to cover the Museum more effectively.

First, there was Team C, which consisted of Dillo, Hop, Zoom and Boom, and their Sidekick, Miss Manners. They patrolled the outside of the Museum, keeping an eye on entrances and exits and the roof. They were the first line of defense, meant to stop Five Fingers before he got inside the Museum itself.

Then there was Team B, consisting of Recover, Brawn, Walker, and Walker’s Sidekick, Tarantulos. They were the second line of defense, patrolling the western half of the Museum. It might have seemed strange to put the two least combatant members of the Team as the second line of defense, but from what Walker explained to me, Teleport could be very useful in combat situations. Plus, Brawn and Tarantulos both seemed very strong and capable fighters, so I figured they would be capable of dealing with Five Fingers should he decide to show up.

Then there was Team D, consisting of Gears and her Sidekick, Monkey Wrench. It might have seemed odd to put Gears on a Team all by herself, but Gears had shown me her Automatons, mindless robots that she had built and that obeyed her every command. At her current level, Gears could create up to three Automatons all about half her level. With the three Automatons on her side, Gears could cover the eastern half of the Museum very well even without any further help. I made a mental note to ask Gears if she could build me an Automaton at some point because I thought one could make a useful guard for my base. She also mentioned something about setting up traps along the hallways of the Museum, but she didn’t elaborate on what she meant by that when I asked her about it. She just smiled evilly and told me not to worry too much, which of course did make me worry a lot.

And finally, there was Team A, that is, me and Cy. We were the last line of defense for the Hyena Cowl. If Five Fingers somehow made it past the last three teams, then he would have to deal with me and Cy in order to get his hands on the Hyena Cowl. Given how everyone else was more than willing to take down Five Fingers, I sincerely doubted we were going to see any action tonight. Still, I wasn’t a fool and I certainly wasn’t going to let my guard down just because I expected not to have to do anything. I knew very little about Five Fingers, but I did know that Thieves as a Class were generally pretty weak, so even if he managed to get here, Cy and I should have little trouble beating him in a straight fight.

 The only member who was not present was Funky. I tried to contact him about joining us on the mission, but he said he was too busy with other stuff to join us. That disappointed me greatly, but then I remembered what Funky said about having to deal with some business in the real world. I just hoped that he would have some free time to join us soon because once his couple of weeks ere up, he would stop playing Capes Online and never be able to go on missions with us ever again.

I had yet to tell Dillo, Recover, or any of the others about what Funky told me. I didn’t like keeping secrets from my friends and Teammates, but neither did I want to upset or distract them with the news of Funky’s impending departure. Perhaps I would tell them about it later tonight after we completed the mission.

Assuming the plan worked, Cy and I would either not do any fighting at all or only have to deal with a single Villain weakened by the others. Things could always go wrong, of course, but I was pretty confident we could be able to complete this mission without too much trouble.

“Did you hear that?” asked Cy. He suddenly stopped dancing and went very still, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.

I looked around but still didn’t see anyone here but ourselves. “No, I didn’t hear anything. What did you hear?”

“I thought I heard footsteps,” said Cy. He pointed down the hallway. “There it is again. Listen.”

A little doubtful, I nonetheless listened in the direction Cy indicated. It took me a moment or two, but then I heard what Cy reported hearing. Soft footsteps were making their way down the hallway toward us, but I couldn’t see anyone making them. The hallway was completely deserted.

“Five Fingers?” I muttered under my breath to Cy.

“Maybe,” said Cy, stroking his chin. “Hard to tell. Could be one of the guards.”

“The guards have much heavier footsteps, though,” I said. “This sounds like someone trying to sneak around unseen. Keep your guard up. No telling who it might be.”

I summoned my Ice Daggers, while Cy pulled his Capture Ropes out of his bag and held them in his hands like a whip. The footsteps soon faded away, however, leaving us standing in silence all by ourselves.

“Where did they go?” Cy whispered, his eyes darting back and forth.

“No idea,” I said. “And I’m not sure how it could be Five Fingers, now that I think about it. The others haven’t reported seeing him break in. Maybe it is one of the guards.”

“Ah, Hero Winter,” said a voice behind us suddenly. “Perhaps you need to level up your Perception a bit more in order to see me.”

Cy and I whirled around to see an unfamiliar man sitting on top of the Hyena Cowl’s display case. He appeared to be in his late thirties, judging by his face and hair. He wore a bright purple suit and black tie that looked positively dapper. He also wore a purple top hat on his head and stroked his mustache, which was quite large. The nametag [VILLAIN FIVE FINGERS] floated above his head like a billboard.

And in his hands was the Hyena Cowl, which was no longer in its display case underneath him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

What the—” I said in shock and confusion. “How did you—?”

“Sneak past you and your friends?” said Five Fingers. His voice was refined and polished, which added to his high-class appearance. “’Twas quite easy, my friend. All of your friends are simply very unobservant. I doubt any of them would have noticed me if I had walked right up to their faces and asked for directions to the nearest bathroom. Just like most people.”

My grip on my Ice Daggers tightened. “Put the Hyena Cowl down, Five Fingers. Or else.”

“What Hyena Cowl?” said Five Fingers in a false innocent voice. He looked at the Hyena Cowl in his hands. “You mean this Hyena Cowl? Gee, I don’t know how it could have possibly ended up in my hands. Things just have a way of doing that with me, and then everyone has the nerve to accuse me of being a Thief. How is that fair?”

“It’s fair because you are a Thief,” I said. “It’s your Class.”

To prove my point, I Scanned Five Fingers and got this information:

Five Fingers

LEVEL: 29

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Thief

RARITY: Unique

WEAK POINT: Chest

WEAKNESS: Light

An infamous Villain, Five Fingers is wanted all over the world for the various crimes he has committed. He is especially well-known for pulling off elaborate heists, such as stealing the Leaning Tower of Pisa and robbing Fort Knox. He has never spent a day in jail and is infamous among Heroes and law enforcement alike for his slippery nature.

“Done Scanning me yet?” asked Five Fingers sardonically. “Or are you just that into me?”

“I see that you’re not as invincible as you like to think you are,” I said. “Which is probably why you’re sitting up there and not standing down here where we could hit you. Don’t want to mess up your perfect suit.”

“Oh, I am not at all averse to fighting,” said Five Fingers. “I just don’t see the need to do it if I can avoid it. Unlike some Villains, I don’t take any real pleasure in fighting Heroes. I just want to steal my things and move on to the next big heist. Fighting is so messy and time-consuming.”

While Five Fingers said that, I quickly sent everyone a Team chat:

Me: I don’t know how it happened, but Five Fingers is here at the Hyper Hyena Exhibit and has managed to steal the Hyena Cowl. I need everyone to get over now to make sure he doesn’t escape. Cy and I will keep him busy until then.

I got several responses from the others confirming that they were on their way, but I minimized the Team chat again in order to focus on Five Fingers. “Well, you’re going to have to fight me and my Sidekick here whether you want to or not. But you know what? I agree that fighting is often time-consuming. Let’s skip to the part where we put you in chains and hand you over to the police like you deserve.”

Tossing my Ice Daggers aside, I thrust my hands out and activated Ice Shackles. Thick Ice Shackles burst out of the display case and reached for his wrists and ankles, but Five Fingers immediately jumped into the air just in the nick of time. He flew over our heads and landed softly on the floor behind us before he ran off down the hall, the Hyena Cowl still in hand.

“Oh, no you don’t!” I said. “Get back here!”

I ran after Five Fingers and thrust my hands out, but this time I activated Ice Slide. Cold energy exploded out of my hands and struck the floor, forming a slide made of ice for me to ride in order to catch up with Five Fingers. Cy jumped on it behind me and the two of us quickly caught up with Five Fingers who, despite his amazing Agility, was unable to keep ahead of us for very long.

Once we got close enough, Cy jumped off the slide and tackled Five Fingers. The two of them fell to the ground and Five Fingers accidentally let go of the Hyena Cowl. It flew into the air and landed several feet away on the ground outside of his reach.

While Cy and Five Fingers wrestled on the marble floor, I hopped off my Ice Slide and ran over to the Cowl. I grinned as I reached over to pick up the Cowl, my fingers just about to brush against its silk surface.

A long, powerful leg came out of nowhere and slammed into my abdomen. Gasping in pain, I staggered backward and fell on my behind just as a woman picked up the Hyena Cowl and looked down at me in disdain.

Through my watery eyes, I could see that this woman was gorgeous, with long, blonde hair down back in a practical ponytail. She wore a skintight black leather outfit that showed off her generous breast size. Her face, however, was marred by a rather ugly sneer, her blue eyes glaring out at me from behind her domino mask. The nametag [THIEF STICKY FINGERS] hung over her head, but I Scanned her to find out more about this mysterious woman:

Sticky Fingers

LEVEL: 28

ALIGNMENT: Villain

CLASS: Thief

RARITY: Unique

WEAK POINT: Eyes

WEAKNESS: Light

Although not as infamous or well-known as her husband, Sticky Fingers nonetheless is one of the most famous female Thieves in the world. She was a famous Thief in her own right before meeting her husband when they both tried to steal the same rare object at the same time. But don’t let her sex appeal fool you. She can be quite vicious.

“What the—?” I said. “No one told me Five Fingers had a wife.”

Sticky Fingers smiled as she twirled the Hyena Cowl around her index finger. “That’s a rather weak response. I was expecting something better from the Hero who defeated Dark Kosmos.”

Rising to my feet, I said, “It doesn’t matter. You and your husband can share a jail cell in prison tonight.”

Stick Fingers smirked. “You’ll have to catch me first.”

I activated Freezing Touch and stomped my feet down on the floor. A wave of frozen energy shot out from my feet toward her, but Stick Fingers just jumped over it with the same kind of amazing Agility that her husband had. She landed behind me and, before I could react, kicked me in the back with one of her powerful legs. The blow sent me staggering forward and even knocked some HP off my Health bar.

But I wasn’t done yet. I summoned my Ice Daggers and whirled around, slashing at Sticky, but she drew her own dagger from her belt and parried my blows easily. Although I had two Ice Daggers and was stronger than her, Sticky showed far more skill with her knife, parrying each one of my Daggers and even occasionally getting in a few good nicks of her own. Not only did she have great Agility, but she must have also had great Dexterity.

But then, without warning, Sticky suddenly jumped back out of my reach. I staggered forward, leaving myself wide open for another attack, but instead of going in for the kill, she just winked at me and ran away.

“Wait, where are you going?” I shouted. “Get back here!”

“Boss!” said Cy. “Five is getting away, too!”

Startled, I looked over at Cy and Five. Cy was lying on the floor, looking quite beaten up, while Five was running away with Stick down the opposite direction, his purple suit as pristine as ever. I didn’t know how Five had managed to beat Cy, and without getting his clothes messed up as well, but I didn’t care. I just ran after them again as fast as I could.

That was when I saw Gears running down the hallway toward us. She was not alone. Running by her side was her midget Sidekick, Monkey Wrench, who was actually a human but who also bore a rather strong resemblance to monkeys. His little legs pumped furiously to keep up with Gear’s longer strides and his face was sweating like crazy as he ran.

Gears, however, was not alone. Running just behind her were the mechanical men she called Automatons. They were about a head taller than Gears and fairly skinny themselves, but I knew from Scanning them earlier that they all had a Strength Stat of about 15 each. That wasn’t super high, but it was high enough to make them dangerous in combat. Their real power came from their numbers and their inability to feel fear. Unlike most NPCs, Automatons would rush into even the most dangerous situations with little regard for their own safety. That was why I expected them to do well against Five and Sticky.

“Hey!” Gears shouted. “Am I the first one here? Where is everyone else?”

“Still coming,” I shouted back. I pointed at Five and Sticky. “Those are the Thieves with the Hyena Cowl! Stop them!”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” Gears replied. She came to a screeching halt on the floor and thrust her hand out toward Five and Sticky. “Get them, my Automatons! Teach those Thieves what happens when they cross a brilliant Gadgeteer like me.”

Gears’ Automatons did not hesitate to rush past her toward the Thieves. The Automatons raised their hands out in front of them, which made them look a lot like zombies chasing after innocent people. I was just glad that Gears was on my side for now, because I wouldn’t want to fight any of those Automatons myself even if they were pretty low-leveled.

Five and Sticky came to a halt when they saw their path blocked off by the Automatons, but they seemed to take only a moment to consider the situation and how to react. In the next instant, Five pulled out what looked like a water balloon from his pocket and hurled it at the Automatons. The water balloon exploded against the incoming Automatons, but instead of getting drenched with water, the Automatons got covered with a weird, brown substance that smelled an awful lot like oil.

No, wait. It didn’t just smell like oil. It actually was oil. But would why Five douse them in oil unless—

“Gears!” I shouted frantically. “Call your Automatons back now, before—”

I never got a chance to finish my sentence, because at that moment Stick drew a small red ball from her bag and hurled it at the oily Automatons. When her red ball hit the Automatons, a massive explosion consumed all three of them. Sparks and flames crackled and flew everywhere as the explosion ripped through the air, forcing Cy and me to cover our eyes with our hands to avoid getting blinded by the bright light. Once the worst of the explosion was passed, however, we took our hands off our eyes to see the damage wrought.

All three of Gear’s Automatons had been blasted into pieces. There really wasn’t any part of them left except for blackened scraps of metal that were too twisted to identify. The floor was blackened and smoking where the explosion had happened and even the high ceiling above was slightly scorched from the flames.

Five and Sticky, of course, were completely unharmed by the blast. So was Gears, although when Gears got a good look at what happened to her Automatons, she fell to her knees and screamed, “My babies! No!”

“Those were some ugly babies,” Five quipped.

Then Five and Sticky ran around Gears. Gears didn’t even try to stop them. She just stared uncomprehendingly at the remains of her ‘babies’ like they were, well, her babies. Monkey Wrench was patting her on the shoulder, trying his best to comfort her, but Gears didn’t seem to notice him. She was too distraught by the destruction of her automatons to care.

Cy and I wasted no time in rushing past Gears and Monkey Wrench. We made a beeline for Five and Sticky, who were still a good distance ahead of us, but I was optimistic we could catch up. My Stamina was still pretty high, but I knew we couldn’t chase these two forever. Sooner or later we’d have to catch them.

I activated Ice Slide again and went zooming down toward the two Thieves, with Cy holding on behind me for dear life. Like before, this allowed us to catch up very quickly with Five and Sticky, and once we were close enough, I activated Flight and shot into the air. I landed in front of the two Thieves again, forcing them to come to a stop before they could go any further.

“Gotcha,” I said, summoning my twin Ice Daggers in both hands, which I held before me threateningly. “No escape now.”

Five and Sticky looked over their shoulders, but Cy stood behind them looking ready to rumble.

That was when I heard someone behind me shout, “Winter!”

Looking over my shoulder, I saw Recover, Dillo, Walker, and Zoom and Boom—plus their Sidekicks—running toward us as fast as they could. I cracked a smile when I saw the others. It meant this mission was going to end very badly for Five and Sticky very soon.

Turning my attention back to the Thieves, I said, “All right. You see my Teammates coming. There’s no way you can beat all of us at once. So why don’t you surrender now so you can avoid the beat down of your life?”

“A very kind offer from a very kind Hero,” said Five. He thrust his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small sphere. “Unfortunately, my wife and I are going to have to pass on that offer.”

With that, Five hurled a sphere—which I registered as a smoke bomb—at the floor. The smoke bomb exploded, but unlike the smoke bombs used by members of the Ninja Guild, this one created a cloud so huge that it was like someone had turned off the lights. I couldn’t see two feet in front of me and the thick smoke entered my lungs, making me hack and cough as this notification appeared in my vision:

Debuff added: Smoke. -50% vision, Accuracy, and Evasion. Duration: 10 minutes.

Ten minutes? I looked around, but I couldn’t spot anyone else around me. I did, however, hear the rest of my Teammates hacking and coughing and I quickly sent this message in the Team chat:

Me: Is everyone okay?

Recover: Yes, but the smoke is killing me. Really wish I’d brought a gas mask.

Gears: Maybe you should have asked me to bring some for the Team. I would have happily Invented a few gas masks for everyone. Gas masks are one of the easiest pieces of Equipment to Invent. I could make hundreds at no real cost to the rest of us.

Me: Maybe we can talk about that later. Right now, we need to get rid of this dang smoke.

Cy: Don’t worry, boss! I’ll get rid of it ASAP!

A huge gust of wind exploded out of nowhere when Cy used Gust. In the confined space of the Museum hallway, it caused the smoke to dissipate almost instantly, although it also caused me to stumble and even caused Dillo to fall over onto his back. Although there was still a lingering scent of smoke in the air, visibility was improved and I noticed that the Smoke debuff had been lifted entirely thanks to Cy’s efforts.

Not that that mattered, however. When the smoke lifted, neither Five nor Sticky was anywhere to be seen.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

Where did they go?” I said, rotating on the spot, trying—and failing—to find the two Thieves.

“Where did who go?” asked Boom with a slight cough. “Our perfectly clean lungs?”

“No,” I snapped. “The thieves. Five and Sticky.”

“Hmmm …” said Boom, stroking his chin as he looked around the hallway. “I do not see two Thieves. Zoom, what about you?”

“Same here, brother dearest,” said Zoom, shaking his head. “Looks like they must have chosen this moment to make a dramatic getaway.”

“Shame,” Boom added. “That lady Thief was quite attractive. If only she hadn’t been a Thief—”

“She was married,” I said.

“Just makes it more challenging, mate,” said Boom with a wink.

I sighed deeply and wondered if these two could take anything seriously. I certainly didn’t remember being so irreverent when I was their age. Maybe it was because they were both British or something like that.

“But if Five and Sticky got away with the Hyena Cowl, then that means we failed the mission,” said Dillo, “right?”

“Exactly,” I said. “Which is why we need to find those two as fast as we can. The parameters of the mission were that if the Thieves left the Museum with the Hyena Cowl in hand, then we lost. I haven’t gotten a notification yet informing me that we’ve lost, so I think they must still be inside the Museum itself somewhere.”

“They’re probably too far ahead of us for us to catch up with them,” said Recover, shaking her head. “I doubt even Boom and Zoom could catch up with them now.”

“Hey there,” said Boom, looking at Recover in annoyance. “What did you say about our speed? Brother, did you hear what she said about us?”

“I did indeed, brother, but worry not,” said Zoom, patting his brother on the shoulder. “She’s simply another American who mistakes speed for competence. A rather common mistake for our cousins across the pond.”

Recover glared at Zoom. “I’m going to assume they don’t teach manners in Britain anymore, otherwise I would have Brawn here beat your head in for those comments.”

Brawn said nothing in response to that, but he did start cracking his knuckles casually. That almost surprised me until I remembered how much Brawn respected Recover and how little he tolerated any disrespect toward her from anyone, even from other players.

I held up my hands before the argument could escalate. “Guys, guys, can we stop fighting each other? We’re supposed to be a Team here. Five and Sticky Fingers are the real enemies here, not each other.”

“I agree,” said Gears, who I had not heard sneak up on me. She held the smoking head of one of her Automatons in her hands, cradling it like a baby. “They will pay for what they did to my babies.”

Cy stared at Gears in disbelief for a moment. “You gave birth to robots?”

Before things could get even worse from there, Walker suddenly appeared out of nowhere. He stumbled forward, almost losing his balance before he righted himself and looked around at everyone. “Hi, guys, what did I miss?”

“Walker, where have you been?” I said. “I didn’t even notice you leave. I thought you were here.”

Walker blinked a couple of times. “Oh. Sorry. When those Thieves used those smoke bombs, I Teleported away because of my asthma. I went and hid near the entrance to the Museum to avoid the smoke.”

“You have asthma in a video game?” I said. “I didn’t know Capes Online was that realistic.”

“Unfortunately, it is,” said Walker with a wince. “Anyway, I saw the Thieves get away through the entrance. They’re long gone now.”

A deep, collective sigh fell over the entire Team when they heard that news. It meant that our first outing as a Team had failed. I wasn’t sure if that was a testament to our lack of teamwork or if it was because this mission turned out to be more difficult than we expected, but either way, it didn’t reflect well on any of us, especially me. As the Team Leader, I was responsible for the outcome of Team Missions and if we failed, then that was my fault as much as anyone’s.

“Guess we might as well call it a night,” said Dillo, his shoulders slumped forward.

“Why?” asked Walker curiously.

“We failed the mission,” I informed him. “If Five and Sticky escaped with the Hyena Cowl, then that means we failed the mission and won’t get any rewards.”

“In other words, a complete waste of time and energy,” said Gears. She looked at the smoking Automaton head in her hands with sad eyes. “And precious, innocent lives.”

Walker scratched his chin. “The Hyena Cowl? Do you mean this?”

Walker held up a cloth cowl in his hands in the shape of a hyena head. My jaw fell open when Scanned revealed to me that this was indeed the Hyena Cowl itself.

“What the—?” I said. “Walker, where did you get that?”

Walker stepped back suddenly like I had shouted at him. “When the two Thieves went through the atrium, I picked it out of the man’s pocket when they passed by my hiding place. I don’t think either of them noticed me because they didn’t turn around to find out where the Cowl went.”

Zoom rushed over to Walker and took the Hyena Cowl out of his hands. He turned the Hyena Cowl over and held it up against the light on the ceiling and said, “Yes, this looks like the Hyena Cowl. Wouldn’t you agree, brother?”

Boom also rushed over and, snatching the Hyena Cowl out of his brother’s hands, looked it over several times before saying, “I do agree, brother dearest, that this is the famous and valuable Hyena Cowl that we were supposed to protect. I’m no historian, of course so I could be wrong, but—”

I marched over to Boom and snatched the Hyena Cowl out of his hands before he could finish. “Give me that before you two rip it.”

“Apologies, Dear Leader,” said Zoom. “We were simply trying to ensure that this Hyena Cowl is the real deal and not a fake.”

“Scan can tell me that,” I said. “And in any case, I don’t trust your identification prowess to tell me whether its real or not.”

“But we do have the Identification Skill,” said Zoom. “It’s—”

Zoom was interrupted by the sound of clicking heels on the tiled floor. Looking down the hallway, I saw a middle-aged woman wearing a modest librarian’s dress walking toward us, the nametag [CURATOR JOSIE] hovering over her head. She wore a big smile on her face, which served only to make her small eyes look even smaller, especially behind her big glasses.

I knew who she was. Josie was the curator of the Museum of Heroic History and the woman who offered this mission to Dillo in the first place. I had spoken to her briefly when we first arrived at the Museum, but just to get a few more details on the mission. I was glad to see she was happy, though, because it meant that we had succeeded in our mission.

“Hello there,” said Josie as she approached us. “I heard a lot of commotion out here. Did those mean Thieves try to steal the Hyena Cowl?”

I nodded and held the Hyena Cowl toward her. “Yep. They nearly got away with it, too, but we managed to stop them at the last second. Here is the Hyena Cowl back safe and sound.”

Josie took the Hyena Cowl from my hands and briefly inspected it to make sure it was okay before looking up at me and saying, “Thank you, Hero Winter. I had to admit I was a little skeptical at first that you and your Teammates would be able to protect the Hyena Cowl from Five and Sticky Fingers, but it looks like my skepticism was misplaced. I appreciate all of the effort you and your Teammates put into saving the Cowl and protecting the Museum. If I ever have any other problems again, I will be sure to give you a call.”

As soon as Josie said that, a couple new notifications popped up before me:

MISSION UPDATE: Protect the Museum of Heroic History

STATUS: Successfully completed

Thanks to the efforts of you and your Teammates, you successfully prevented the theft of a rare historical artifact. Although you failed to capture the two Thieves responsible for the near heist, retrieving the Hyena Cowl in good condition has pleased Josie enough to consider your mission a success.

REWARDS: +5,000 EXP, +1 Trust for all members, and increased reputation with the Museum of Heroic History.

[Team Winter]’s relationship with the Museum of Heroic History has increased! Your Team’s relationship with the Museum has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’ All Museum entrance fees waived for all members of Team Winter. Continue to increase your relationship with the Museum in order to gain access to unique opportunities and missions!

[ERROR LEVEL-LOCKED] You cannot gain any EXP. Your share of the 5,000 EXP from completing the mission still goes to your Sidekick, who is not Level-Locked.

I scowled when I read the last notification. I had been so caught up in getting the Team together and completing this mission that I had almost completely forgotten about the fact that I was Level-Locked. Five thousand experience wasn’t an earth-shattering amount by any means, but it was another reminder about how the Department of VR had screwed me over. At least the experience didn’t totally go to waste, seeing as Cy got it, but he didn’t level up either, so it didn’t really matter that much.

“Thanks again for your efforts,” said Josie. “You and your Teammates are what real Heroes should be. Far too many Heroes don’t understand the importance of chronicling and protecting our history. Knowing that you do, however, makes me trust you all the more.”

Before I could respond to that, I got this notification:

[Curator Josie] is impressed with your dedication to preserving artifacts of historical significance! +2 Trust to all Teammates.

Your relationship with [Curator Josie] has increased! Your relationship with [Curator Josie] has increased from ‘Neutral’ to ‘Friendly.’ Increase your relationship with [Curator Josie] more in order to gain access to unique opportunities and missions!

Interesting. I recalled the mission rewards stating that we could earn more rewards depending on how well we completed the mission. I certainly wasn’t going to say no to 2 extra Trust. Hero Points were hard to come by and you had to take them when you could.

“Thanks,” I said. “If you ever need help with anything else, just give us a call.”

“Of course,” said Josie. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must return this priceless historical artifact to where it belongs. You and your Teammates can go home now if you wish.”

With that, Josie walked past me back in the direction from which we came. I turned to watch her go for a moment before looking at the others. “All right, guys, I think this is a wrap.”

“Finally,” said Zoom. He yawned. “It’s quite late where we are and we are far past our bedtime. Plus, we’ve got uni tomorrow morning and our professor will kill us if we show up late for class again.”

“Ah, brother, who cares about that old man?” said Boom. “I feel like I can stay up another six hours, but perhaps you’re correct. I wouldn’t want to die so young, not when I have a whole lifetime ahead of me. Cheers, everyone.”

The twins disappeared as soon as they logged off. Gears also said she needed to log off now and so did Walker, which left just me, Dillo, and Recover standing by ourselves in the Museum hallway.

“Well,” said Recover, scratching the back of her head. “That was interesting.”

“What did you guys think about the newbies?” I said.

Dillo shrugged. “As annoying as the brothers are, I think they have potential. All of them do, really. They just need to learn some discipline and figure out how to work together as a Team, that’s all.”

“What Dillo said,” said Cy. “Doesn’t help that our Team Unity is pretty low at the moment. Not a good sign.”

“Unity?” I said, looking at Cy. “What’s that?”

“That’s the stat that determines how well a Team works together,” said Cy. “Didn’t I explain that to you already?”

I shook my head. “No, you never did. Where is that stat on the Team page? I don’t see it.”

“There should be a menu with the header ‘STATS’ somewhere,” said Cy. “Should be next to the membership list.”

Puzzled, I opened Team Winter’s page and scanned the menus at the top. That was when I spotted the menu labeled ‘STATS,’ which was exactly where Cy said it was. I opened the menu and saw this:

TEAM WINTER STATS

UNITY: 10

MORALE: 50

COHESION: 5

I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t understand. Unity, Morale, and Cohesion?”

“Unity determines how well a Team’s members work together,” Cy explained. “Morale determines how well a Team fights in the face of overwhelming odds and Cohesion is kind of like the combination of both Stats. It determines how organized the Team is in general. It’s pretty simple.”

I stroked my chin. Even though I felt like I had spent a lifetime in Capes Online already, it seemed like I was always learning something new. I had to remind myself that Capes Online had been around for years and that I was still pretty much a newbie myself in the grand scheme of things. I wished there was some way I could learn all of this stuff instantly, but I guess I just had to learn it the old-fashioned way. “I see. How do I level up my Stats?”

“You can allocate Team Points into them,” Cy said. “But Team Stats can also change depending on how well you complete Team Mission. Morale, for example, can be increased by successfully completing missions.”

“That explains why our Morale is so high,” I said. “How come I didn’t notice these Stats until now?”

“No idea,” said Cy. “Maybe you need to be more Perceptive.”

I groaned at Cy’s pun, but before I could say anything else, I heard a soft ping in my ears and noticed that I had a new message in my inbox. Curious, I opened my inbox and saw a message from Max with the subject line ‘RE:It’s time.’

My heart rate went up when I read that subject line, and it went even faster when I opened the message and read its contents:

Winter—

It’s time. Please meet me and the others at the location we spoke about earlier. It should be added to your map. If not, it’s easy to find if you search for it.

Regardless, we will be waiting for you tomorrow night. We can discuss this matter further in person.

Until then, see you later.

Max


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

As soon as I read Max’s message, I told Recover and Dillo that I needed to return to my Base as fast as possible. I told them it was because I was getting tired and needed to get some rest after tonight’s mission, but in truth, I wanted to get ready for tomorrow’s attack on the Facility. I wanted to tell them that but knew that as long as Amelia was watching me, I would never be able to be honest with them about what I was going to do. They would just have to find out later like everyone else … and hopefully understand why I am going to do what I am going to do.

It didn’t take Cy and me long to fly from the Museum back to my Base, though due to how low-leveled my Flight Power was,  I had to make frequent landings in order to wait out the cooldown time limit. It was a reminder that I needed to level up Flight some more because at higher levels I would be able to fly for longer periods of time without needing to stop or wait for the cooldown time limit to end.

When we reached my Base, I immediately opened the door and stepped inside, with Cy following closely behind me with a confused look on his face.

“What’s the rush, boss?” said Cy as I closed and locked the front door behind us. “Are you really that tired? You don’t seem very tired to me.”

Turning to face Cy, I said, “Max sent me a message. It’s going down tomorrow night and so we need to get ready for it.”

“Oh,” said Cy. “You mean—”

“I know what I mean,” I said, interrupting Cy. “And you know what I mean, so I don’t see any reason for us to talk about it.”

Of course, the real reason I didn’t want to speak about it aloud was because I didn’t want Amelia or any of the other Department agents to overhear our plan with the Hackers. Heck, I didn’t even want them to know I associated with the Hackers at all.

Luckily, Cy seemed to understand what I was getting at, because he nodded and said, “Gotcha. How should we, um, prepare for tomorrow night?”

“I’ll figure it out,” I said. “You should probably get some rest. Now.”

I hated ordering Cy about like that, but right now I wanted to be on my own. Cy, however, seemed to understand, because he nodded and said, “Sure thing, boss. I need to get my beauty sleep anyway. If I don’t get my beauty sleep, things will get very ugly.”

With that, Cy turned and practically bounced off toward his room. I didn’t move, however, until I heard the door to his room open and close. A second later, Cy’s status under his name on my screen said [SLEEPING], which also showed me that Cy’s Health was gradually restoring from the damage he had taken during our fight with the Thieves. That was another perk of sleep in this game. It allowed your Health to heal quicker than usual. It didn’t work on severe debuffs or injuries, but it was good enough for basic to mid-tier injuries and debuffs.

I probably should have gone to sleep myself, but I wanted to stay up a bit longer. I had no idea what kind of danger tonight would bring, but given how we were going to be going up against the Department of VR, I had a feeling we were going to need every advantage we could get. The plan was to break into the Facility and steal as much information as we could. We would hopefully avoid fighting any of the Department’s Avatars, but I knew from experience that no plan ever survived contact with the enemy. Therefore, I needed to be as prepared for battle as I could possibly be.

I had no SPs or PPs to distribute—thanks in no small part due to the fact that I was still Level-Locked—and my supply of Health Drinks, Energy Drinks, and Antidotes was still pretty full. But there were some things I could do, some things I needed to do if I was going to make sure I had every advantage available to me.

I walked up the stairs to my room and closed the door softly behind me. Turning around, I looked at the Darkbane sword leaning against the wall next to my bed on the other side of the room.

The Darkbane was once the sword of Dark Kosmos. Like Dark Kosmos, the weapon was different from all other Capes Online weapons. Nonetheless, I had managed to use it to kill Dark Kosmos, mostly because the Darkbane was the only weapon capable of harming a digital being like him. I had taken the Darkbane with me after killing Dark Kosmos, but mostly because I didn’t want such a powerful weapon to end up in the wrong hands.

I had wanted to use it myself, but when I picked up the Darkbane, it told me that all of the weapon’s Powers and buffs were locked from characters under Level 28. I had turned Level 28 a while ago, but I had been so busy that I hadn’t taken a moment to look at the Darkbane and see what kind of Powers and buffs it gave its wielder.

No, not busy. Afraid. I was afraid that if I used the Darkbane, I might end up like Dark Kosmos. I wasn’t sure why. As far as I knew, the Darkbane had no corrupting powers. Yes, it had a pretty scary name and appearance, but it was still just a weapon that could be used by anybody, just like every other weapon in the game. And given how it was most definitely a unique weapon, it might just give me the edge in the coming battle that I would need to win.

Taking a deep breath, I walked over to the Darkbane and lifted it up by the handle. As soon as I picked it up, the purple Power Crystal in the middle of the handle glowed and I got this new notification all of a sudden:

Weapon Alert! Now that you are Level 28, the full power of the Darkbane is open to you. Use the Darkbane wisely, however, for this weapon has been known to drive its user insane.

Huh. I’d never seen a ‘Weapon Alert’ notification before. Perhaps this was how the game let players know when they were high enough level to use the full potential of a weapon.

In any case, I Scanned the Darkbane to see exactly what it did:

The Darkbane

Material: Solid Darkness

Rarity: Unique+

The Darkbane is a weapon said to have been crafted from the deepest darkness of Dark Kosmos’ heart. This weapon is spoken of only in legends, and even then only in whispers because it is said that the Darkbane thinks and listens. Only the strongest of hearts can safely wield the Darkbane without fear of being overcome by its powerful darkness.

+10% to all Stats while wielding the Darkbane, +50% resistance to Dark-based attacks, and +50% increase in weakness to Light-based attacks.

Powers: Shadow Clones [1/1]

I frowned. I expected something a bit more dramatic than this to happen when I wielded the Darkbane. Yet I felt no different, aside from the buffs to my Stats, which were really nice. I also liked the increased resistance to Dark-based attacks, although the increased vulnerability to Light-based attacks was not my cup of tea. But I didn’t think that would hurt me. I hadn’t faced any Light-users yet, so the increased weakness to that element didn’t bother me.

I was mostly interested in the Power it gave me, Shadow Clones. Curious, I opened my character sheet and selected Shadow Clones to find out what it did:

Shadow Clones

Level: 1

Summon up to three identical Clones of yourself made entirely out of shadow. These Clones share all your Powers and Skills, although their Stats are only half as strong as yours. Cost: 20 Energy. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

My eyes widened when I read that Power’s description. I remembered the Clones now. Dark Kosmos had used a similar Power against me and my friends back when he was still alive. At the time I had assumed it was a unique Power of his, but it looked like he must have gotten this Power from the Darkbane. That sure explained a lot.

To test it out, I summoned one Shadow Clone. A pool of shadow appeared on the floor near me before a figure slowly but surely began to rise from within. At first, the figure’s form was indistinct, but the taller it rose, the more it looked like, well, me. Once the Clone rose from the pool entirely, I found myself standing face to face with an identical Clone of myself, down to the last detail. The only difference was that it was completely black, like a silhouette, but other than that, it had the same general size and shape as me.

That was when I noticed a new menu added to my screen: ‘SHADOW CLONES.’ I opened the menu and saw a list of currently active Shadow Clones. Right now, it was just one, so I clicked its name—[SHADOW CLONE 1]—and checked out its Stats:

Name: Shadow Clone 1 [edit]

Level: 14

Powers: Super Strength [Level 2], Ice Beam [Level 3], Freezing Touch [Level 2], Hero Sense [Level 3], Dual-Wielding Ice Dagger [Level 1], Ice Shackles [Level 1], Ice Slide [Level 1], Flight [Level 1]

Skills: Scan [Level 4], Perception [Level 4], Dodge [Level 4], Negotiation [Level 1], Dual-Wielding [Level 2], Blade-Throwing [Level 1], Aim [Level 1]

Health: 22

Stamina: 13

Strength: 16

Defense: 10

Charisma: 7

Intelligence: 7

Agility: 11

Evasion: 7

Accuracy: 8

Dexterity: 9

Energy: 25

Luck: 0

Interesting. All of its Powers were the same level as mine, but they apparently couldn’t be leveled up. I understood that restriction. If I could level up my Clones’ Powers as high as I wanted, then that would be pretty game-breaking. Same thing with Stats, which were half as strong as mine. I also noticed that it completely lacked Combo Powers or Hero Stats, which also made sense because Combo Powers only worked when Cy and I worked together, while a Clone wouldn’t have any need of Hero Stats that improved its reputation with Civilians or gave it access to missions and the like.

Despite the limitations and drawbacks, this Power was still incredibly useful. If I could summon up to three Clones at once, even at half of my own Power, that still made them a force to be reckoned with. It meant I could basically make my own little Team made up of me, my Clones, and Cy. Not that I had any intention of disbanding Team Winter anytime soon. If anything, being able to summon Clones to increase our own numbers could potentially be a game-changer in Team Battles, although I noticed that summoned Clones didn’t seem to contribute to the number of Teammates on the Team.

Regardless, I was pleased with this new Power and dismissed the Clone. I added the Darkbane into my item inventory, which was when I noticed the Omega Crystal sitting next to it.

I had almost completely forgotten about that gift from Funky. After the destruction of the Z-Virus factory two weeks ago, Funky had given me an item known as an Omega Crystal. Omega Crystals were some of the rarest items in the game. Whereas normal Power Crystals merely gave you ordinary Powers that could only be leveled up to 10, Omega Crystals granted the user access to Ultimate Powers. Ultimate Powers were supposed to be a step above normal Powers in terms of sheer strength. They could be leveled up to 15 and didn’t need to be leveled up to 5 in order to make them a permanent part of your Power set, either.

I didn’t have an Ultimate Power of my own yet and the only reason I hadn’t used this Omega Crystal was because I wanted to wait for a good opportunity to use it. Given what was going to happen tomorrow night, however, I felt like this might be exactly the situation I needed the Omega Crystal for.

Taking the Omega Crystal out of my inventory, I held it tightly in my hand. A part of me was still reluctant to use such a powerful and unique item, but I wanted to have every advantage possible in order to prepare myself for the coming battle. An Ultimate Power might be no more useful against an Avatar than ordinary Powers, but it might still work out for me in some way anyway.

I focused intently on the Omega Crystal in my hand until I got this prompt:

Would you like to use your [Omega Crytsal] x1? Be warned, once you use this Omega Crystal, it can never be used again and becomes an ordinary [Crystal] once it is drained of its Power. Continue anyway? Y/N

Bracing myself for what was to come, I hit Y.

I wasn’t sure what to expect at first. Having never used an Omega Crystal before, I thought it might work like an ordinary Power Crystal. That is to say, I wouldn’t even feel the Power being melded with my body. I would simply get the Power and then get a notification congratulating me on getting my new Power.

That wasn’t what happened at all.

As soon as I accepted the prompt, powerful energy surged from the Omega Crystal into my arms. The energy filling my being from head to toe was simultaneously too hot and yet too cold. I was both on fire and frozen solid. I wanted to take off all my clothes and jump into an icy lake and wanted to bundle up in several layers of the warmest clothing I had and sit inside a furnace.

But I did nothing, mostly because I couldn’t do anything. I was stuck in place, my hand wrapped tightly around the Omega Crystal, which now felt glued to my hand. I couldn’t move any part of my body. All I could do was stand there and feel the power flow into me like a river. I wanted to scream in pain, but I couldn’t even open my lips.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the Omega Crystal ceased glowing and energy stopped flowing through my body. I dropped the now-empty Omega Crystal and stumbled forward. I fell onto my knees and clutched the side of my bed for support. I felt like I had run a six-week marathon without being given a chance to rest or get a drink.

That was when I got this notification:

Congratulations! You have unlocked your first Ultimate Power! Ultimate Powers are the rarest and strongest kind of Powers. A single Ultimate Power can turn even the lowest-leveled Hero into a force to be reckoned with. Use this Ultimate Power wisely. Check out your list of Ultimate Powers on your character sheet in your pause screen!

Now that you have your first Ultimate Power, you have also unlocked ‘Ultimate Points.’ Ultimate Points [UP] are Points necessary to level up Ultimate Powers to their full potential. Every time you level up from now on, you will gain 2 Ultimate Points, which you can distribute among your Ultimate Powers as you see fit. Unlike Power Points, Ultimate Points can be redistributed among your Ultimate Powers. Use them wisely.

My jaw dropped when I read those notifications. Ultimate Points could be redistributed? Granted, that wasn’t very useful for me at the moment thanks to the fact I only had one Ultimate Power, but I could now see why so many players wanted Ultimate Powers. With the ability to redistribute your UPs as you see fit, it meant you didn’t have to worry about neglecting one Ultimate Power in favor of another. It meant you could power up your Ultimate Powers to match nearly any situation you found yourself in. If Ultimate Powers weren’t so rare, this would be game-breaking.

As exciting as this all was, however, I still had no idea what my Ultimate Power actually was. It seemed odd to me that I didn’t receive a notification telling me what my UP was, but as soon as that thought crossed my mind, a new notification appeared before me with trumpets blaring:

New Ultimate Power unlocked: Ice Giant [Level 1]. Transform yourself into a giant made out of solid ice that even the hottest flames will have trouble melting. +50% Strength, Defense, Stamina, and Health. Cost: All Energy. Cooldown: One week.

I whistled appreciatively when I read that notification. Ice Giant sounded incredibly useful and appeared to have no major drawbacks that I could see. Except for the fact that it cost all of my Energy and the cooldown period was literally one whole week. Usually the cooldown period for most Powers was anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours. I suppose the insane cooldown period was added for balance purposes. I wondered if the cooldown period would go down the more I leveled it up. Whether it did or didn’t, I now really wanted to get some UPs in order to see just how powerful this thing could get.

I was sorely tempted to test out Ice Giant here and now but decided against it. Aside from the fact that it would probably destroy my Base, I didn’t want to blow all of my Energy and have to wait a full week to use it again. I wanted to keep it in reserve for our assault on the Facility tomorrow. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need to use it, but if I did need to, I would at least have it on hand.

With that out of the way, I placed the Darkbane by my bed and then lay down on my bed and went to sleep.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

According to the map, the Facility was located in Western Adventure City, a part of the city I rarely visited. From my understanding, however, Western Adventure City was home to most of the city’s government offices. The courthouse was located there, as well as the mayor’s mansion and the homes of various other Civilian government officials. A handful of missions I’d completed over the last month had taken me there, but it was generally a pretty low-crime area due to the presence of so many government officials and their bodyguards. Admittedly, I found the concept of a place full of government officials to be ‘low-crime’ rather ironic, but it became more understandable when you saw the heat the police officers who patrolled that district packed.

In any case, I didn’t feel any particular fear or worry as Cy and I flew across the rooftops to reach the rendezvous with the Hackers. The spot where we were going to meet up with the Hackers was marked on my map with a red pin. It was even easier to see in real life because I had set a beacon only Cy and I could see in order to make sure we didn’t miss it in the darkness of the night. All players had the ability to set beacons on buildings or locations they wanted to go to. They usually looked like tall red exclamation marks, which made it easy to see them.

When Cy and I were a block or two away, we landed and decided to walk the rest of the way to the rendezvous point. That was mostly to conserve Energy and also to draw less attention to ourselves. No one was supposed to know that Cy and I were even here. Granted, most people were asleep at night, but that didn’t change how dangerous this situation was for us. If anything, it just made things that much deadlier, because if someone saw us at night, that might make them suspicious enough to follow us. And I wasn’t afraid of us getting accosted on the streets by any [Thugs] or [Crooks] because Heroes were rarely mugged, especially Hero players like myself.

Even so, I had to admit to glancing over my shoulder more than once as we walked toward the rendezvous point. I knew we had left the Base without anyone seeing or following us, but I was still worried we were being followed anyway. The Department of VR was keeping an eye on us, but that didn’t bother me too much because I knew Amelia was still off for the weekend and that Max probably had some way of making sure the Department wouldn’t be able to see us anyway. Even if they did, it wouldn’t matter. Soon the Department would find out exactly why they shouldn’t mess with players like me.

Although I felt a little nervous, I could tell Cy was far more nervous than me. He walked normally, but he seemed far more tense and serious than usual. I suppose he was still conflicted about whether we should even be involved with these guys or not. Although I understood why he felt that way to some extent, I had no intention of going back now. One way or another, I would avenge Busker’s death.

Soon—maybe sooner than even I was comfortable with—we reached the front door of the building I had marked for our rendezvous point. It was a small local diner with the sign ‘PETE’S SUPER PIES & BURGERS’ hanging over the doorway. The quaint little diner looked a little out of place among the various skyscrapers and other buildings of Western Adventure City, but reviews for the restaurant online had showed that it was extremely popular with NPCs and players alike. Apparently, their pies were to die for and their burgers tasted like they had been made from cows raised in heaven by God Himself.

Right now, of course, the diner had a ‘CLOSED’ sign hanging in the door and the windows were covered with blinds. I looked to the left and right quickly, just to make sure we were alone before I knocked on the door three times.

We didn’t have to wait long. The door cracked open and Medusa’s red eyes could be seen through the crack. “Who is it?”

“It’s me, Winter,” I said. I gestured at Cy. “And Cyclone, my Sidekick. We’re here in response to Max’s message.”

Medusa opened the door more fully and I stared at her in surprise. Last time I had seen the Sidekick, Medusa had been wearing a formal blue dress, her shiny brunette hair falling down her shoulders in waves. She had looked exactly like how you would expect a woman of wealth and refinement to look.

Now, however, she had apparently ditched the dress in favor of a red and white spandex bodysuit that hugged her rather generous form quite well. Her muscles were surprisingly toned, probably the most toned muscles of any female player or NPC I had seen so far. Her long brown hair was tied in a practical ponytail behind her head and she had what looked like retractable blades attached to her wrists. If not for her nametag, I would have sworn she was a completely different woman who bore a passing resemblance to Medusa.

“Come in,” said Medusa. “You’re the last one here. The others have been waiting for you.”

Medusa stepped aside and Cy and I entered. As soon as we passed over the threshold, Medusa shoved the door closed behind us and locked it tight. I stopped paying attention to her, however, as soon as we entered the diner.

It was a surprisingly nice diner, with shiny clean counters, table, and chairs. The tiled floor was checked black-and-white, while a strange machine that resembled a giant radio stood at the end of the diner. Empty booths ran along the windows, while several comfortable-looking stools were lined up in front of the counter. The faint scent of burgers and apple pie filled my nostrils, making me feel proud to be an American all of a sudden for some reason.

But the diner, despite being closed, was far from empty. Gray Crusader sat on one of the stools, chatting animatedly with Humantis, who now wore weird segmented black armor that added to his insect-like appearance. A young boy who couldn’t have been older than thirteen sat on the stool to Gray Crusader’s left, stuffing his face with apple pie. The boy wore a yellow and black spandex suit with a short red cape flowing down his back. The nametag [SIDEKICK SQUIRE] hung over his head. I assumed he was probably Gray Crusader’s Sidekick.

To Humantis’ right was a young, slightly overweight woman in a costume that made her look like a human butterfly. She looked a little uncomfortable sitting there, sipping on a cup of water every now and then, the nametag [SIDEKICK BUBBLES] hovering above her head.

Armore sat in one of the booths opposite an equally armored young man who kind of reminded me of Iron Man, except his armor was bigger than Armore’s and colored white and blue. [SIDEKICK TANKMAN] hung over his head and the two Powered Armors were not saying a word, although I sensed that that was less because they felt uncomfortable around each other and more that they didn’t like small talk.

“Winter!” said a familiar deep voice all of a sudden. “Good to see that you and your Sidekick could make it.”

Startled, I looked and saw a large, muscular man walking toward me with a big grin on his face. At first, I didn’t recognize Max, because he was no longer wearing his usual fancy black suit. Instead, he wore a golden spandex costume with white metal armor. He wore a helmet on his head that resembled a high-tech crown and thick white gauntlets covered his fists.

“Max?” I said, turning to face the Hacker leader as he approached us. “You look … different.”

Max held out a hand when he got close enough. “This is my Combat Costume. I rarely get to wear it nowadays due to spending most of my time running the Twin Nights Club and my other assorted businesses, but every now and then I like to break it out for old time’s sake.”

I took Max’s hand and shook it. “Well, it definitely looks cool. Mind if I ask what your Class is?”

“Oh?” said Max as he let go of my hand. “I’m a Brawler.”

“Brawler?” I said. “Don’t you mean Fighter?”

Max shook his head. “No. Brawlers and Fighters are similar, but the difference, in short, is that Fighters can use both Energy attacks and melee attacks, whereas Brawlers tend to focus almost entirely on melee. When we do use our Energy, it’s often to augment our strength.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding. “Interesting. I’m guessing you’re expecting a fight, then.”

“Of course I am,” said Humantis. He still sat at the bar, holding what appeared to be a glass of alcohol in his hands. “The Department of VR might be corrupt and selfish, but they’re not stupid. They’ve got guards up the wazoo protecting the Facility. Skulls are gonna get cracked and with any luck they will be skulls from the other side.”

“Can we not talk about cracking skulls?” asked Bubbles in a soft, slightly scared voice. “I don’t want to hurt people.”

Humantis rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but other people want to hurt you. That’s why we gotta fight.”

“Right,” I said, looking around the diner again. “Any reason we picked this spot to talk?”

“I own this diner,” said Max simply. “I bought it a couple of years ago when the original owner retired. Got quite a bargain, too, thanks to my high-level Negotiation Skill. I bought it so I could have some property near the Mayor’s Mansion for insurance.”

I understood what he meant. Max wanted to have some influence over the politicians of Adventure City. Owning this little diner gave him a foothold in the politics of this city. I disliked political corruption, but it looked like political corruption was another one of the shared features between the real world and the virtual world.

“The food’s great, too,” said Squire, his mouth half-full of food. He stuffed the last piece of pie into his mouth and then burped loudly. “Aw, man. That hit the spot.”

“Now, now, Squire, show some manners,” said Gray Crusader, waving a finger at Squire. “Remember, it’s not polite to burp after you eat.”

“Sorry,” said Squire as he wiped his mouth off with his hand. “It was just so good, though.”

Gray Crusader sighed. “And please use a napkin while you’re at it. Your hands are not meant for cleaning your face.”

“Can I have some pie?” asked Cy, looking at Max.

“Have all the pie you want, my friend,” said Max. He held up a finger. “But only after we break into the Facility and steal the information from within.”

“I see,” said Cy, nodding. “Yes, pie always does taste better after victory. That’s what my old man used to say.”

“So what’s the plan?” I said, looking around at the other Hackers again. “Is this it? I thought there would be more people in this mission.”

“Too many cooks in the kitchen can be a real problem,” said Max, shaking his head. “This type of mission requires a lot of stealth. The fewer people, the better.”

“Exactly,” said Humantis. “Although we’re not all going to go in, right?”

Max nodded. “Right, but let me explain the plan to Winter and his Sidekick now that they are here.” Max looked at me and Cy. “Please, take a seat at the bar or one of the booths.”

I took a seat at the bar on one of the stools, as did Cy. The two of us rotated our stools around until we were facing Max, who was leaning against one of the booths now, although he stood in such a way that he could be seen by everyone in the diner.

“All right,” said Max. “As we all know, the goal of the plan is to break into the Facility and leak the Department of VR’s top-secret information and documents all over Capes Online and the Internet at large. To do that, we will split ourselves into two teams.”

Max gestured at me, Cy, Armore, and Tankman. “As our heavy-hitters, Gray Crusader, Squire, Armore, and Tankman will stage an assault on the outside. This is to draw the attention of guards and distract them long enough for Team 2—consisting of Humantis, Winter, and their Sidekicks—to break into the Facility, download as much information as possible, and then leave.”

“Seems pretty simple,” I said, leaning back with my elbows propped up on the counter, “but what about you and Medusa?”

“We’re backup,” Max replied. “Should either Team One or Team Two run into any unexpected difficulties, we will jump into battle. Well, I will, anyway. Medusa will act as mission control back here and monitor the situations of both Teams. We’ve been planning this day for months, so there shouldn’t be any issues, but—”

“No plans survives first contact with the enemy,” I said. “Right?”

“Exactly,” said Max, giving me the thumbs up. “Should the Facility prove more difficult than expected, both Teams will need to retreat. No point in sacrificing ourselves for nothing, after all.”

“But won’t the government see us?” I said. “If we retreat, I doubt any of us could go back to being ordinary players after all this.”

Humantis chuckled. “We all know that, Frosty. You’re assuming we haven’t found a way to avoid getting deleted by them. Trust me, we’ll be fine regardless of what happens.”

“Humantis is right, but we should still be careful,” Gray Crusader advised. “As much as we like to bang on those Department agents, they’re not stupid. If we mess up even once, we could easily get killed … or worse.”

“Which is why everyone needs to play their role and do this right,” said Max. “We only have one shot at this. If we succeed, then the Department will have far more problems than a few rogue players. They may very well have to deal with an entire player revolt, them and SI Games. We cannot afford to lose.”

I nodded. Max’s reminder about the stakes involved made me nervous, so nervous I almost considered quitting right there and then. But then I remembered Busker—Joseph—getting murdered in cold blood by the Department of VR and my resolve suddenly became as strong as steel.

“What if we run into any Avatars?” I said. “They’re invincible.”

Max shook his head. “To ordinary weapons and Powers, yes. That’s why I am handing out these.”

Max pulled two spheres out of his pocket and held them out to me and Cy. The spheres were the color of the rainbow and looked slightly distorted, almost like they were glitches. I got a notification asking me if I wanted to accept a gift from Max, so I clicked yes and saw the rainbow balls disappear from his hands. I felt the weight of the balls in my pockets and, opening my item inventory, Scanned them to find out exactly what they were:

Deletion Bomb x2

Material: [ERROR]

Rarity: Unique+

A powerful bomb that can delete a character from Capes Online upon detonation.

My jaw dropped when I read that description. I almost dropped the Bomb itself but kept my hold on it because I didn’t want it to blow up and take out me and Cy. “This can’t be real.”

“Oh, it’s real all right, Frosty,” said Humantis. He drew a Deletion Bomb out of thin air and waved it over his head. “All of us got two of ‘em. And they work. Trust me.”

“Where did you get a weapon like this?” I asked Max. I held up my Deletion Bomb so I could look at it and Max at the same time.

Max folded his arms in front of his chest. “I happen to be friends with a very high-leveled and powerful Gadgeteer who once worked for Capes Online as a developer. He used his knowledge of the game’s coding to craft those Deletion Bombs as a favor to me. Don’t worry about dropping them, however. They only activate if you push that button on the surface. It will be safe in your inventory.”

A large red button stood out on top of the Deletion Bomb with the word ‘DELETE’ written on it in big letters. I quickly put the deadly weapon back in my inventory along with the other one, but I had a hard time relaxing knowing that I now carried a weapon that could eliminate me as easily as it could my enemies.

“My friend assured me that the Deletion Bombs will work on Avatars,” said Max. “Therefore, if you have the unfortunate luck of running into any of them, simply press the button on one of your Deletion Bombs and throw it at them. It will delete their Avatar, although it won’t kill the player itself. But it will inconvenience them because even Department of VR agents are limited to only one character per account.”

I nodded. In some ways, it was comforting to know that we weren’t entirely defenseless against the Avatars. In other ways, though, I couldn’t imagine the kind of havoc a player could cause if armed with enough of these Deletion Bombs. In particular, I was thinking about Atmosfear, who would undoubtedly be rubbing his hands in anticipation right now if he knew about these Bombs. Luckily, Atmosfear was nowhere near the Facility at the moment so we wouldn’t have to worry about that, but I still found myself anxious anyway. I would just be glad once this mission was over with and we could go back to our normal lives … if we could go back to our normal lives, anyway.

“Now, then,” said Max, looking around at the Hackers again. “Now that we are all on the same page, it is time we started the mission. Remember, once we begin, there will be no going back. Either we succeed … or we don’t.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

Half an hour later, Humantis, Bubbles, Cy, and I stood in an alleyway on the street opposite the Facility. Thanks to the shadows of the night and Humantis’ own Group Stealth Skill, it was doubtful that anyone from the street would be able to see us even if they stared directly into the alleyway. The only way someone might find us was if they walked in and tried to touch us, although that was unlikely to happen. And if it did, we would probably be okay, because we wouldn’t look like a couple of players and their Sidekicks waiting to break into a top-secret government facility to other people. We would look quite … different, to put it one way.

My eyes, however, were on the Facility itself. It looked like a generic government building. Three stories tall and shaped kind of like a box. Wide stone steps lead up to the entrance, which was currently closed, although I could spot a sleepy-looking guard standing before the door. The street lights provided enough illumination by which to see, but the light did not extend into our alleyway, thankfully. It meant that our cover would not be blown until we wanted it to be.

“There it is,” said Humantis under his breath. “The Facility.”

“It looks boring,” said Cy, who, despite speaking under his breath, sounded a lot louder than he should have. “You sure this is the right place?”

Humantis glared at Cy. “Positive. I’ve been here before. But if you really find it so boring, maybe you should go back to bed. Your dreams are probably far more interesting than this.”

I sighed. I had privately questioned the wisdom of putting me and Humantis—a Hero and Villain, respectively—onto the same Team together. Max had insisted it was logical. Humantis was an excellent Hacker and master of Stealth, but he was also pretty weak and not very effective in combat. Theoretically, Humantis would be able to hack into the government’s computers on his own, but they wanted me to act as his protection just in case his efforts were discovered early.

That basically made me Humantis’ bodyguard, a job I was willing to accept, but I had to admit I was starting to rethink accepting that offer. Humantis had a pretty nasty attitude most of the time. It didn’t help that he seemed to look down on me and Cy, probably because we were Heroes and he was a Villain. Heroes and Villains just didn’t mix together. Especially since I was a cop. Humantis didn’t seem nearly as evil as, say, Atmosfear, but I could tell he was still a pretty bad guy overall.

“When do we get to enter?” said Cy. He yawned. “Not sure how much longer I’ll be able to stay awake.”

“When Crusader and the others begin the forward assault,” said Humantis, this time without looking at Cy. “Max explained it before we left. Do try to listen.”

Cy frowned, but then he looked down at his clothes and shrugged. “Hey, I’m not complaining. At least we got these neat janitorial uniforms.”

Cy’s comments made me look down at my clothes as well. I was no longer wearing my half-completed Ice Man Costume set. Instead, I was dressed in a white, slightly stained jumpsuit with a dirty rag hanging out of one of the pockets. The nametag hovering above my head also happened to read [JANITOR KYLE], rather than [HERO WINTER] like it should.

The other three were dressed in identical janitorial uniforms and, like me, their nametags were different. Cy was now [JANITOR CARLOS], Humantis was [JANITOR PETER], and Bubbles was [JANITOR LISA]. Even our physical features were a little different. Mine were slightly chubbier than normal and I had a little bit more fat around the waist so I wouldn’t be as easily identifiable. I hated looking at myself in the mirror before we left, but I had to admit that Humantis’ Secret Identity Power had worked exactly the way he said it would.

Before we left the diner, Humantis had revealed he knew a Power called Secret Identity. The Power—which was available to Heroes and Villains alike—allowed a player to make themselves look like a Civilian, complete with a nametag change. The amount of time it lasted varied depending on the level. Because Humantis’ Secret Identity was Level 7, that meant we had two full hours before it stopped working and we resumed our normal identities. The high level of Humantis’ Power was also why it altered our physical characteristics somewhat, which it could do at higher levels.

According to Humantis, Secret Identity also protected us from being detected by Powers like Hero Sense or Villain Sense, which was apparently the Villain equivalent to Hero Sense. That meant that Humantis, for example, could walk right past your average Hero player even if they were actively using Hero Sense without being noticed. It only failed if Hero Sense was significantly higher-leveled than it, but that seemed unlikely. Humantis assured us that there were no Heroes at the Facility, therefore we did not need to worry about being detected that way.

Secret Identity struck me as a very useful Power. I wondered if it was one of those Powers you could spontaneously learn by doing it or if you needed to find a specific piece of Equipment that granted that Power. Humantis did say that the Power was naturally available to certain Classes, but I knew that Flight was naturally available to select Classes as well and yet I managed to learn it. I would have to keep an eye out for Equipment with that Power.

Another great thing about Secret Identity is that it did not affect our Powers or Skills in any way. That way, if our cover was blown, we would be able to defend ourselves immediately. Conversely, I could also see how it could be useful for setting up sneak attacks or ambushes. Get a bunch of your friends together to act like a bunch of normal Civilians and then, at the last second, jump on your target. I was no Villain, but I could imagine it working out that way.

The reason Humantis had used Secret Identity on us was to make it easier for us to enter the Facility. In fact, we resembled the janitors who were normally hired by the Department to keep the Facility itself clean. All we really had to do was walk up to the front entrance and ask to be let in and they would open the doors for us. We didn’t even have to worry about the real janitors showing up and derailing our plan, apparently. Humantis didn’t go into specifics, but he assured me that all of the janitors working for that particular company were taking tonight off. He said that with a rather evil glint in his eyes that reminded me once again that Humantis was a Villain and that I probably shouldn’t trust him too much even if we were technically allies.

“But if we can just walk up and ask them to let us in, why do we have to wait for Team Two to cause a distraction?” I had asked before we left the diner.

“Because we want to avert all suspicion,” said Humantis. “And draw away as many guards from the Facility as possible. That way, if our cover gets blown, we’ll have to fight fewer guards on our way out. It’s basic common sense.”

That seemed reasonable enough to me. Even so, I prepared myself for whatever was to come. Past experience taught me that even the best-laid plans could be easily derailed and I had no reason to believe this would be any different. I just reminded myself that, whatever awaited us, these people had killed my brother and therefore I needed to get revenge, no matter the cost.

“They’re coming,” said Humantis suddenly, his raspy voice piercing the silence that had fallen over the four of us.

Before I could ask Humantis who was coming, I saw the guard across the street suddenly start. He looked around for a moment before looking up at the sky. He stared up into the sky for what seemed like an eternity before he pointed his gun up, but he never got a chance to use it, because in the next instant, a small missile shot out of the dark clouds above and blew the guards into pieces.

It happened so fast. One minute the guard was about to fire his gun, the next he was blown into itty bitty pieces that went flying everywhere. He died so fast I didn’t even see his Health bar hit zero. The moment he died, his Health bar disappeared. The explosion was also really loud, making all four of us wince despite how far away from it we were.

That was when Armore and Tankman crashed down onto the street in front of the Facility. Standing up to their full height, the two Powered Armors looked up at the Facility. Their backs were to us, making it impossible to see their faces, but I could tell they were ready to take on whatever the Facility chose to throw at them.

As it turned out, the Facility had a lot to throw at them. A dozen armed guards burst out of the entrance, guns out. They immediately pointed their guns at Armore and Tankman and began firing. They fired so many bullets so fast that I thought even Zoom and Boom would have trouble dodging the hail of bullets, but Tankman just rushed in front of Armore and thrust his arms out.

A massive metal shield extended out of Tankman’s arm. The shield was bent inward slightly, like an open umbrella, and it caught all of the dozens of bullets the guards shot at it. The metal shield was so thick that none of the bullets even dented it, much less made it through to Armore and Tankman. Heck, Tankman’s Health didn’t even go down. It remained firmly at full, which was a good reminder of just how powerful Tankman was, despite being a Sidekick.

The guards must have realized the uselessness of shooting the shield because they stopped firing and lowered their guns. But then Armore flew up into the air and fired several laser blasts at the guards. Her lasers struck the steps around the guards and one laser even hit a guard in the head, killing him instantly, but her other lasers merely caused the guards to scatter. I knew, however, just from looking at Armore that she could have easily killed all of the guards if she wanted. She didn’t want to. She just wanted to distract them long enough for us to get into the Facility.

As if on cue, Tankman retracted his shield and ran away. Armore also flew away after him. Luckily for us, the guards fell for the trick and rushed after the two Powered Armors, shooting their guns and shouting at them to get back. Only one guard remained behind to protect the door, which was a little frustrating because we’d been hoping that all of the guards would chase after Armore and Tankman.

“Now’s our chance,” said Humantis suddenly. “Follow me!”

Humantis rushed out of the alleyway and Bubbles, Cy, and I followed. We ran across the street as fast as we could, listening to the sounds of battle as Armore and Tankman drew the guards away from the Facility.

 As we drew closer to the Facility, the lone guard who had stayed behind to guard the entrance—a young black man with the nametag [FACILITY GUARD DANIEL] hovering over his head—suddenly noticed us and pointed his gun at us.

“Halt,” said Danial in an authoritative voice. “Who are you and what business do you have at the Facility?”

We skid to a stop and Humantis, who was in the lead, put his hands on his knees and looked at Daniel in disbelief. “Who are we? We’re Santa’s little elves here to deliver Christmas presents to all the good little boys and girls who work at this Facility.”

Daniel stared at Humantis blankly. “What?”

“We’re the janitors, John Wayne,” Humantis snapped. He gestured in the direction from which Armore and Tankman had fled. “And we’re absolutely scared out of our minds due to the actions of those terrorists who just attacked your Facility. Unlike you, we’re not armed with fancy shmancy guns and armor. If one of those armored idiots decides to come after us, we’re done for. That’s why you need to let us into the Facility now.”

Humantis spoke so quickly I could barely keep up. I had no idea what kind of life Humantis might have led in the real world, but I figured he could be a really good actor if he wanted to. He gave off just enough desperation that even I almost believed him when he said he was just a janitor who wanted to get inside and do his job.

“Uh, of course,” said Daniel, who seemed taken aback by Humantis’ quick speech. “But can I see your ID cards—”

“Weren’t you listening?” Humantis snapped. He pointed toward Armore and Tankman again, who were now fighting the guards again. “This street is a war zone now and if we don’t get inside right away, we’ll all die. Do you want the deaths of innocent Civilians on your hands just because you were anal about following whatever pointless security protocols your bosses came up with?”

“Uh, of course not,” said Daniel. He opened the front door and stepped aside. “Get in. And don’t delay. Last thing we need is for one of those terrorists to get inside the Facility.”

Humantis gave Daniel a winning, although fake, smile. “Don’t worry about that, kid. We know you and your friends will keep the Facility safe from all potential intruders. I’ll make sure to mention your dedication to keeping this place safe to your boss when I see him.”

Daniel actually smiled back in response. I couldn’t believe how smooth Humantis could be when he wanted to. His Charisma must have been much higher than I thought. But another part of me felt sorry for Daniel. He reminded me of some of other young police officers I had known back in the real world. All of them had been earnest about following the law and doing their duty, but also a little naive. Little did Daniel know that he had just been bamboozled.

I felt a little bad about tricking an honest guy like him, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for now as I followed Humantis into the Facility. Whether Daniel was a good guy or not didn’t matter. What did matter was avenging Busker … and I would do that no matter what I had to do.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

As soon as all four of us were inside the Facility, Daniel closed and locked the door behind us. A tell-tale click confirmed that Daniel had indeed locked the door. The click was an audible reminder that we had definitely crossed the point of no return now. If we couldn’t go back before, we definitely couldn’t go back now.

The inside of the Facility was a bit more interesting than the outside, although not by much. We stood in the Facility’s foyer, a wide-open space with a large, beautiful stone fountain in the middle. From here we could see the other three floors, plus the glass ceiling of the Facility. The entire place was well-lit and smelled kind of like coconut for some reason. If I hadn’t been in the middle of a very important mission that could end in my death, I would have even felt relaxed here, but I kept my guard up as we walked up to the fountain.

“Okay, we’re in,” I said, picking up the pace to walk side by side with Humantis, while our Sidekicks walked behind us. “What next?”

Humantis began to tap an invisible keyboard I couldn’t see. “Let’s see, we need to find the Data Room.”

“Data Room?” I said. “What’s that?”

Humantis stopped and looked around for a moment as if to make sure we were alone. “The Data Room is where the Department keeps all of their best secrets, of course. We found out about it in the same hack that resulted in us learning about the location and existence of the Facility at all. Of course, our hacking attempt was shut down before we could find out much else, but we at least have an idea of where it is.”

“So all we need to do is find the Data Room, download the Department’s secrets, and then leave?” I said.

Humantis chuckled. “You make it sound so easy when you know it’s not. Still, the plan is working so far, so maybe it will be that easy.”

I looked around at the empty atrium and frowned. “But where is everyone? I thought for sure that this place would be full of government agents and workers.”

“It’s nighttime,” said Humantis, his eyes darting back and forth. “Most government agents and workers have probably taken the night off. We only have to worry about guards, but even then, we don’t really need to worry that much. Armore and Tankman made sure of that.”

“But they won’t be able to keep them distracted forever,” said Butterfly anxiously. “At some point, the guards will come back.”

“Which is why we need to get moving,” said Humantis. “Let’s consult the map. It should show us where the Data Room is.”

Without warning, a flat, holographic map appeared on the floor in front of us. It showed the entire layout of the Facility, from the top floor to the bottom, and everything in between. Humantis snapped his fingers and the flat map suddenly became 3D. He started rotating the Facility map, occasionally zooming in on certain sections, a frown on his face.

“It shouldn’t be that hard to find,” said Humantis, scratching his chin. “It should be labeled Data Room or something to that effect.”

“Is that it?” I said, pointing at a room on the second floor labeled ‘DATA ROOM.’

Humantis stopped rotating the map and zoomed in on the room I pointed out. He leaned forward to get a closer look at the room and nodded. “I do believe that’s it. Wish they didn’t put it on the second floor, though. That’s just going to make it harder to get out of here, especially if someone finds out who we really are.”

“At least we found it,” I said. “Can either of you two fly?”

Humantis and Butterfly shook their heads.

“Okay,” I said. I gestured at myself and Cy. “Cy and I can fly. We can carry you two up there. The second floor doesn’t look very high up, so I think we should be able to make it even with your added weight.”

“What about the security cameras?” asked Cy. He suddenly pointed at something hanging underneath the second floor. “Right there.”

I looked over at what Cy was looking at me. At first, I didn’t see anything, but then my Perception kicked in and I suddenly saw the faint outline of a security camera that was hidden away in the shadows underneath the second floor. The security camera was focused mostly on the fountain in the center, but I had no doubt that we were caught on it as well.

“Cy’s got a point,” I said, stroking my chin. “If we flew in front of the cameras, that would totally blow our cover. We need to find another way up there.”

“There’s got to be an elevator or stairs or something,” said Humantis. He squinted and pointed ahead. “Yeah, I see an elevator on the other side of the atrium. Should hopefully be able to get us up there. We have no time to lose.”

The four of us walked across the atrium to the elevator on the other side. Although there was a battle raging outside between Armore and Tankman and the Facility guards, you wouldn’t have guessed it in here. The Facility was eerily quiet, to the point where our footsteps echoing off the solid concrete floor were the only sounds we heard. Despite that, I kept my wits about me. Last thing we needed was to get ambushed right when we were about to complete this critical mission.

Luckily for us, we made it to the elevator without any issue. Once we were all inside the elevator, Humantis pressed the button labeled ‘2’ and then the doors closed and we ascended until we reached the second floor. As soon as the elevator doors opened, the four of us stepped out of the elevator. I did a quick check up and down the hallway, but I didn’t see anyone or anything other than a security camera. Other than that, however, the Facility’s second floor was just as empty as the first.

Unfortunately, the door to the Data Room was also on the other side of the floor. This forced us to walk along the balcony of the second floor. We could have flown, but again we needed to keep our Powers in check so the security cameras wouldn’t alert the guards to our presence. Technically-speaking, we didn’t need to sneak around, but we were so worried about being caught that I think all of us unconsciously moved quieter and more cautious than usual. Even Cy moved silently, although I could tell he really didn’t enjoy it.

We eventually reached the other end of the balcony and found ourselves on the same hallway as the Data Room. The door to the Data Room was right in the middle of the hall and appeared to be completely unprotected.

“There it is,” said Humantis in a voice barely higher than a whisper. “Just a little closer and—”

I heard a soft humming sound nearby. Although I didn’t know where it was coming from, I grabbed Humantis and forced him and myself down onto the floor. Humantis grunted in response, but I snapped in a whisper, “Shhh! Don’t move a muscle.”

Luckily, Cy and Butterfly had also crouched low to the floor. The two of them wore puzzled looks on their faces, but I didn’t see any reason to explain myself to them yet. My attention was on the humming sound, which I recognized as coming from the atrium. It grew louder and louder as whatever was making that sound slowly but surely rose.

A harsh red light suddenly flashed over the top of the balcony railing. All four of us crouched a little closer to the floor, but even if we hadn’t, we were in no danger of being spotted by the light. The red light swept across the length of the hallway before it disappeared. The humming sound became incredibly loud when the red light flashed, but then it became more and more distant until soon I couldn’t hear it at all anymore.

“What was that?” Cy hissed in a low voice.

“A security drone,” said Humantis in an equally low voice. “Probably designed to help the guards patrol the Facility. The hacked files mentioned something about them, but I didn’t realize they were using them already.”

“Does that mean we have to look out for drones now, too?” said Butterfly, anxiously tugging at her braided hair.

“Not for much longer,” said Humantis, shaking his head. He gestured with his head down the hallway. “Once we get into the Data Room, I doubt we’ll have to deal with drones, guards, or anything else.”

Then Humantis looked at me and frowned. “You’ve got quick reflexes. How did you know a security drone was nearby?”

“I—” I was interrupted by a couple of new notifications that appeared before me:

Skill Level Up: Perception [Level 5]. You can notice hidden or unexpected dangers 10% more easily than before. Additionally, you now have a 5% higher chance of discovering a Secret Room in your Base and noticing hidden items in your environment. Continue to level up Perception to gain access to even more bonuses and benefits!

New Skill Unlocked: Stealth [Level 1]. By successfully avoiding the detection of an enemy guard, you now know how to sneak around undetected. +10% chance of avoiding detection from enemy players and NPCs alike. Level up this Skill further in order to become even more Stealthy.

I couldn’t help but grin when I read the notifications. “Cool! My Perception just leveled up and I also unlocked Stealth.”

“Good for you,” said Humantis dismissively. “You can look at your stats later. For now, we need to get into the Data Room. Haven’t got any messages from Armore or Tankman yet, but it’s only a matter of time before the guards realize what’s up and come back to check on the Facility.”

Humantis immediately made his way down toward the Data Room door. Cy, Butterfly, and I followed and soon all four of us stood in front of the metal door. On the surface, the door looked completely unremarkable, no different from the kind of door you might see in an average office building. But a quick tug of the handle showed that it was locked.

“It’s locked,” I said, looking at Humantis. I raised my fist. “Want me to break it down?”

“And draw the attention of every guard and security drone in the Facility?” Humantis said. He cracked his knuckles. “Let a pro show you how you break locks without being noticed.”

Humantis half-brushed, half-shoved me aside. He then fumbled with the lock for a moment before a soft click could be heard. He twisted the doorknob and pushed the door inward, a smile crossing his insect-like face.

“Wha—?” I said. “How did you do that?”

“I have a Skill called Lockpick,” Humantis replied. “And it’s Level Ten, meaning I can pick all but the most difficult locks in just a few seconds if that much. I thought these Department of VR goons would use better locks, but I guess they really didn’t expect anyone to get in here.”

“Seems like a useful Skill,” I said. “Mind teaching it to me?”

Humantis shook his head. “No. First of all, it’s a Villain-only Skill, and even then, it’s only available to a few Villain Classes like Thief and Assassin. Second of all, even if I could teach you it, now’s not the time. Right now, we need to focus on stealing the government’s information.”

I nodded. “I see. Want me to come in with you or—?”

Humantis shook his head again even more sharply than before. “No. Remember the plan. Butterfly and I will enter the Data Room and try to hack as much information from their servers as we can. Meanwhile, you and Cy need to stay out here and make sure no one follows us inside. Don’t want some random Department agent to stumble on us stealing their information, after all.”

I frowned but nodded again. “Right. What are we supposed to do if someone shows up?”

“Distract them,” said Humantis. “Figure out how to make them go away. Permanently, if necessary.”

“We’re not Villains, you know,” I said. “We don’t solve all our problems with murder like you guys do.”

“And that’s why I chose to become a Villain,” Humantis with a snort. “Heroes are so boring and straightforward. Villains, though, Villains are interesting and complex.”

“They’re also evil,” I said, thinking of Atmosfear. “Very evil.”

“Whatever,” said Humantis, waving his hand at me. “This is all just a game anyway. Real life ain’t so simple as whether you’re a Hero or a Villain. And in any case, we’re wasting time. Butterfly and I are going into the Data Room now. You guys just stand guard and let us know via the Team chat if anyone is on their way.”

I pursed my lips but said nothing as Humantis and his Sidekick disappeared through the door to the Data Room. As soon as they were inside, I looked up and down the hallway, but did not see anyone.

“We’ve got to play guard duty?” said Cy in a disappointed voice. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Boring. I thought we’d get to do like really cool computer hacker stuff like you see on TV.”

“Agreed, but I doubt we’ll have to wait out here very long,” I said. “Humantis doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to waste time. I imagine he’ll be in and out in ten minutes, maybe less. Depends on how much data we’re trying to download.”

“Hopefully not a lot,” said Cy. He yawned before looking at me suddenly. “Boss, I know this is probably not the best time to bring this up, but I’m still kind of worried about this. So far things have gone well, but—”

“Cy,” I said, looking at him in annoyance. “It’s too late to speculate about what we could have done. The reality is that we are here now and that we need to make sure no one can get into the Data Room and interrupt Humantis’ important work.”

“I guess so,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips, “but I just can’t shake the feeling that everything is about to go to hell. Or worse.”

“Since when has your intuition ever actually been correct?” I said with a snort. “Now, let’s do less talking and more guarding. I don’t want anyone to accidentally overhear—”

A door at the end of the hallway suddenly slammed open, causing Cy and I to start. We looked down the hallway and saw light spilling out of the door before two figures emerged from within. Due to how dark it was and how far away the figures were, I couldn’t identify them at first, at least not until they began making their way toward us.

Squinting my eyes, I found myself wishing we had come during the day or had at least turned on a few lights. The soft white night lights offered very little illumination and even my Perception, as high-leveled as it was, was unable to identify the approaching figures.

At least until they passed underneath a light over one of the doorways and I got a very clear look at both of their faces. Once I did, I knew we were screwed.

The two figures making their way toward us were Director Satoshi Johnson and Agent Charles Omar. And Johnson looked pissed.


CHAPTER FORTY

 

Although I had only seen Satoshi Johnson once before, I had no trouble recognizing the man’s severe, intense face. He walked with a purposeful stride, his hands in the pockets of his coat. He was clearly a man on a mission, but if his harsh expression or swift walking meant anything, it was probably not a good mission.

By contrast, Chuck looked far more harried and tired. He seemed to be struggling to keep up with Johnson’s long strides, even though he was about an inch or two taller than his boss. He looked almost like a puppy being dragged into a vet’s office, which made me wonder if he was in trouble or not.

“Who are those two?” asked Cy in a low voice as the Department agents approached us. “Department agents?”

I nodded rapidly. “Yes. The taller one is Chuck, but the shorter one is Satoshi Johnson.”

Cy looked at me in surprise. “You mean the big cheese himself? What is he doing here?”

“No idea,” I said, still keeping my voice low as the two agents drew closer and closer. “Looks like they’re coming to the Data Room.”

“But aren’t they supposed to be invincible or something?” said Cy in a worried voice. “How are we supposed to stop them from getting into the Data Room if we can’t even hurt them?”

I was about to answer Cy’s question when I finally overheard the conversation that Chuck and Johnson were having:

“… it’s too late, Director,” said Chuck in a pleading voice. “You really should catch up on your sleep. No need to get up in the middle of the night to deal with this.”

“The Facility is important, Agent Omar,” Johnson snapped. “Far more important than catching up on my sleep or even my own well-being. If there is an attack on the Facility, then I must make sure the Test Subject is secure.”

Test Subject? Maybe they weren’t going to the Data Room at all. But I wasn’t surprised to hear they were here in response to Armore and Tankman’s attack on the Facility. It seemed weird to me, though, that they logged in here, rather than outside where the battle was. I wondered if the Facility counted as the Department’s Base or their equivalent thereof.

“This attack is unprecedented, of course, but I still think you are perhaps getting a little too worked up,” said Chuck. “I could have gone myself, you know, and checked it out. Or you could have even sent one of the night crew to—”

“No,” Johnson said, shaking his head as he walked. “The Test Subject is my responsibility. If it gets destroyed—or even worse, stolen—by those damn Hackers, then it will all be on me. Do you understand that, Agent Omar?”

“I do,” said Chuck, “but—”

“Then shut up and let me do my job,” said Johnson. “Or I’ll demote you to intern. Would you like to be demoted again?”

Chuck shook his head swiftly. “No, sir, I would not.”

“Then shut up,” said Johnson.

I felt bad about Chuck getting talked to like that, but another part of me hoped that the two Department agents would simply walk past me and Cy. Thanks to Humantis’ Secret Identity Power, we appeared like ordinary [Janitors] to these two, And I knew from experience that the Department of VR did not treat NPCs the same way they treated players. Perhaps if Cy and I look like we’re doing our jobs, they’ll ignore us and walk right by us without giving us a second thought.

Unfortunately, that particular illusion of mine was shattered the instant Johnson said, “First, we need to check the Data Room. That’s where all data on the Test Subject is kept. If her vitals look good, then we can log off and let the guards deal with the attackers. If her vitals do not look good, however, then we will have to check on her personally.”

By now, Johnson and Chuck were less than thirty feet away from where we stood. I looked around quickly, trying to see if I could find something I could use to delay their progress, but, unfortunately, I had nothing but my fists. I did, of course, have my Powers and Skills, but if I attacked the two agents now, I would ruin our entire plan and probably just get myself killed, if not deleted outright. I cursed myself for not bringing at least a bucket of soapy water we could have used to ‘accidentally’ spill in their path and slow them down. Some janitors we were.

As it turned out, however, I didn’t need to do anything because Cy strode forward toward the two Department agents and, holding his hands out, said, “Stop!”

Surprisingly enough, Johnson and Chuck both stopped as soon as Cy spoke. They looked around for a moment as if confused about where that voice had come from, before Johnson suddenly noticed Cy standing a few feet away from them and snapped, “Who are you?”

“One of the janitors whose job it is to keep this place nice and shiny clean,” said Cy without missing a beat. “And right now, I invoke the almighty authority granted to me by my janitorial title to tell you both to stop.”

I gritted my teeth. What the hell did Cy think he was doing? He was even weaker than me. Didn’t he realize what Johnson and Chuck would do to him if he pissed them off?

“And just why should we stop?” said Johnson, tilting his head to the side. “I don’t see any problems. Do you, Agent Omar?”

Chuck’s eyes wandered over to me and seemed to fix on my face briefly, as if he recognized me before he shook his head and said, “No, sir, I do not.”

That was weird. Humantis’ Secret Identity was still in effect. It seemed to be fooling Johnson—who did not seem to realize he was talking to Cy—but unless my eyes were deceiving me, it seemed like Chuck somehow saw right through it. The fact that he didn’t out us right away was weird, but perhaps he just wasn’t sure. Or maybe he didn’t want to help his boss after all.

“Obviously, you guys can’t see anything because it’s all in the Data Room,” said Cy, thrusting a thumb over his shoulder. “The floor is, like, super wet in there. If you went inside, you’d probably slip on the floor and crack your skulls open. It’s just not safe.”

“Then we’ll just walk carefully,” said Johnson. He took a step forward. “I’m not afraid of getting my shoes a little wet if it means I can confirm that the Test Subject is secure.”

Cy, however, sidestepped into Johnson’s path, still showing no fear or hesitation. “Nope, you don’t want to do that. Unless you want to get crap on your shoes, that is.”

Johnson’s eyes fell on Cy. “What? What are you talking about?”

Cy shrugged. “Oh, nothing but perhaps the most epic plumbing problem in the history of plumbing. Would you care to hear a tale? A tale of poop and toilet water?”

“I don’t have time for stories,” Johnson snapped. “Move. Or else.”

Still undaunted, however, Cy said, “Once upon a time, there was a Facility guard who needed to take a crap. His name was George and he had eaten a delicious, but ultimately deadly, bean burrito sandwich sold by that nice Mexican lady on the street. But Mexican food had never agreed with his colon, so George had to rush into the nearest bathroom to take the biggest crap of his life.”

Cy’s voice suddenly lowered, as if he was telling a scary story. “George did take the biggest crap of his life, but it turned out, it was also the biggest crap that the Facility’s plumbing system had ever dealt with. It totally backed up all of the Facility’s toilets and plumbing. Water gushed out from the toilets like a typhoon, a typhoon of crap, while pipes groaned under the heavy burden of George’s crap. But do you know what the worst part about it all was?”

Cy said that last sentence in a harsh whisper like he was about to tell the greatest secrets of the universe. Bizarrely enough, Johnson and Chuck actually appeared to be interested in his story. They even leaned forward slightly when Cy asked that last question as if they were eagerly awaiting the twist that Cy’s mysterious question promised them.

Cy’s face became dead serious. “The worst part of it was that there was no toilet paper in George’s stall. None at all. And to this day, some kids on the block still insist they can hear George’s cries of anguish when you go into the bathroom where he crapped his last, punctuated by mysterious Mexican music whose source cannot be identified through mere mortal senses alone. The end.”

Both Johnson and Chuck wore almost identical expressions of disgust and confusion at Cy’s story. I had to admit, I felt pretty much the same way and wondered where Cy had even gotten that story from. Knowing Cy’s rather, er, ‘unique’ mind, I was willing to believe he had just made up the entire thing on the spot.

“Was … was that a real story you just told us?” asked Johnson. He sounded genuinely confused.

“I do not think so, Director Johnson,” said Chuck. He looked at Cy quickly. “Was it?”

“It’s based off a true story I read on the Internet once,” said Cy. “But, long story short, you really don’t want to go into the Data Room right now. Not unless you want to kill your own nostrils with the noxious fumes from the—”

“Okay, I get it,” said Director Johnson, holding up his hands. “No need for the graphic details.”

“But the details are what make a story come alive,” said Cy in astonishment. “Good storytellers always include even the tiniest details in order to bring a story to life.”

“That is one story that can remain dead,” said Director Johnson. He hesitated. “But … given the presence of you two here … perhaps there is some truth to your story. I seem to recall the Data Room having its own personal bathroom for workers to use so they didn’t need to cross halfway across the Facility just to relieve themselves.”

“I do believe you are correct, Director,” said Chuck. He looked like he was about to puke. “If so, then perhaps it would not be to our advantage to enter the Data Room right away.”

“You are correct, Agent Omar,” said Director Johnson quickly, perhaps a little too quickly. “Yes, we can still check on the Test Subject ourselves. No need to go to the Data Room if we don’t have to.”

“Quite so,” said Chuck. “Do you think we should leave or—?”

“Yes, of course,” said Director Johnson. He suddenly shifted his attention to Cy. “I hope you and your fellow janitors are able to get this problem fixed quickly. The very last thing we need is for the files in the Data Room to become corrupted by, er, plumbing issues.”

Cy gave Director Johnson the thumbs up. “No worries, Director man! We’re working on it even as we speak. We’ll have it fixed by tomorrow morning and all your files will be good as new.”

“Good to know,” said Director Johnson, nodding. “Now, Agent Omar, let us depart. We can take the elevator down into the basement.”

The two Department agents turned and walked back the way they came. I suddenly started breathing again. In fact, I hadn’t even realized until this moment that I had been holding my breath through the entire conversation. I had been expecting it to go south at any moment, yet somehow Cy—clumsy old Cy—had managed to trick two high-level Department agents into leaving. Granted, he had to gross them (and me) out to do it, but he did it.

“Well, that was easy,” said Cy, putting his hands on his hips and watching the two Department agents go. “I thought for sure they were going to ignore my story and go into the Data Room anyway.”

“That was amazing, more than anything,” I said, still being careful to keep my voice low to avoid being heard by the Department agents. “The entire mission could have failed right there and then if you hadn’t come up with that story. And they even believed it, too.”

Cy shrugged. “What can I say? I am a very entertaining storyteller. Maybe not the best, but I ain’t afraid to toot my own horn.”

I scratched my chin. “That was actually very similar to what Humantis did earlier with that guard. Did you get the idea from him?”

Cy suddenly became interested in the laces of his shoes. “Oh, that? Well, it’s probably just a coincidence. Using stories to fool people is not exactly unique.”

I frowned. Cy was suddenly acting the way he always did whenever we talked about his past. Something told me he had picked up that particular skill of his from someone else, but I decided that now was not the time to pursue that line of questioning.

“Well, good job anyway,” I said. “I bet it won’t be much longer now before Humantis and Butterfly finish downloading the files. Once they’re done, we’ll finally be able to leave. We’ll finally be able to avenge Busker.”

“Avenge Busker, now?” said an eerily familiar feminine voice behind me. “I would like to see you try.”

I whirled around just in time for a thick metal chain to shoot out of the darkness behind me. The metal chain slammed into me and wrapped around me, knocking me flat off my feet onto the floor. A second, identical chain also shot out of the darkness and wrapped around Cy, forcing him down onto the floor as well.

As soon as I hit the floor, I got this status notification:

Debuff added: Restrained. Agility and Evasion -50%. Duration: Until chain breaks.

My eyes widened in shock, but I nonetheless struggled to break the chains. Unfortunately, they were too thick for me to break, making me feel like I was having the life squeezed out of me.

“Cy, are you okay?” I said, looking at Cy.

Cy shook his head. “Can … barely … breathe …”

“Good,” said the feminine voice from the shadows. “Perhaps that will keep you from blathering on like an idiot.”

That was when a woman stepped out of the shadows. At first, I thought she was Armore due to the Powered Armor she wore. But then I noticed that this woman’s Powered Armor was thicker and more tank-like than Armore’s. Her colors were different, too, being purple and black. Two thick chains emerged from her wrists like Spider-Man’s webbing, her large hands closed tightly around the chains. The nametag [HERO IRON LADY] hovered over her head, but I didn’t recognize the name.

“Who the heck are you?” I said through gritted teeth. “Another NPC guard?”

“I am not an NPC,” said the woman. “But I see you don’t recognize me. Let me show you my face and see if that rings a few bells.”

Iron Lady’s faceplate flipped up all by itself. When it did, I gasped when I saw her face and recognized her for who she was.

“No, it can’t be …” I said.

Amelia Banks, the Department of VR agents appointed to watch over me, smiled. “Glad you recognize me. It will make your inevitable death that much sweeter.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

Seeing Amelia standing there in her Powered Armor caused a million and a half questions to explode in my mind. I had so many questions that I wasn’t sure which to ask first, but eventually, I managed to stutter, “H-How? I thought you were off work for the weekend.”

Amelia shook her head. “Technically, I am. But I couldn’t stand not knowing what you were doing. I knew you were up to no good—tried to tell Director Johnson as much—but he wouldn’t believe me. No one would believe me. But now, I have proof, the proof I’ve been looking for. I can now prove you are a direct threat to the Department’s existence, just like Atmosfear. And like Atmosfear, you need to be eliminated.”

Amelia’s chain suddenly became electrified. I screamed in pain as her electric chains shocked me. Despite the intensity of the pain, I only lost a small amount of Health, but the sensation of getting electrocuted was so unpleasant that I didn’t want to go through it again if I could help it.

“What’s this?” said Amelia in a soft, almost crazy, voice. “You don’t like being electrocuted? Well, that makes two of us.”

Gritting my teeth, I said, “Why aren’t you in your Avatar? Why are you wearing a suit of armor and have a Hero name like you’re a player or something?”

“That’s because I am a player,” said Amelia. “Perhaps you don’t know this, but all Department agents have their own player character independent from their Avatar to play as. Our unique characters are supposed to help us blend in with the other Capes Online players better and make it easier to infiltrate potentially dangerous groups and organizations operating within the game world itself. Also, because I am not in my office, I don’t have access to my Avatar, meaning I had to use my personal GamePod to enter Capes Online to stop you.”

“I see,” I said. “What made you even think I would be here tonight? We took measure to—”

“You think I didn’t notice?” said Amelia. Her left eye twitched slightly. “Come on, now. I noticed how you suddenly became best friends with Maximilian, another Project Second Life participant, and how you two would spend hours in secret rooms not visible to our monitoring devices. Director Johnson always told me it was because of the deal we struck with Max when Project Second Life was created, but that never convinced me. I knew you were up to something, Nyle Maxwell, and I am happy to know that I was right.”

I bit my lower lip. Even though I had been aware of Amelia’s observation of me, I hadn’t realized until just now how closely she had been watching me. I had thought that Max’s security precautions would be enough to throw off any suspicions, but it looked like Amelia had been aware of what we were trying to do the whole time.

“I figured you would try to break into the Facility,” said Amelia. “Especially while I was off from work. You probably didn’t believe me when I said Busker was dead. Or maybe you did, but you wanted to know all the details, details I did not share with you. And what better place to check for those answers than the Facility?”

“How long have you been waiting for us?” I asked. I still struggled to free myself, but the chains were too thick and strong for me to break very easily, although I could feel them starting to give away under my pressure.

“I just logged on a few minutes ago,” said Amelia. “I was worried I might be late at first, but when I got here and saw you two idiots standing here by yourselves, I knew I was just in time. You thought you were so much smarter than me, that you could outwit me, but you clearly have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

I scowled, but said, “Well, you’re late. We just convinced your boss and one of your coworkers to leave. If you had gotten here just a few minutes sooner—”

“On the contrary, Winter,” said another voice behind me, “I would say Agent Banks picked an excellent time to show up.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder and saw Director Johnson and Agent Omar standing there. Director Johnson wore an expression of pure anger on his features, while Chuck looked like he was afraid that a big fight was about to break out. He wrung his hands, his face paler than usual.

“Oh,” said Amelia with a smirk. “Hi, Director. I see you got my message.”

“I did indeed,” said Director Johnson. His eyes darted toward me. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it was Winter before. My eyes must be failing me in my old age.”

“They must be using some kind of shape-shifting power to alter their appearances,” Chuck added weakly. “It would explain why neither of us recognized them before.”

“It doesn’t really matter,” said Amelia. She cracked her chains, which took a few more HP off my Health bar. “What really matters is dealing with these two, with punishing them, as they so rightly deserve.”

“Yes, Amelia, we will punish them at some point, but right now I want to find out if they are alone,” said Director Johnson. “It’s obvious to me that they are in league with the attackers. If I had to guess, I would say the attackers attacked the Facility in order to draw out the guards, allowing Nyle and his Sidekick here to sneak in undetected, likely with some help on the inside.”

“Agreed, Director,” said Amelia. She nodded at the door to the Data Room. “And I feel that more of their accomplices are probably in the Data Room right now, downloading all of our most precious and important information even as we speak.”

“I knew it,” said Director Johnson. “That’s why they came up with that poop story to trick us.”

“The … poop story, Director?” said Amelia in confusion.

Johnson waved his hand. “Never mind. The point is that I suspected something was up, but I didn’t realize exactly what was up.”

Johnson then walked up to me. He knelt down before me, his arms on his knees, as he looked down at me with a vicious expression on his face. “You managed to fool me well, Nyle, but you won’t fool me for much longer. Tell me, who are you working with?”

I gritted my teeth. “You can go jump off a cliff, Johnson.”

Johnson, however, shook his head. “Not good enough. But very well. I know for a fact that the Data Room has no exits. All we have to do is wait until your accomplices come out and play. We’ll be waiting for them right here and they won’t even see it coming.”

Dang it. I wished there was some way I could warn Humantis and Butterfly about what was going on. Even if they successfully downloaded all of the Department’s top-secret files, it would all be for naught once they left the Data Room and walked right into the waiting arms of Johnson and the other two agents. I didn’t even dare send them a Team chat because I was afraid the Department might somehow notice.

“Then tell me why you are doing this at all,” said Johnson. “Why would you go to all this effort, risk your own life, knowing what would happen if we found out what you are doing? We have warned you several times already what would happen if you continued to get into trouble. You didn’t strike me as the kind to try to overthrow proper authority, much less undermine it in the way you have.”

I looked directly into Johnson’s eyes. “Busker Burn. My brother, Joseph. You guys killed him. Killed him in cold blood.”

Realization dawned in Johnson’s eyes. “Is that what this is all about, then? Revenge for the death of your brother?”

“The murder of my brother, you mean,” I said. “You murdered my brother in his own room. I saw the footage with my own eyes, you—”

“How did you see the footage on Joseph’s computer with your own eyes?” asked Johnson skeptically. “We didn’t post that footage online or made it available anywhere the public could have seen it. Unless …”

Johnson suddenly looked from me to the Data Room door. I could see the gears in his head ticking as he began to realize just who I was working with.

“The Hackers,” said Johnson.

“What about them, Director?” asked Amelia.

Johnson stood up. “Nyle is working with the Hackers to break into the Facility and steal our information. It makes sense. It explains how he got in here, how he even knows about the Facility’s existence, why Armore and Tankman attacked the Facility, and why he and his Sidekick are in front of the Data Room. The Hackers have been trying to get our secrets for a very long time now and they somehow figured out that the Data Room is where they are kept. It also explains how he saw the footage. Joseph’s computer must have sent it out to the Hackers at some point, which is how Nyle saw it.”

Wow. I hadn’t realized just how smart Johnson was. He managed to put all of that together surprisingly fast. I guess there was a reason he was the Director of the Department of VR after all, although it was also kind of scary because it meant that it would be hard to fool him for long.

“If the Hackers are here, then that changes everything,” said Amelia. “What should we do, Director?”

Johnson gestured at Chuck. “Agent Omar, I need you to go into the Data Room and stop the Hackers who are likely already in there now. I give you full permission to do whatever is necessary to stop them, up to and including full deletion.”

“Yes, Director Johnson, sir,” said Chuck with a bow.

Chuck then walked over to the door to the Data Room, but before he entered, he glanced over at me and seemed to wear a regretful expression on his face. It was like he felt guilty for not being able to help me, but I understood. He was just following his boss’ orders, after all. As a former police officer, I could understand that just fine. It didn’t make his actions any less painful, though.

Then Chuck opened the door and entered the Data Room. I tried to scream for Humantis and Butterfly to watch out, but then Amelia sent another electroshock through her chains and I found myself unable to speak more than a few words.

“As for you, Nyle, I think we are going to put you away for a very long time,” said Johnson, putting his hands on his hips. “We still won’t delete you, but neither will we allow you to continue to run around any longer. Instead, we will put you in a place that even you won’t be able to escape from. You and your Sidekick. If you think the restrictions we put on you earlier were bad, just wait until you find yourself spending the rest of your days in a jail cell roughly the size of my closet.”

I scowled deeply, but there was no way I could save myself. I wasn’t strong enough. Even if I could break Amelia’s chains, I would still have to fight Johnson himself, who, in his Avatar mode, was practically invincible for all intents and purposes. There was also the fact, of course, that Chuck was about to deal with Humantis and Butterfly, which would definitely spell the end for our mission for good.

But I couldn’t allow that. No matter how bad the odds were, I had to fight.

Wrapping my hands around the chains, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice suddenly formed along my chains all the way up to Amelia’s arms. Amelia cried out in shock, but not before I shattered the chains with a tug of my arms. The frozen end of the chains flew backward and hit Amelia in the chest, while I used Freezing Touch to free Cy from his chains as well.

Jumping to my feet, I summoned my twin Ice Daggers and rushed toward Johnson. I slashed my Ice Daggers down on his face, but of course, my Ice Daggers just passed through his face like it wasn’t there at all.

That was when Johnson grabbed my neck with a steel-like grip and squeezed. Suddenly unable to breathe, I grabbed his arm as Johnson lifted me off my feet. I struggled to free myself, but Johnson’s grip was so tight that it felt like my neck was being crushed in a vice grip.

“Did you already forget that we Avatars are invincible?” said Johnson. “Or are you just delusional? Either way, I think I’ll finish you off now and send you back to your Base. That way, it will be easier to find you later once we finish eliminating your fellow Hackers. But I will make sure that your death is as painful as possible before you go.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

I couldn’t breathe. My lungs hurt for air. In the corner of my eye, I saw my Health bar dropping rapidly the tighter Johnson gripped my neck. I had a lot of Health, but even I knew that soon my Health would bottom out and then I would die. Sure, I would respawn in my Base, but as Johnson said, that would just leave me trapped in a place where the Department would be able to find me. I wouldn’t be able to help the other Hackers for at least an hour, but an hour was really all Johnson and the others needed to completely end this mission and the Hackers themselves.

A notification did appear in my vision briefly when I attacked Johnson, but I had to minimize it because I frankly didn’t have time for notifications. All I could do was hope for the pain to end soon. Johnson was right that he was making the very last moments of my life the most painful. I could tell that he could have finished me off much sooner than he was in the process of doing, but then he wouldn’t be able to enjoy my pain and suffering if he did that. Sadistic jerk.

Right when my Health reached the halfway point, I heard glass shatter somewhere above us and out of the corner of my eye saw shards of glass falling from the ceiling. Realizing it must have been the Facility’s glass ceiling breaking, I wondered who it was.

“What was that?” said Johnson, looking out over the railing at the falling glass. “Why did the ceiling break?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said Amelia, who was also looking out at the glass, though she still kept a firm grip on Cy. “Perhaps it was—”

Amelia didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence because at that moment a figure shot down through the air and into Johnson himself. The impact sent Johnson flying. He slammed into the wall hard enough to leave a crater the size and shape of himself. Although the attack didn’t seem to actually hurt him—which was impossible to tell without being able to see his Health bar—he seemed stunned and perhaps a bit dazed by the blow.

When Johnson had been sent flying, he had also dropped me and I had fallen onto my hands and knees. Breathing hard, I took in several deep breaths of sweet air before a familiar voice above me said, “Need a hand?”

I looked up and was shocked to see Max’s familiar face looking down at me. His huge hand was reaching down toward me and he wore a grin of triumph on his lips.

“M-Max?” I said, my voice still hoarse from nearly having the life choked out of me. “Is that … you?”

“In the flesh,” said Max. “Sorry I was late. I had a bit of trouble trying to figure out the best way in. The front door was locked, but I discovered that the glass ceiling was not nearly so secure. Now, let me help you up.”

Astonished, I nonetheless took Max’s hand and he helped me to my feet. I quickly took a Health Drink out of my inventory and downed it in one gulp. My Health bar instantly healed to full at the same time that my throat and neck stopped hurting from Johnson’s pressure. It was a wonderful relief. Capes Online might have had a lot of inconveniences, but if there was one thing this game did have over the real world, it was how Health Drinks acted both as refreshing drinks and healing potions. I now felt like I could go toe-to-toe with anyone now.

“How did you know we were in trouble?” I asked Max.

“Because your Sidekick sent me a message informing me as much,” said Max. He nodded at Cy. “He’s a quick thinker.”

“Thanks,” said Cy with a beaming smile. “I wasn’t sure you would answer, but it looks like I was right.”

“You shouldn’t have worried about that,” said Max, putting his hands on his hips. “Hackers never leave other Hackers behind. That is not the Hacker way.”

“The Hacker way, eh?” said a voice before us. “I always assumed the Hacker way was code for breaking the law.”

Max and I looked over to see Johnson pulling himself out of the crater shaped like himself. His suit was dustier than usual, but otherwise Johnson looked unharmed. But he also looked absolutely pissed. I had never seen him get this angry before. It was like someone had just killed his puppy right in front of his face.

“Johnson,” said Max, showing not even one hint of fear as he looked at the Director. “Long time, no see. You are as forgiving of others as ever.”

“And you are just as untrustworthy as ever, Max,” said Johnson. He dusted off his jacket while keeping his eyes trained firmly on us. “I had no idea you were part of the Hackers, but it makes sense now that I think about it. After all, the Hackers need funding from somewhere and you are obviously in the best position to provide them with that.”

“Then you don’t know me nearly as well as you think you do, Johnson,” said Max. “If you had, you wouldn’t be surprised at all. I’ve always loathed government intervention in anything and have always assumed that unelected bureaucrats like you are one of America’s biggest problems. It will be more than a pleasure to beat your smug face into paste.”

Johnson looked down at his dirty suit and frowned. “How did you even touch me? I was told that Avatars cannot be touched by ordinary players unless we will it.”

Max raised his white gauntlets, a grim smile on his face. “That would be thanks to these gauntlets that a friend of mine made. I call them the Avatar Killers.”

Johnson snarled. “So what if you can touch me now? That won’t save you from deletion.”

Johnson raised his hands, probably to access Max’s account, but then Max rushed toward Johnson and thrust both of his fists at Johnson’s face. Johnson managed to catch the two fists with his hands, but I could tell he was putting a lot of effort into holding Max’s fists back.

“You’re assuming I’ll even give you a chance to do that,” said Max without a hint of strain in his voice. “As I said, smashing your face into paste will be a great pleasure.”

“Director Johnson!” said Amelia in surprise. “I will save you!”

Amelia raised a hand, likely to unleash some sort of electrical blast at Max, but I fired Ice Beam at her. My Ice Beam hit her in the chest, sending Amelia staggering backward. At the same time, I used Freezing Touch to freeze the chains holding down Cy and then smashed them with my fist, freeing him from Amelia’s grasp.

Cy immediately jumped to his feet and said, “Thanks for the save, boss! I didn’t think I would be able to get out of there for a while there.”

“No problem,” I said. “But the fight isn’t over yet.”

I was right. Although my attack had knocked a few points off Amelia’s Health bar, it didn’t actually take her out. She regained her balance and glared at me with absolute hatred in her eyes. “If you want to fight, Winter, then I will be more than happy to oblige you.”

Amelia thrust her arms forward. Thick chains shot out of her wrists again and wrapped around both me and Cy, but instead of electrocuting us, she thrust her arms to the right and sent us both flying off the second floor and to the atrium below.

Cy and I hit the floor hard, though it only took a couple of points of Health off my bar. Nonetheless, I did get this debuff which read:

Debuff added: Dazed. Agility -10%, Evasion -10%, and Accuracy -15%. Duration: 1 minute(s).

I was really starting to hate that debuff, but I managed to get to my feet just in time to see Amelia falling toward us. Using Dodge, I rolled to the side and avoided her just in the nick of time. She landed with a crash on the floor where I’d been lying just moments previously. Cy and I rolled away until we were several feet away from her, at which point we got to our feet and turned to face her. I had to admit it was kind of hard to face her with Dazed impairing my mind, but I forced myself to stand up and not let my guard down.

“Give up, Nyle,” said Amelia with a hiss. “If you keep fighting, then I will eventually be forced to kill you.”

“Come on,” I said. “I know you want to kill me, Amelia. You and your boss. I’ve caused you guys so much trouble that I doubt I’m worth the headache I give you guys. I bet you’ve wanted to kill me since the moment we first met.”

“I have always hated you, that’s true, but I’ve never wanted to kill you,” said Amelia. “Well, not until now, anyway. You have shown that you are a threat to the Department of VR and Capes Online in general. That is why you must be eliminated.”

Amelia raised her hands and shot the chains out of her wrists. The chains hit the floor, but as soon as they did, they began to wriggle and move like snakes. Startled, I Scanned the chains to find out what the heck was going on here:

Chain Snake

LEVELS: 20-22

ALIGNMENT: Hero

CLASS: N/A

WEAK POINT: Head

WEAKNESS: Fire

RARITY: Uncommon

Robots that resemble living chains but act like snakes, Chain Snakes are not terribly difficult to kill but are incredibly annoying to fight due to their high Agility and Evasion. Additionally, some Chain Snakes at higher levels can be built with poison glands that allow them to poison any enemy they sink their fangs into. It is advised that you avoid fighting them in close combat. A Synth Group (TM) product.

“Like them?” asked Amelia with a smirk. “I got them as a reward for completing a mission not too long ago. They are very efficient at capturing enemies. They are even better at squeezing them to death.”

As if to prove Amelia’s point, one of the Chains Snakes shot toward me with its fangs opened wide. I just barely managed to Dodge at the last second, avoiding getting its fangs in my arm at the last possible moment. Skidding backward across the floor, I fired two Ice Beams at the attacking Chain Snake, but it dodged the Ice Beams and lunged toward me. Once again, I just barely managed to Dodge it, being forced to jump to the side to avoid getting bitten.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cy was dealing with the second Chain Snake. Although Cy was even faster than me, he still seemed to be having trouble keeping up with the Chain Snake, which kept snapping at his feet every time they touched the floor. All the while, Amelia watched us with a look of supreme satisfaction on her face, as if this was private entertainment made just for her.

But I couldn’t focus on Amelia at the moment. I had to put all of my energy into dodging the Chain Snake, but every Dodge cost me a little Stamina, and it wouldn’t be long before I ran out. So I decided to get on the offensive.

When the Chain Snake lunged toward me again, I Dodged it at the last possible moment. As the Chain Snake clasped its jaw shut, I brought one of my Ice Daggers down on its neck. The Ice Dagger cut into its neck but unfortunately did not cut all the way through it.

It did, however, cause the Chain Snake to growl in pain and snap at me faster than I could react. The Chain Snake’s fangs sank into my right arm, making me cry out in pain as this notification appeared before my eyes:

Debuff added: Chain Snake Poison. -1 HP/4 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

Reading the notification actually made the pain feel even worse than before. At the same time, my anger shot through me. Red colored my vision as I thought about how smug Amelia looked while we desperately tried to survive her stupid pets.

Thus, instead of trying to shake the Chain Snake off my arm, I grabbed its neck and activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded from my other hand and quickly covered all of the Chain Snake’s body. The Chain Snake’s eyes widened in shock when it realized what was happening, but even it wasn’t fast enough to outrace my ice.

In seconds, the Chain Snake became completely frozen from head to toe, prompting this notification to appear in my vision:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Chain Snake 1]’s Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 10 minutes.

I smiled in triumph, despite the Chain Snake’s Poison continuing to drain me of Health. I ripped the frozen Chain Snake off my arm and slammed it onto the floor as hard as I could, making the Chain Snake explode into a million pieces.

Standing upright, I was just about to pull out an Antidote to cure myself of the Chain Snake Poison when I heard Cy cry out, “Help!”

Looking over at Cy, I saw that his battle with his Chain Snake wasn’t going nearly as well as mine did. He was lying on the ground, the Chain Snake’s body wrapped around his. The Chain Snake was trying to bite his face, but Cy was holding it back with both of his hands. Unfortunately, Strength was one of Cy’s weakest Stats and there was a good chance he was going to get himself killed if I didn’t save him fast.

But before I could move to help him, Amelia body-slammed me out of nowhere and sent me flying. I landed on the floor and went rolling for several more feet until I came to a stop.

Dazed, I nonetheless shook my head and looked up to see Amelia walking toward me. She was holding her hands out toward me, her palms glowing with purple energy, her faceplate down and making it impossible for me to see her face, although I knew she was wearing a bloodthirsty smirk on her features.

“So you killed one of my pets,” said Amelia. “No problem. I can always make more. But I know you can’t always make more Sidekicks. It’s just going to be you and me. Your Sidekick can fend for himself.”

Grunting, I slowly rose to my feet and said, “Where’s your Sidekick, by the way? I thought everyone had one.”

“I fired mine some time ago,” said Amelia simply. “I rarely use the Iron Lady character, so I didn’t see any point in having a Sidekick. Besides, my Chain Snakes do a fine job supporting me anyway. Much better than my old, useless Sidekick, at any rate.”

I panted hard and glanced at my Health bar. My Health bar was almost to the halfway point now. That wouldn’t have been a problem if I hadn’t been in battle with Amelia. Although I wasn’t sure what level she was, it was clear that she was a lot stronger than me, but I still had to end this fight quickly.

I ran toward Amelia, causing her to shoot her energy blasts at me. But at the last second I activated Flight and flew over her head. Her energy blasts totally missed me as I flew over her head, landed behind her, and then grabbed her with both of my hands.

“Gotcha,” I said with a smirk as I activated Freezing Touch.

Ice exploded from the palms of my hands all over her armor, but then I heard what sounded like an engine kick in and the surface of her armor suddenly became as hot as an oven. Crying out in shock and pain, I staggered backward and looked down at my hands. They were now as black as burnt toast, smoking slightly as a notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Burn [Hands]. -1 HP/10 seconds. -50% Dexterity. Powers requiring use of hands are now 50% more likely to miss. Duration: 5 minutes.

I barely had time to register just how screwed I was before Amelia whirled around and fired an energy blast in my chest. The blast sent me flying until I crashed into the floor and rolled for several feet until I hit the base of the fountain.

Dazed, I shook my head and noticed that I now had less than half Health left, getting close to a quarter now. And with Amelia now approaching me, I had a feeling I was going to be screwed unless I came up with a solution fast.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

The situation looked grim. Cy was still fighting the final Chain Snake, while I was dealing with Amelia herself. It didn’t help that I was suffering from two debuffs now, which were both slowly but surely draining me of my Health. If things kept going the way they were, Amelia might not even need to finish me herself. The debuffs she inflicted on me would be more than sufficient to take me out, given enough time.

Overhead, I heard what sounded like Max and Johnson fighting each other, but I had no idea who was winning and who was losing. I also had no idea whether Chuck had succeeded in stopping Humantis and Butterfly yet. Not that I was really concerned about either, however. Right now, I had my own problems to deal with.

Using the fountain for support, I rose to my feet. My hands hurt when I grabbed the lip of the fountain, but I ignored the pain in order to focus on Amelia, who was still walking toward me with an amused smirk on her face.

“You can still walk, even after all of that?” said Amelia. “I am not sure whether you’re especially courageous or just plain stupid. Given the level of intellect you’ve displayed so far, I am leaning toward the latter.”

I gritted my teeth but said nothing. Amelia’s armor apparently had the ability to heat itself up, which meant I couldn’t touch her long enough to use Freezing Touch on her. Her armor also gave her excellent Defense as well, meaning most of my direct attacks would do little damage against her. Given enough time, I might be able to whittle down her Health bit by bit, but with both of my debuffs rapidly draining me of my Health, I didn’t have enough time for anything else, or so it seemed to me.

I needed to find a way to end this battle in one move. Blizzard would probably do the trick even taking Amelia’s heating ability into account, but without Cy, I couldn’t use it. And there was no way Amelia would stand by long enough to let me free Cy from the Chain Snake. She’d kill Cy herself if she thought I was going to try to use our one and only Combo Power.

But then, I thought as my eyes fell on the fountain behind me, perhaps I didn’t need Cy in order to beat Amelia.

I jumped over the lip of the fountain and landed in the ankle-deep water. The water from the fountain was ice cold, but thanks to my Ice Man Costume, I barely felt it. I just waded through the water as fast as I could, trying not to slip on the dozens of pennies and coins no doubt tossed in here by Department workers for luck.

“Where are you going, Nyle?” asked Amelia in a mocking voice. “Going to run away? Or do you just want to play in the water?”

I ignored Amelia’s taunts. My eyes were on the fountain itself, which spewed tons of water into the air every second. It was spewing a ton of water on me, too, but I didn’t care. I would rather be wet than be dead.

Once I got close enough to the fountain itself, I examined it closely. It was shaped like a pillar, the water coming from some kind of piping system. It was so loud up close that I could no longer hear Amelia anymore, but I didn’t need to. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me that Amelia was now standing at the edge of the fountain, aiming one of her energy cannons at me. No doubt she thought I was trying to lure her into the fountain to freeze her, hence why she hadn’t jumped in.

Little did she know what I was really about to do.

Raising both of my fists, I summoned all of my Super Strength and smashed both of my fists against the fountain. The rock of the fountain crumbled under the combined blows from my fists and suddenly the water went gushing everywhere. I heard Amelia cry out in confusion behind me, but again I ignored her. Making my way around the fountain, I put my hands on the water and activated Freezing Touch.

Normally, Freezing Touch merely froze beings or objects, but I didn’t just want to freeze this water. I didn’t even want to freeze all of it, not entirely. I just wanted to focus on this one part, shaping it and freezing it into the shape I needed it to be in order for my plan to work.

At first, it was almost impossible to control the spewing water. It was kind of like trying to hold down a lid on a boiling pot of water. I even thought my plan wasn’t going to work at first, but then I felt something shift within me and suddenly I saw how I could do it. I carefully but firmly moved my hands around the water, Freezing Touch freezing the liquid into the exact shape I wanted. I forgot about everything else around me—even my own rapidly declining Health—in order to focus on crafting and shaping the perfect ice creation.

And that perfect ice creation just happened to be a thick, ice bowl that forced the spewing water to shoot toward Amelia in one concentrated blast.

Amelia didn’t have any time to dodge. The water smashed into her chest with the force of a cannon. It didn’t knock her off her feet, but it did make her hold her hands in front of her face as she vainly attempted to fight the water off. Unfortunately for her, water pressure was a bitch and it was slowly but surely winning the battle against her thick, powerful armor.

But I wasn’t done yet.

With Freezing Touch still active, I put one hand on the concentrated water beam and suddenly the water beam started to freeze. Ice shot across the water toward Amelia, who was still battling uselessly against the water.

The ice froze the water beam, but it also washed over Amelia in waves. I saw Amelia raise one hand—perhaps to try to shoot one last energy blast at me—before her entire armor froze. Not just her armor, however. The water beam itself was now frozen from top to bottom. At one end was the fountain itself, no longer able to pump out water anymore. At the other end was Amelia, who now resembled a very realistic ice statue.

That was when I got another notification:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Hero Amelia] -100% Agility and Movement. Duration: 5 minutes.

I grinned widely but knew better than to celebrate early. I ran across the now-frozen surface of the fountain and, jumping off, landed in front of Amelia. Rearing back my fists, I slammed them both directly into Amelia’s chest.

Amelia exploded into a million ice shards. She didn’t even get a chance to scream as her whole body shattered. Chunks of frozen metal and flesh flew everywhere, and when she died, I got this notification:

You killed [Hero Amelia]! +3,000 EXP, -10% Hero Alignment for killing a fellow Hero. +10% for killing a Hero. Current Alignment: Hero [90%], Villain [10%]. Go to your Alignment status on your character screen for more information about your Alignment.

ERROR: Due to being Level-Locked, you are not awarded any EXP from killing [Hero Amelia].

What the hell? I guess it made sense that there would be negative consequences for killing a fellow Hero, even if it was in self-defense, but it still sucked anyway. At least it was just a ten percent drop. Hopefully, I’d be able to fix that by completing a few Hero missions.

My thoughts were interrupted by yet another notification:

WARNING! Health >10%.

Uh oh. A glance at my current Health bar showed me that it was indeed in the red now. I quickly drank a Health Drink and an Antidote in rapid succession and was pleased to see my Health bar return to full and my debuffs get lifted. That was a close one. If the game’s warning system hadn’t alerted me to how low my Health was, Amelia might have succeeded in killing me after all.

Wiping the green Antidote from my lips, I also remembered Cy and looked over to where I had last seen Cy fighting the Chain Snake. “Cy! Are you—”

I stopped speaking when I saw Cy standing all by himself in the spot where he had been fighting the Chain Snake. The Chain Snake itself was nowhere to be seen. I didn’t even see its body. It was like it had just disappeared into thin air.

“Cy, what happened to the Chain Snake that you were fighting?” I asked Cy.

Cy pointed up with one finger. “Wait for it …”

A split second later, the Chain Snake crashed into the floor hard enough to crack it. Its skull exploded open and its Health bar instantly dropped to zero.

“There it is,” said Cy, pointing at the ruined remains of the Chain Snake. “That must have hurt, though.”

Startled, I looked up at the sky but didn’t see anything except for a large hole in the glass ceiling, likely created by Max when he came to our rescue. “What … how did it get up into the sky?”

“It’s simple,” said Cy. “When I was wrestling the Chain Snake, I managed to get an opening and hit it with Gust. Gust is a damage-dealing move, but it also has the potential to send an enemy flying extremely high into the air. Gust is currently Level 5 for me, so I was able to send it flying five hundred feet straight up into the air.”

I gaped and looked at the remains of the Chain Snake again. “Meaning it probably died upon impact with the floor?”

“Yep,” said Cy cheerfully. “Poor guy didn’t know what was happening, but hey, at least he got to fly. How many Chain Snakes can ever say they get to do that?”

I shook my head, but more out of amazement than exasperation. Although Cy was still only about half as strong as me, it was easy to forget that in this game, how you used your Powers was almost as important as how powerful your Powers were. I had set Cy’s Growth to Auto when I first started playing Capes Online, which meant he had the freedom to distribute his PPs and SPs however he wanted. It looked like Cy had invested them well.

Before I could say anything else, however, I got a couple more notifications:

For standing up to an enemy you knew you couldn’t defeat, that requires real Courage. +1 Courage. Check out your Hero Stats on your character screen for the current distribution of your Hero Points.

Skill Level Up: Dodge [Level 5]. You can now Dodge incoming enemy attacks +5% better. Additionally, you can now Dodge attacks from behind +1% better. Continue to level up your Skills further in order to become the Hero you are meant to be!

New Skill Unlocked: Shaping [Level 1]. With this Skill, it is now easier to shape substances like water to your preferred shape. Continue to level up your Skills in order to become the Hero you are meant to be!

“Oh, cool,” I said. “Dodge leveled up again and I got a new Skill. I even got some Courage added to my Hero Stats, but I’m not sure what was so courageous about fighting Amelia. She wasn’t undefeatable.”

“Maybe you got it when you attacked Johnson earlier,” Cy suggested. “That was pretty brave if you ask me. After all, you couldn’t even hurt him.”

Ah. I looked at the timestamp on the Courage notification and saw that it was from a few minutes ago, right around the time I attacked Johnson. I recalled seeing a notification that had popped up when he was strangling me to death, but I just assumed that it just said I was being strangled to death or something. But hey, I wasn’t complaining. Courage was one of the Hero Stats I needed to boost the most.

“You’re probably right,” I said to Cy as I dismissed all of my current notifications. “Anyway, I think we should get back up to the second floor and see if Max needs our help. Or maybe see if Humantis and Butterfly need some help.”

Just as I said that Max suddenly came flying out of nowhere and slammed onto the floor near us. Startled, we looked at Max, whose bruised face and ripped Costume showed that he had definitely seen better days.

“Max?” I said to Max. “Are you okay? Can you still walk?”

Max groaned and sat up, rubbing the back of his head. “I think I will be fine, Winter, but—”

Johnson suddenly jumped down from the second floor and landed before us in a three-point landing before standing up again. Although he was smaller than either of us, I couldn’t deny that a hint of fear rose up within me when I saw Johnson arrive.

“So you defeated Amelia,” said Johnson. “Not surprising. Amelia should have used her Avatar to engage you in battle. That she did not tells me that she once again overestimated herself. I appreciate Amelia’s loyalty, but underestimating her enemies has always been one of her most glaring weaknesses.”

Cy and I took battle stances as Max rose to his feet, dusting off his Costume. Although Max had clearly taken quite a few hits, he was still willing to fight, which I thought was kind of amazing because I wasn’t sure most people would be able to take the kind of hits Max had taken and still keep fighting.

Then Johnson’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Unfortunately for you, I know exactly how dangerous you are.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

Johnson rushed toward us with blinding fast speed. He moved even faster than your average Speedster, my eyes unable to keep track of his movements. But I could tell he was coming directly toward me. Unfortunately, I was too slow to be able to defend myself or stop him from reaching me.

But then Max jumped into my way and once again blocked Johnson’s fists with his own. This time, Max grunted deeply, a clear indication that his body was starting to reach its limits. Nonetheless, he held Johnson back with all of his strength, making me thankful that Max was on my side. If he could go toe-to-toe with a Department Avatar, then Max had to be a force to be reckoned with.

“Winter,” said Max in a strained voice as he held back Johnson. “Go check on Humantis and Butterfly. That other agent went in after them and I don’t know how well they are doing.”

“But don’t you need our help?” I said, watching with worry as Max did his best to restrain Johnson.

“I’ll be fine,” said Max, his voice straining harder than ever. “Go!”

I bit my lower lip but decided that Max could take care of himself. With a gesture at Cy, the two of us activated Flight and shot into the air back toward the second floor. I heard Johnson grunt angrily below, but I knew he wasn’t going to be chasing me as long as Max kept him distracted. I just hoped that Max would be able to last long enough for us to get Humantis and Butterfly out of here. If he wasn’t … well, I didn’t want to think about the kind of hell that was going to be unleashed upon us.

Landing on the second floor, Cy and I ran toward the door to the Data Room. Luckily for us, the door was still unlocked, so I thrust the door open and rushed inside. I came to a stop as soon as I saw what was going on.

The Data Room was much bigger than I imagined it would be. Huge, blinking servers formed a long aisle down the center of the room. The humming of their fans filled my ears, while the air was cold, although due to my Costume the cold air did not bother me that much. A few desks were situated here and there, probably the work stations for the workers who were employed here, but my attention was really drawn to the scene playing out in the middle of the room.

Chuck stood over Humantis. Although I normally didn’t think of Chuck as a terrifying person, I had to admit that seeing him standing there like that, with his hands dripping with blood, made me a bit more hesitant than usual to draw his attention. It was even weirder when you considered that Chuck didn’t have any bloodstains on his suit, just his hands.

Humantis, however, looked just awful. His face was bruised and beaten in several places. A bad gash along his forehead made his blood bleed out all over his face. His Costume was also bloodied, especially around his leg. I had no idea how he was still conscious after the obvious beating he took, much less alive. He didn’t look like he could even walk. As for Butterfly, I didn’t see her anywhere. Given how there wasn’t much room to hide in here, I could only assume the worst.

“Chuck!” I said. “Stop!”

Chuck—who had been reaching toward Humantis with his bloody hands—suddenly stopped and looked over at me with a surprised expression on his face. “Winter? What are you doing here? I thought Amelia was taking care of you.”

“I beat her,” I said. “And right now, Max is dealing with your boss.”

“Hmph,” said Chuck as he stood upright. “I am sorry we had to meet again like this. I wish we could have met again under different circumstances, but fate, it would seem, has different plans in store for us.”

My hands balled into fists. I had to admit Chuck was right. Out of all of the Department agents I had dealt with, Chuck was the only one who ever treated me well. I hated the idea of fighting him, and it wasn’t just because Chuck was a nigh-invincible Avatar, either. It was because I hated fighting anyone who had helped me in the past. I always believed in thanking people who helped you and treating them well. Picking a fight with them, even for good reasons, was the exact opposite of treating them well.

“I wish that, too, Chuck, but I still can’t let you kill Humantis,” I said. “I take it you already killed Butterfly?”

“His Sidekick?” Chuck inquired. He nodded. “Yes. She died easily. Humantis here, however, has held on a bit longer. But not for much longer, I am afraid.”

Although I didn’t know for sure, I suspected that Humantis was suffering from some kind of nasty debuffs due to how beat-up he looked. His Health bar, at the very least, was steadily draining away. He still had a fair bit of Health left—a lot more than you would expect someone in his state to have—but he looked like he was lying at death’s door. A Health Drink might heal him up, but I wouldn’t be able to get him a Health Drink as long as Chuck stood there.

“But we don’t need to fight, you know,” said Chuck. He looked down at his bloody hands. “I would rather not get your blood on my hands, if possible. Director Johnson only gave me orders to eliminate Humantis and his Sidekick. You, on the other hand, he wants alive. If you and your Sidekick surrender now, then I will be more than happy to spare your lives and ensure you are not treated unfairly in your captivity.”

I shook my head rapidly. “You know that’s not an option, Chuck. You guys have already taken away a lot of my freedom. You even took away my brother’s life. There is no chance in hell that I would ever willingly hand myself over to you guys.”

Chuck sighed. “You are making things far more difficult than they need to be, Nyle, but I suppose it makes sense. You have already displayed a rebellious streak five miles wide. It would be totally out of character for you to simply hand yourself over to me without a fight. Therefore, I will need to bring you in by force.”

Chuck raised his hand and snapped his fingers, Humantis’ blood flickering everywhere when he did that.

As soon as Chuck snapped his fingers, pain unlike anything I’d ever known before ripped through my body. I screamed in pain and fell down onto my hands and knees. The pain rippled through my form like water, making it impossible for me to think clearly long enough to use one of my Powers. I couldn’t even stand up straight. But this notification did appear in my eyes:

Debuff added: Excruciating Pain. -100% Agility, Evasion, and Intelligence. Duration: N/A.

Dang it. Somehow Chuck could simply force debuffs on us. I knew that the Avatars were invincible and insanely strong, but the ability to inflict debuffs onto other players with a simple snap of their fingers made them extremely overpowered.

“Please understand,” said Chuck. “I am only trying to inflict just enough pain on you to make you lose consciousness. I am not trying to kill you.”

Could have fooled me. The Excruciating Pain felt like all of my nerves were on fire. Reason was rapidly escaping me and soon I knew I wouldn’t even be able to think, much less speak and walk. My body wouldn’t respond to my mind’s signals to get up and walk. Still, I persisted in forcing myself to get up. No way was I going to let Chuck overpower me. Even if he wasn’t as bad as the other agents, I still didn’t want to be brought in by him. I needed to rise. I needed to fight.

That need—that powerful, overwhelming need—forced me to ignore the Excruciating Pain. I forced myself to stand, forced every nerve in my body to ignore the burning pain and rise. It was almost impossible, like lifting the Earth on your shoulders, but I didn’t care. I just forced myself to rise higher and higher, inch by painful inch, until I soon stood at my full height again. Even then, it took nearly all of my mental power just to stand upright. If I let myself get distracted for even one moment, I knew the pain would overtake me again and I would lose consciousness. Hell, I could already see the darkness in the corner of my eyes, moving around like a bunch of snakes waiting for the right moment to strike.

Chuck actually looked surprised when I stood again. “How did you do that? No one is supposed to be able to withstand the Excruciating Pain. Your Willpower is only nineteen. That doesn’t seem like nearly enough to resist the debuff’s effects.”

I forced a painful grin on my lips. “That’s because I’m not accessing my Willpower, Chuck, but my actual will. My iron will that allowed me to beat Dark Kosmos, destroy the Z-Virus, and stand against impossible odds. And now, it’s going to let me stop you.”

Chuck shook his head sadly. “Impressive speech, but unfortunately for you, it’s not good enough. I’ll just have to increase the pain. Even if you could somehow resist the next level of pain I am about to inflict on you, it’s obvious you can’t stand forever. I imagine all of your focus must be on standing up. There’s no way you could beat me in a fight.”

My painful grin grew even wider. “When did I say I was going to fight you?”

A bewildered expression appeared on Chuck’s face. “What do you mean—”

“Boss!” said Cy all of a sudden. “I got Humantis!”

With a supreme force of will, I looked over my shoulder and saw Cy was behind me again. This time, however, he supported Humantis, who leaned on him with one arm over his shoulders. Humantis still looked like he was about to die any second now, but he was also now safely outside of Chuck’s reach. Humantis was even smirking now, which must have caused him a lot of pain given his current condition.

“How—?” said Chuck before realization dawned on his features. “You tricked me.”

I looked at Chuck again, my own grin still not leaving my lips. “Y-Yeah.”

“While you spoke to me, your Sidekick sneaked around me and saved Humantis,” said Chuck slowly. “And Humantis managed to download quite a bit of our secret files before I found him …”

“Meaning we win,” I said. “Sorry, Chuck. N-Nothing personal.”

Chuck pursed his lips, but then shrugged. “You are cleverer than I thought, Winter, and I can appreciate that cleverness, but your situation is still unchanged. One more snap of my fingers and I can make all three of you feel so much pain you will forget your own name.”

Chuck raised his hand again, but before he could snap his fingers once more, Humantis suddenly threw something over my head at Chuck. The small, round object smacked into Chuck’s forehead and fell on the floor. Chuck cursed and rubbed his forehead, which must have shattered his concentration because all of a sudden the Excruciating Pain went away. I almost fell onto the floor as relief washed over my body, but managed to remain standing in order to see what Humantis had thrown at Chuck.

Sitting on the floor at Chuck’s feet was a very familiar rainbow-colored ball. And the light on its tip was blinking.

“Come on, boss!” said Cy suddenly, causing me to look over my shoulder at him and Humantis. “Let’s get out now before that bomb blows up!”

“Bomb?” said Chuck. He stopped rubbing his forehead and looked down at the ball at his feet. “What bomb is this?”

Knowing exactly what was about to happen, I turned around and ran out of the Data Room with Cy and Humantis. I slammed the door shut behind us on our way out, but not before I looked over my shoulder and saw Chuck’s puzzled expression replaced with a horrified one as he also realized what was about to happen.

But I didn’t get to see the results. As soon as I slammed the door shut, the Deletion Bomb exploded.
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The force of the explosion was almost enough to knock the door off its hinges. As it was, the door somehow held, despite the impressive-sounding explosion on the other side. That might have been due to me. I leaned against the door as hard as I could, using all of my Strength to make sure it didn’t break. The temperature of the door shot up and made me think I was going to catch fire for a moment there. I had no idea whether the flames from a Deletion Bomb alone could harm people other than the intended target, but there was no way I was going to risk our lives just to satisfy my curiosity.

Luckily, the explosion didn’t last long. After just a couple of seconds, the sounds of the explosion on the other side faded away. Panting and sweating, I pushed myself off the door and then cracked it open just wide enough to get a glimpse at the results.

Wow. The entire Data Room had been destroyed. All of the servers were burning and smoking. The computer terminals for workers had been shattered completely, their wastebaskets aflame. A huge, jagged hole exposed the Data Room to the outside, giving me a glimpse of Adventure City itself. The temperature in the room had to have gone up by at least ten degrees, if not more, and I found myself sweating just looking inside.

The spot where Chuck had been standing when the bomb exploded was nothing more than a charred crater. There wasn’t even a hint of Chuck’s existence anymore. It was as if he had simply been … deleted, which made sense, given that was what Deletion Bombs were called, after all. I couldn’t even imagine the kind of pain Chuck experienced when the bomb blew up right in front of his face and deleted him from the game.

“What’s it look like in there, boss?” asked Cy, who was still supporting Humantis. “Is Chuck still there?”

I shook my head and closed the door. Turning around to face Cy and Humantis, I said, “No. Far as I can tell, he’s gone.”

“Gone?” said Cy. “Do you mean—”

“Deleted,” said Humantis. His voice was weak and pained, but he still sounded very smug. “That’s what the Deletion Bombs are supposed to do, after all.”

“If he’s deleted, then does that mean he can’t get back into the game?” I said.

“Not without creating another Avatar,” said Humantis. “Not an impossible task, given what I’ve been told by those in the know, but it will be a while before Chuck can get back online. By the time that bastard does, however, we’ll be long gone with this.”

Humantis held up what appeared to be a fancy-looking USB drive. It was about the length of my index finger and was blue with a small, blinking red light built into the side. It looked totally unremarkable to me, but I knew that that drive contained some of the Department’s most dangerous secrets. If it was leaked out onto the world, who knows what the consequences might be?

Normally, I would feel at least a little hesitant about unleashing such information onto the world, but given all of the crap the Department had put me through, I didn’t feel at all guilty about stealing from them. And if the Department was really so worried that their secrets might compromise them, then perhaps they shouldn’t have kept secrets in the first place.

“Good job, man,” I said, giving Humantis the thumbs up. “Sorry about Butterfly, though.”

Humantis shrugged. “Whatever. She will just respawn in my Hideout. Plus, her sacrifice did give me enough time to download all of the stuff I needed. Her sacrifice was definitely not in vain.”

I nodded. “Hope so. Guess it’s time for us to leave, then.”

“What about Max?” said Cy. He looked over his shoulder at the broken railing behind us. The sounds of battle could still be heard coming from the ground floor. “It sounds like he’s still fighting Johnson.”

“Which is exactly why we need to run, kid,” said Humantis. He hacked and coughed several times. “If Max keeps Johnson preoccupied, then Johnson won’t be able to stop us. And assuming Armore and Tankman are still keeping the guards distracted, we ought to be able to get out of here without any problems. Looks like our lucky day.”

I frowned. I hated the idea of leaving Max to deal with Johnson alone, but I had to admit that Humantis had a point. Besides, Max was easily the strongest Hacker I knew. He was also the only player I knew who could go toe-to-toe with an Avatar and not get killed immediately. He would probably be okay.

“But I need a Health Drink if I’m not going to be a waste of space,” said Humantis. “Either of you two got one?”

Cy produced a Health Drink from his inventory and handed it to Humantis, who drank the soda-like liquid in a few quick gulps. His open wounds closed before our eyes, his Health bar also going back up to full, until soon Humantis looked back to his normal self, although he was still covered in a lot of his own blood. Even so, he looked ten times better than he did even just a few seconds ago and was able to stand on his own now without needing Cy’s support.

“How do you feel, Humantis?” I asked.

“Better,” said Humantis with a soft burp. “Now, let’s get going. The more time we waste standing here, the more likely we’ll get caught.”

Humantis jumped down from the second floor and Cy and I followed him. We landed on the ground floor together, but before we could continue running, a loud scream of pain caused us to look back toward the remains of the fountain where Johnson and Max had been fighting mere moments ago.

Max was now on his hands and knees in front of Johnson, clutching his chest and clearly trying to breathe. Johnson stood over Max, one hand held out before him. Johnson still looked relatively unharmed in comparison to Max, but I did notice a couple of bruises on his face that indicated that Max must have gotten a few good licks in before Johnson incapacitated him somehow. Based on the way Max was lying on the ground, it was clear to me that Max was probably suffering the Excruciating Pain debuff, the same one that Chuck had used to try to take me down. Neither Max nor Johnson, however, seemed to notice us watching their fight.

“Max is in trouble,” I said, looking at Humantis. “We need to save him.”

Humantis, however, shook his head rapidly. “That would be suicide. If we tried to help Max now, we’d get killed by Johnson.”

“What about our Deletion Bob?” I said, glancing at the two Deletion Bombs I still had in my inventory. “We could throw one at Johnson and—”

“And kill Max in the process,” Humantis added. “Literally kill him, because Max is a Project Second Life participant like you and therefore does not have a physical body in the real world to return to if he gets deleted here.”

I scowled. “But we can’t just leave him here.”

“Max will be fine,” said Humantis. “He can take care of himself.”

I wasn’t convinced, though. Humantis hadn’t felt just how terrible that Excruciating Pain debuff could be. I had no idea what Max’s Willpower was, but given how angry Johnson looked, I could only guess it wasn’t high enough to withstand the pain which Johnson was inflicting on him. Unless someone stepped in to save him, Max was probably going to go down for the count.

I shook my head. Max might have been the strongest among us, but that didn’t mean I was just going to abandon him to his fate. We were all on the same side. You didn’t abandon your fellow officers in real life and you certainly didn’t abandon your allies or Teammates in-game.

“Cy, Humantis,” I said, looking at them both. “You two get out of here and return to the rendezvous point. I will save Max from Johnson.”

“What?” said Humantis. “Don’t be stupid, kid. You’ll just get yourself killed if you try to attack Johnson.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Max is a friend and ally. No way am I going to leave a friend behind.”

Before either Cy or Humantis could argue against my decision, I took off, running toward the scene of the torture as fast as my legs could carry me. I summoned both of my Ice Daggers again, but instead of slashing Johnson with them, I threw both of my Ice Daggers at Johnson at once.

Thanks to my Blade-Throwing Skill, my Ice Daggers were far more accurate than they would have been. They flew straight and true toward Johnson, but when they hit him, they didn’t hurt him. Instead, my Ice Daggers flew painlessly through his head, but it got his attention. He looked at me again and frowned deeply.

“You again?” said Johnson. “I thought you had run away by now. Yet instead you stay and fight.”

“Well, I already took care of Chuck,” I said. “Decided I might as well take care of you, too.”

“Chuck—?” said Johnson. His eyes widened in realization. “Oh, you mean Agent Omar. How did you—never mind. If Agent Omar couldn’t stop you, either, then it once again falls to me to stop you. Very well. You’ve proved yourself far too dangerous to be allowed to walk around freely anymore. If I am going to finish you off, then I will do so in such a way that you will never be able to stand against the Department ever again.”

Johnson raised his hands. Black energy began swirling around his hands as this notification appeared before me:

[Director Satoshi Johnson] is summoning a Deletion Bolt!

Uh oh. I only ever got that notification when an enemy was about to unleash an area of effect attack. A Deletion Bolt did not sound like an AoE attack, but at the same time, I could tell Johnson was aiming to destroy us all. He probably wouldn’t need to do much to kill Max and me. And if he killed both of us, then that would leave Humantis and Cy defenseless.

Even worse, there was nothing I could do about it. The only thing I could possibly do was use one of my two Deletion Bombs to blow him to hell, but I wasn’t sure I was fast enough to do that. I raised my hands to shoot Ice Beam, even though I knew that would be even more useless against him.

Then, without warning, Johnson cried out in pain. The black energy that had been building around his hands suddenly dissipated. Johnson staggered forward and grabbed his abdomen, which was now bleeding thick black blood.

“What … in the world …?” said Johnson, looking down at the bleeding wound in his side. “Pain … how was I hurt …?”

Johnson took another step forward, revealing Medusa standing behind him. She held a long, bloody knife in her hand that looked kind of glitchy, based on the way its texture and graphics seemed to constantly be changing. I had to admit she looked drop-dead sexy standing there with the knife her hand, but at the same time, I also felt a little afraid of her and the weapon she wielded.

“Thank you, Medusa,” said Max. He slowly rose to his feet, no doubt free from the Excruciating Pain debuff that had left him paralyzed mere moments before. “If you hadn’t stepped in just then, I am not sure what would have happened to us.”

“No problem, Max,” said Medusa, twirling the dagger in her hand. “It was all part of the plan.”

Johnson turned around to face Medusa and Max, apparently forgetting all about me. “What did you do? How did you hurt me? I am an Avatar. I am invincible.”

Max shook his head. “If you were invincible, Medusa wouldn’t have been able to hurt you at all. As it is, you are currently bleeding to death, and not even the highest-leveled Healer in the game could possibly heal you now.”

Johnson snarled. “I still demand you tell me how you harmed in the first place.”

“A friend of mine designed a knife for Medusa specifically designed to harm—and, more importantly, kill—Avatars like you,” said Max, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Medusa was here the entire time, but I warned her to stay out of our little fight until the time was right. I am pleased to see that she managed to get a few good hits in when you weren’t looking. Should have practiced some of that situational awareness that I assumed your kind was supposed to be so good at.”

“It’s called the Deletion Dagger,” said Medusa, twirling the bloody knife again. “And it’s quite useful for killing Avatars.”

Johnson clutched his bleeding wound, but to his credit, he didn’t run away or seem afraid. “I would ask who your friend is, but I will figure that out later. Just because you managed to figure out how to hurt me doesn’t mean you will delete me.”

Max cracked his knuckles. “True enough, Johnson. Deleting your Avatar would be fun, but it ultimately wouldn’t stop you. That is why I am going to kill you today.”

Moving much faster than he had shown himself able to, Max rushed toward Johnson. His white gauntlets began shining a bright, white light that seemed distinctly unnatural. I felt like I had seen it somewhere before, but I was unable to place the memory.

All thoughts about where I might have seen that white light before soon left my mind, however, because when Max punched Johnson in the face, Johnson exploded.
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When I said Johnson exploded, I didn’t mean he blew up in flames and smoke. I mean his entire being exploded into millions of glass shards that I quickly realized were actually shards of binary code. When Max’s fist collided with Johnson’s face, Johnson’s whole body turned into a bright white before suddenly exploding into millions of 1s and 0s that went in every direction. The binary code did not, of course, actually hit any of us, but I did cringe slightly at the sound of the explosion.

When Johnson exploded, I got this notification all of a sudden:

[Hero Maximilian] has terminated [Director Johnson]! An error report has been submitted to Capes Online Technical Support. An error report has been sent to the Glitch Elimination Task Force.

ERROR. Error report unable to be submitted to Capes Online Technical Support. Error report unable to be submitted to the Glitch Elimination Task Force. Troubleshooting now …

Terminated? That was weird. When a player killed another player in-game, it always used the word ‘killed.’ Or if a player somehow actually deleted another character, it would use the word ‘deleted.’ But terminated? What did that mean? I’d never come across that term in the game before. Was it yet another game mechanic I wasn’t aware of?

All questions were driven from my mind when Max almost collapsed. Medusa quickly caught him, however, and held a Health Drink up to his lips. The rich Hero quickly downed the entire Drink in one gulp. As Max’s wounds healed, I realized that Max must have taken a hell of a lot of damage from Johnson during their battle. The fact that he had been able to stand at all, especially after experiencing Excruciating Pain, was a testament to Max’s incredible Stamina. I had originally dismissed Max as not being much of a fighter, but it was clear to me that Max was a lot stronger than he originally let on.

“Max, are you all right?” I asked, taking a couple of steps closer to Max, although I didn’t want to get too close for some reason.

Max wiped a few drops of the red Health Drink from his lips and nodded. He was no longer leaning on Medusa for support, although I noticed she stayed close to him anyway. “I am now. I will never stop being amazed at how such cheap little drinks can be so effective at healing even the worst damage. I expect I will be back to one hundred percent in a few more seconds.”

“That … was … awesome!” said Cy. He and Humantis had walked up to us without any of us noticing. Cy was practically bouncing with excitement. “It was so cool. You just ran up to him and then punched him in the face with your glowing gauntlet and then boom, no more Johnson! It was like a scene from one of those old anime with the guys who could make their hair golden and stuff.”

“Yeah, Max, what was that?” I said, glancing at the last notification in my notification log. “It says you terminated Johnson. What does that mean, exactly?”

Max simply smiled. “It means we will never have to worry about Johnson ever again.”

Despite the fact that Max was smiling, I didn’t entirely trust him. There was something about his smile—so bloody and vicious—that seemed just … off. Perhaps it was just me, but I felt like Max might have enjoyed ‘terminating’ Johnson perhaps a little too much.

Then again, when I thought about how the Department had killed Busker, I found myself not really caring what happened to Johnson. Deleted, killed, terminated, whatever … as long as he couldn’t come back to Capes Online, I would be just fine. I would have preferred to be the one to punch him out for good, but as long as someone did it, then I was happy.

Then Max shifted his gaze to Humantis. “How did your mission go? Did you secure the information?”

Humantis held up the small USB drive he had shown me and Cy earlier. “Yep. Got everything we need.”

“At the cost of Butterfly’s life,” I added.

Humantis rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure. She knew exactly what she was getting into on this mission. Not like this is the first time she’s died, either.”

I was almost taken aback by Humantis’ clear disregard for the life of his Sidekick until I remembered that he was a Villain. Villain players, as a general rule, didn’t treat their Sidekicks very well. In fact, part of being a Villain was abusing your Sidekick. I didn’t understand how this didn’t cause Villain Sidekicks to rebel against their players, but it was equally clear I didn’t understand the entirety of the Alignment System and probably never would. I was just thinking that if I was a Sidekick of a Villain, I’d probably quit after getting abused just once.

“Yes, well, everyone knew what they were getting into on this mission,” said Max. “The point is that it was successful and we should leave as soon as possible before the Department sends backup.”

“What about Armore and Tankman?” I said. “Aren’t they still fighting the guards?”

“Not anymore,” said a metallic female voice above us.

We all looked up in time to see Armore and Tankman hovering down toward us. Although both Armore and Tankman had a few dents in their armor, they looked pretty good otherwise, as if they hadn’t just been fighting a dozen powerful guards armed with equally powerful guns.

“Armore,” said Max, wiping the sweat off his forehead and standing upright. “Good to see that you and your Sidekick survived. Where are the guards now?”

“Burning in hell, probably,” said Armore in her usual soft voice. “All of them. Together. So at least they are not suffering alone.”

The way Armore spoke so casually about killing all of the guards was kind of chilling. Unlike Johnson, who I had a personal beef with, I didn’t have any sort of personal beef against the guards who Armore and Tankman had killed. The guards had merely been obstacles in my path for revenge, but I couldn’t help but feel bad about their deaths anyway. I told myself the guards would have been happy to kill me if the tables had been turned, but deep down that excuse rung hollow in my own ears.

“Good job,” said Max. “Normally, I would say that killing all of the guards is a bit overkill, but that will make it even easier for us to escape.”

“What about the Gray Crusader and Squire?” I said, looking around. “Weren’t they supposed to be part of the initial attack, too?”

“We’re right here,” said a voice from the shadows between two pillars holding up the second floor.

From out of the shadows came Gray Crusader and Squire. The two of them looked entirely unharmed, which Humantis must have also noticed, because he said, “You two look like you went for a walk in the park.”

“Yeah,” I said, frowning. “I thought you two were supposed to help Armore and Tankman distract the guards.”

“We were distracting the guards protecting the back door,” Gray Crusader replied with a chuckle. “Luckily, those guys weren’t too smart, otherwise they would have questioned what a thirteen-year-old boy was doing out on a dark street in the middle of the night by himself.”

I nodded in understanding. “I see. Then I guess that means we’re all safe and accounted for, minus Butterfly, of course.”

“Indeed,” said Max. He flexed his muscles briefly, as if to get out the stiffness, and said, “I am surprised that his mission went as well as it did, but thank you for your help, Winter.”

“Me?” I said, looking at Max in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You distracted Johnson long enough for Medusa to attack him,” Max replied. “Had you not, I likely would have perished at his hands. Trust me, that Excruciating Pain debuff is no joke.”

I smiled. “No problem, Max. We’re all on the same team together. Teammates look out for each other. Even if those Teammates are from a completely different Alignment.”

I said that while looking at Humantis, who just snorted and said, without meeting my eyes, “Yeah, thanks. You turned out to be slightly less helpless than I originally thought.”

That was probably as much gratitude as I could expect to hear from Humantis, so I looked at everyone else and said, “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

A soft clapping sound suddenly began to echo through the Facility. All of us looked around in confusion for a moment, trying to place the source of the clapping, but the Facility was so big that it sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once.

“What a heartwarming scene,” came a voice from out the shadows tinged with a strong Southern drawl. “The whole Team survived despite the overwhelming odds. Like something straight out of those old Avengers movies, only even less realistic.”

A chill went down my spine when I heard that voice. “That voice … it can’t be …”

From out of the shadows on the other side of the room stepped a powerful-looking figure in red and silver armor. His Roman centurion-style helmet, with a futuristic-looking visor, did nothing to hide the smirk on his lips or the cruel way his nose was upturned at us. At his side, a hooded Assassin emerged from the shadows, although I could sense the way he was glaring at us from under his hood with all of his might.

“Atmosfear,” I said, turning to face him. “You again.”

“Winter,” said Atmosfear with a mocking smile on his lips. He stopped clapping and lowered his hands. “Or should I say, Nyle. Fancy meeting you here. I take it you’re also a fan of stalking around government facilities in the middle of the night? Not like you donuts have anything better to do, after all.”

My hands balled into fists. “What are you doing here? How did you even get in here?”

“Well, your friends there slaughtered all of the guards, so I thought I’d take this moment to let myself in through the front door and see what all the fuss is about,” said Atmosfear. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “’Course, as soon as I saw the bodies outside, I knew that I was going to be in for a treat.”

“Treat?” I said incredulously. I shook my head. “Never mind. I don’t know the real reason you’re here, but you clearly picked the wrong time to show you up. We just took down three Department agents, including Director Johnson himself, and we’re going to take you down, too, if you don’t leave now.”

Atmosfear scratched his chin. “Yeah, that’s an impressive lineup you’ve got there, I must admit. Too bad they’re actually on my side rather than yours.”

Bewildered, I said, “What are you talking about? They’re—”

A large shadow fell over me. I looked over my shoulder to see Max standing behind me. Before I could react, he grabbed my arms and, with one swift motion, snapped them both in half. Pain shot through my arms as I screamed in pain and fell to my knees as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Broken Arms. -100% Dexterity. Unable to use any Powers that require use of hands until arms are healed. Duration: 10 minutes.

“Boss!” said Cy behind me. “No!”

But then I heard a sickening thud and Cy was thrown onto the ground beside me, completely unconscious. I would have thought he was dead if not for the notification I received informing me that Cy was actually simply suffering from the Unconscious debuff, but even that did little to reassure me of his—or our—safety.

Atmosfear laughed. “What a riot. You fell for our plan like the chump you are. I know you donuts are not exactly known for your amazing intellect, but I’d think even an idiot like you would have seen through the ruse.”

“Ruse?” I said, looking at Atmosfear again. “What ruse?”

“The ruse you just fell for, donut,” said Atmosfear. He spread his arms. “The Hackers are my Teammates. And man did they ever do a good job in tricking you.”
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The pain in my broken arms was nearly debilitating, but at the moment I was somehow able to ignore the pain. I focused on Atmosfear, unable to believe what I just heard. “What did you say?”

“I said the Hackers are my Teammates,” said Atmosfear. He wagged a finger at me. “Don’t make me repeat myself. It’s incredibly annoying and makes me hate you even more than I already do, which is something, ‘cause I hate you more than anyone else I know.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I looked over my shoulder at the other Hackers and said, “He’s lying … right?”

But to my horror, not a single one of the Hackers disputed anything he said. Humantis merely smirked and shook his head like he couldn’t believe how stupid I was. Gray Crusader, Armore, and their Sidekicks simply exchanged knowing looks. As for Max, he simply stared at me, an unhappy look on his face.

“He is telling the truth,” said Max. “I am sorry, Winter, but he is, in fact, our true leader.”

“Right you are, James Bond,” said Atmosfear. He strode toward us as casually as if he was taking a stroll through the park, Giggles following behind him like a shadow. “And man am I loving it. Forgot how fun bossing people around can be.”

Desperate, I tried to stand to my feet, but then Max put his hands on my shoulder and forced me down onto my knees. Between the pain in my broken arms and Max’s own superior strength, it occurred to me that it might not be very wise to try to fight back. At least not yet. Perhaps if I distracted Atmosfear long enough, I would be able to find a way to escape.

Atmosfear stopped a few feet in front of me. Although we were close in height, Atmosfear seemed to tower over me from my current position. He looked down at me with a wicked grin on his face, although I noticed he was just out of arm’s reach. That seemed like a pointless precaution to take, given how both of my arms were broken right now.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Was this all just one big trick? Have the Hackers always been under your control?”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Not always. Just recently.”

“How … how did it happen?” I said. “What is even going on here?”

“I suppose it won’t hurt to explain,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “After all, thanks to your efforts, we managed to pull this plan off without a hitch. If you hadn’t helped us—unknowingly, of course—then we wouldn’t be about to change the very face of Capes Online itself. As a true Southern gentleman, I must show you my gratitude for your unwitting aid.”

Atmosfear knelt down until we were on eye level. He smelled vaguely of acid and other chemicals, which was a harsh scent in my nostrils, although he didn’t seem bothered by his own stink. “See, for a long time now, I’ve been trying to get into this here Facility in order to get something I really want. It’s been hard as hell, however, because of how heavily-defended this place is. Seriously, this place has even more security than Fort Knox. It’s ridiculous. Doesn’t help that I’ve been on my own for a while thanks to you capturing my dumb Sidekick and handing him over to the police, which put me in a pretty pickle for a while there.”

“You should have stayed in hiding,” I spat. “The world is a much better place when you aren’t in it.”

“Harsh words coming from a self-proclaimed ‘Hero,’” Atmosfear sneered, “but I can’t deny that few people would mourn my death. Luckily, I’m not dead, so that’s irrelevant. The point is that I needed help to break into this place. I couldn’t do it on my own. I needed my own Team. And not those idiots who worked with me back during the Blackout. I needed people I could rely on, players who would be willing to help me go against the federal government itself.”

“So you chose the Hackers,” I said. “Is that it?”

“More or less,” said Atmosfear, nodding. “When I heard about them and found out that ol’ Max here is another Project Second Life participant like you and me, I went and recruited all of them into my Team. It was pretty easy to get them all to join me, seeing as they hate the government just as much as I do. ‘Course, I also had to use a little … advanced persuasion techniques in order to get some of them on board, but once that was done, that’s when I knew we were cooking.”

Angered, I looked up at Max. “Max, I thought you hated Atmosfear. When we first met, you told me that the reason you distrusted the Department of VR was because they let Atmosfear into the game. And yet now you’re working for him? Were you working for him even during our first meeting?”

Max met my gaze with his own hard one. “Yes. In fact, getting you to meet me was part of Atmosfear’s plan. Why else do you think I would allow you to enter my night club despite the fact that we had never met before and you certainly aren’t rich enough to get in on your own?”

I gaped. “Does that meant that Busker—”

“Busker was never in on it,” said Max, shaking his head. “He was always separate from the rest of us. We didn’t trust telling him about Atmosfear, however. We thought he wouldn’t agree with it.”

I sighed in relief. I had worried for a second there that my own brother had become a willing pawn of Atmosfear, but it looked like he hadn’t. That lifted a huge weight off my shoulders I hadn’t even realized was there, but at the same time, it also filled me with dread, because it meant that all of the other Hackers had agreed to work for Atmosfear. If Busker hadn’t known about Atmosfear’s takeover of the Hackers, then that explained why he sent me to Max, because he thought Max was still trustworthy. It didn’t change the consequences of me meeting Max, but at least Busker hadn’t sent me to Max knowing the Hackers were working for Atmosfear now.

“This is still awful,” I said. “You said you thought Atmosfear was a psycho. Why would you ever agree to work with him?”

“’Cause I’ve got the dirt on him,” said Atmosfear. He looked up at Max with a wicked smirk on his lips. “Right, Maxy?”

Max’s face became harder. “You need to understand, Winter. I might be the richest man in Capes Online, but I am not invincible. Atmosfear has threatened to take away everything I have, everything I own, and even end my own life if I do not help him. I do not consider myself an Atmosfear fan, but if I have to choose between helping him or losing everything … well, I know what I must do.”

Although I could understand Max’s points, I was still angry at him anyway. I mean, I always knew he was something of a hedonist and not a particularly principled Hero, but I never thought he would willingly side with a Villain as evil as Atmosfear just for his own survival. Then again, given how Max was willing to work with Humantis, another Villain, maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised.

“Pragmatism,” said Atmosfear with a grin. “I can appreciate a man who knows when to fold ‘em. I’ve had to fold ‘em several times myself over the years, which is how I’ve always managed to avoid getting caught by the police. Bravery ain’t much of a virtue if it just gets you thrown behind bars for the rest of your life.”

Deciding to deal with Max later, I looked at Atmosfear again. “Did you threaten all of them or just Max?”

“Not all of us were threatened, Winter,” said the Gray Crusader as he stepped into view. “For some of us, we joined Atmosfear once we heard what he is doing. I frankly think the only reason the Department wants Atmosfear is because he poses a threat to their power.”

“Bingo, old man,” said Atmosfear with a nod. “I might be a no-good Villain, but I’m definitely not a bad guy. Heck, I didn’t even sign up for this game. I’d say that makes me a victim more than anything. And victims certainly can’t be Villains, now can they?”

I was about to say that they could, but then I realized that was missing the point, so instead I said, “So what, was your plan to trick me into helping you guys break into the Facility?”

“More or less,” said Atmosfear, flashing a dangerous grin at me. “As I said, I needed to get into the Facility and I couldn’t do that on my own. I needed a Team and the Hackers turned out to be the best Team for the job.”

I scowled deeply. “What about your friend in the Department of VR? The leaker? The one who gave you the Z-Virus in the first place? Couldn’t he have helped you get in?”

“My Department friend had to lay low for a while after the Z-Virus incident,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “Apparently, the Director was on the warpath trying to find which of his many workers was the leaker. If he deliberately helped me get into the Facility, his boss would have noticed and he would have ended up getting exposed, which wouldn’t have worked for either of us.”

I gasped. “Do you mean that Director Johnson isn’t the leaker after all?”

“Of course not,” said Atmosfear. “No way he would ever leak anything to me. That bastard cares too much about the rules to work with me. No, the Department leaker is someone a little lower on the Department ladder, but I’ll be damned if you think I’ll tell you who it is.”

“But the chat logs the Hackers showed me—”

“Did they say they were from Director Johnson?” asked Atmosfear. “Or did you just assume that the ‘DJ’ in those logs—which I provided Max to show you, by the way—referred to Johnson?”

I bit my lower lip. I had, in fact, just assumed they referred to Director Johnson. Granted, I had assumed so based on Max’s guidance, but if Max had been willing to lie to me about his association with Atmosfear, then I could easily see him lie to me about Johnson’s relationship with Atmosfear.

“But I can see why you were so eager to believe that,” said Atmosfear. “Johnson’s a jerk even by my standards and it’s always easy to believe the worst about a jerk, but he didn’t and I can confirm it. He was easily my biggest enemy in the Department, so getting him taken out was my number one priority and why I equipped the Hackers with Avatar-killing weapons.”

“So you’re the one who gave Max and the others their special Equipment that could harm Avatars,” I said. I frowned in confusion. “But I don’t understand your plan. You might have deleted Johnson’s Avatar, but Johnson himself is still alive in the real world. There’s nothing to stop him from creating a new Avatar and logging back into Capes Online at some point. At best, you’ve delayed his inevitable return. Once he does come back, he is not going to be in a very merciful mood.”

Atmosfear scratched his chin again. “You’d be right, donut … if Johnson had merely been deleted. He wasn’t.”

Another ominous feeling went down my spine when Atmosfear said that. “What do you mean?”

“He was terminated,” said Atmosfear. His evil grin became even uglier until he resembled a smiling hyena about to leap onto its prey. “Words matter in this game, donut. Killing a player makes them respawn. Deleting a player means they can’t play the game with that account or character anymore. So what do you think terminated means?”

Suddenly, I knew. I knew exactly what terminated meant in the context of Capes Online. It was an awful revelation, one I tried to ignore, but was unable to. Even if Atmosfear hadn’t answered his own question in the very next instant, I would have known exactly what that word meant and why it was perhaps one of the most terrifying words I had ever heard in my whole life.

“It means he’s dead,” said Atmosfear. “Dead for real, both in-game and in real life. He’s gone. And he ain’t never respawning.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

No …” I said. I spoke softly, almost in a whisper, but I was too afraid to speak normally lest I somehow make Atmosfear’s words real that way. “No … you’re lying. It’s not possible to kill someone in real life via Capes Online. That’s just not possible.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Oh, donut, I would think you of all people would know that just because something is not possible doesn’t mean it can’t be done. After all, the general public knows it’s impossible to upload the human mind to a video game and grant a human digital immortality. Yet there are three such people standing together in this very room even as we speak so I would say that you just need to expand your horizons and challenge your assumptions a bit more. Open your mind, in other words.”

I bit my lower lip. “I still don’t believe you. I can believe you found a way to delete Johnson’s Avatar, but I don’t believe Johnson himself is dead in the real world.”

“I understand your skepticism, even if I think you’re just in denial,” said Atmosfear. “Dark Kosmos tried to kill everyone in the Blackout, after all. So I would say it’s more than possible to kill someone via video game.”

“The Blackout was different,” I said. “For one, no one died immediately. The threat of death was only a possibility over time. The threat of death came from players being inside their GamePods for too long without food, water, or exercise. We assumed people would die from lack of nutrition and activity over a long period of time, not die immediately from some kind of trauma or pain like what you’re suggesting.”

“True, Dark Kosmos’ method was rather inefficient,” Atmosfear agreed. “And it didn’t even work. I liked Dark K quite a bit, but frankly, he was kind of a loser now that I think about it. Too obsessed with ‘punishing’ players and trying to be the savior of all NPCs to care about actually getting shit done. Working for him was fun and all, but hardly conducive to long-term employment, in my humble opinion.”

“I don’t care what your opinion is, humble or otherwise,” I said. “You are wrong. It is impossible to kill someone for real through Capes Online.”

Atmosfear shook his head yet again. “That’s where you’re wrong, donut. The fact is, it is possible to kill someone in real life through Capes Online, including Department agents. And it’s all got to do with what’s up here.”

Atmosfear tapped the side of his head to indicate his mind. “Destroy this and you destroy the person. Turn a person’s brain into mush and they become little more than vegetables, and not the kind you can eat, either.”

“I don’t get it,” I said. “How would you attack someone’s real-life physical brain?”

“Allow me to explain,” said Humantis. He had stepped into view without me noticing, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Tell me, Winter, do you understand how the VR GamePods work?”

I frowned. “I think so, although I’ve never used one. You lie down inside a GamePod, put on a helmet, and then activate it, which then puts your mind in Capes Online.”

“So you don’t understand it at all, then,” said Humantis with a snort. “You just explained the surface level understanding of what is going on here. That’s what it looks like to the general public, but what you don’t understand is how the GamePod takes your mind and makes it feel like it’s in Capes Online at all. Then again, you aren’t a neuroscientist or game developer, so perhaps I shouldn’t expect you to understand the intricacies of the mind-to-game upload process.”

“And you do?” I said.

“Yes,” said Humantis bluntly. “In the real world, I am a neuroscientist with a special emphasis on the relationship between the mind and technology. I have consulted with many VR companies in the world, including SI Games, on how to make the best, most immersive VR technology. The goal of all of these companies is to craft a VR world so realistic that the human mind is unable to tell it is fake. Many companies have come close, but none of them have yet succeeded by my estimation.”

I scowled but said nothing. The longer they talked to me, the more time I had to figure out an escape plan. Unfortunately, with Cy Unconscious and my arms broken, my options were extremely limited. I would just have to think fast because I had no idea what these guys were planning to do with me once they were done talking to me.

“Although the exact process is extremely complicated, I’ll put it in words your small mind can understand,” said Humantis. “To make a VR world seem as real as the real world, the SI Games GamePod connects to the human brain and forces its neurons to react to in-game activities as if they are real. The most obvious example is the Pain filter. Although your physical body is completely safe when you are playing a VR game like Capes Online, the GamePod tricks your brain into thinking it is in pain, although it is of course perfectly safe from anything that could harm it.”

Then Humantis stepped toward me, a mad grin on his face. “The process has been repeatedly tested, experimented upon, and perfected over the years. Neuroscientists such as myself have testified before Congress about the safety of the process. And, indeed, the process used by SI Games and other VR gaming companies around the globe is perfectly safe … but only because they use it safely.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Are you telling me there actually is potential danger associated with playing Capes Online and similar games?”

“Exactly,” said Humantis. “What we discovered during the testing phase was that it was possible to overload the brain’s senses. Hit the average human brain with too many intense sensations at once and it will just shut down just to save itself. Hit the human brain with enough intense sensations all at once and it will just die. There are, of course, safeguards in place for all Capes Online players to ensure that they are never overwhelmed with sensations they can’t handle, but it is most certainly possible and is a possible way to kill someone with the game.”

“Which is how we killed Johnson,” said Atmosfear. He cracked a grin. “Overloaded his big brain with too many senses and fried it like a computer.”

“More or less,” said Humantis. He gestured at Max’s Avatar Killers. “You see, Max’s gauntlets are not merely designed to harm Avatars. They are also designed to trigger hyper-realistic sensations into the brain of whichever Avatar is unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of one of his devastating punches. Multiple hyper-realistic sensations, enough to overload the brains of most people after a few good hits.”

“But Johnson took multiple hits without dying,” I said. “Didn’t he?”

“He turned out to be much stronger than we anticipated,” Max admitted. I felt his grip on my shoulders tighten. “But not strong enough.”

“As I said, the Avatar Killers would kill most people in a few good hits,” said Humantis. “But Satoshi Johnson has a stronger mind than most, hence why he was able to survive as long as he did. But of course, even he has his limits. You saw that when Max delivered the finishing blow.”

“So you mean when Medusa stabbed him, for example, he felt that for real?” I said in horror.

“Bingo,” said Medusa. She wiped the blood off her dagger before sheathing it at her side. “Bastard felt every drop of blood he lost.”

“Exactly,” said Humantis. “Thus, when Max finally took him out, Johnson died in the real world the same time he died in the game. Or if he didn’t die immediately in the real world, he is most certainly about to die. Even if they manage to get him to the ER, it would take the greatest brain surgeon in the world to save him. And I am currently not offering my services to pompous government bureaucrats like him.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had just helped murder an innocent man. Yes, Johnson might have been the one to give the orders to the agents who killed Busker, but I hadn’t realized that I had been tricked into helping murder him. But then I remembered that Max had told me the Hackers wanted to assassinate Johnson when I first joined the group. I hadn’t realized at the time just how serious Max had been about doing that or that he even had a way to kill Johnson in-game at all.

My feelings of triumph after seeing Johnson get defeated were quickly replaced with feelings of terror as I realized—fully realized—just how much I had been played.

“Aw, look at his face,” said Atmosfear as he stood up. “Poor little Winter realizes exactly how much he effed up. Too bad he will never get a chance to fix that mistake. But don’t feel so bad, donut. You had no idea you were being used this entire time. You were just fooled like the stupid pig you are.”

“What about Chuck?” I said, my body trembling with barely suppressed anger. “Charles Omar. Was he terminated, too?”

“No,” said Humantis, shaking his head. “At least, I don’t think so. The Deletion Bomb does just that: Deletes a character. We debated whether we should have designed them to be Termination Bombs, but knowing how unstable Deletion Bombs are, we decided to limit their power. It would have really sucked to accidentally drop a Termination Bomb and kill ourselves in the process, after all. Only Max’s Avatar Killers can actually cause termination.”

I suddenly felt even less safe than I did before. After all, Max’s hands—which were equipped with the Avatar Killers—were currently holding very tightly onto my shoulders. Max could easily terminate me here and now if he wanted and there was nothing I could do about it. That revelation made me feel even more helpless than I already was.

“But it don’t matter,” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips. “Getting your character deleted is still a huge setback. Probably won’t be seeing ol’ Chucky for quite a while, meaning we have the run of this place for now, unless other Department agents show up, although I doubt they will.”

“Why?” I said. “Why do all of … all of this? Why design a weapon that can actually kill people? Why trick me into helping you? Why do you want to get into the Facility at all? What is your game, Atmosfear?”

Atmosfear stroked his chin in thought. “You ask too many questions, but I suppose I can answer them for you. The reason I wanted to get into the Facility had nothing to wanting to ‘expose’ the Department’s secrets to the world. That was just the cover story I had the Hackers give you to make them seem more noble than they really are.”

“If you don’t want to expose the government’s secrets to the world, then what do you want to do?” I asked.

Atmosfear chuckled. “I’m looking for something. For someone, specifically. You might know them as the Test Subject.”

I tilted my head to the side. “I remember Johnson and Chuck talking about some ‘Test Subject’ they wanted to check on, but they never elaborated on what they meant by that. Do you know who they were talking about?”

“Nope,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t be likely to tell you, now would I? No, I need to find out who this Test Subject is and free them from their imprisonment.”

“Why?” I said. “If you don’t know who they are, why would you want to free them?”

“Someone told me to,” said Atmosfear vaguely. “And this is someone who I can’t simply flip the bird off at and tell ‘em to go bless themselves. Not unless I want to get terminated myself, anyway.”

“Are you referring to the person who put you in Capes Online in the first place?” I said. “You’re still in contact with them?”

“I’ve said too much already,” said Atmosfear. He stepped away from me. “Now that the coast is clear, Giggles and I are going to go search for the Test Subject. Humantis, do you know where it is?”

“Of course,” said Humantis. His eyes lost focus for a second and he started tapping on an invisible keyboard only he could see. “There. I just sent you the coordinates now, downloaded from the Facility’s Data Room, of course.”

Atmosfear also stopped and looked at something I couldn’t see, a big, ugly grin on his face. “Yes, yes, this is perfect. Gonna head down there right away and see if I can get ‘em out of here ASAP.”

“What about me?” I said. “What are you going to do with me and Cy? Kill us?”

Atmosfear looked over his shoulder at me. “Kill you? Nah, Winter. You still have a role to play, according to those in the know. We’re not supposed to delete you until you’ve done what you need to do. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun with you.”

Atmosfear looked at the Hackers. “You guys know what to do. Giggles and I will be back very shortly, hopefully with a new friend we can all get to know. Bye.”

With that, Atmosfear and Giggles walked away until they melted into the shadows again, leaving me all alone with the Hackers, none of whom had tried to follow him. If anything, they seemed a bit relieved that Atmosfear was gone, perhaps because none of them actually liked him.

But I felt far from safe. I looked up at Max and said, “What did Atmosfear mean when he said to you guys ‘You guys know what to do’?”

I suddenly felt something sharp cut into my stomach. I gasped for breath and looked down to see Medusa’s knife in my stomach. Looking up, I saw Medusa kneeling before me, her beautiful face turned into a harsh, unyielding expression that sent shivers down my spine.

“We’re going to torture you until you lose consciousness,” said Medusa. She leaned in close enough to my ear that I could practically feel her lips. “And enjoy every minute of it.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

Medusa ripped her dagger out of my stomach. I cried out in pain and fell flat on my chest as I got this notification:

Debuff added: Stab Wound. -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: 3 minutes.

Great. First I got my arms broken and then I get my stomach ripped open. What next?

“Why … are … you … doing this?” I asked, barely able to spit out the words due to how much pain I was in.

Medusa stood up and twirled her dagger. “Because we know how much trouble you can be when you’re at full Health. Since we can’t kill you without pissing off Atmosfear or his boss, we’re just going to make sure you aren’t in any shape to get away from us.”

“This … isn’t … right …” I breathed.

“I am sorry, Winter, but this must be done,” said Max. “We can’t afford to stay in here very much longer. Although we might have killed Johnson, the Department of VR itself is still active. Not to mention the Glitch Elimination Task Force will probably show up eventually to deal with us. If we can knock you out, then it will be easier to move you out of here.”

I grunted. I was lying in a pool of my own blood now, a pool that was getting bigger and bigger with each passing second. I could feel my blood soak into my Costume, staining it a deep crimson color. The pain in my broken arms and stomach was almost enough to overwhelm me entirely. I just wanted to lose consciousness, but my stubborn will kept me wide awake. I had no intention of falling into unconsciousness and giving these jerks what they wanted. If they wanted to stop me, then they needed to kill me.

But my iron will was still not enough to move my body. I couldn’t even crawl like a baby thanks to my broken arms. The best I could do was wriggle awkwardly, but all that did was make my body hurt even more than it already did. I just wanted to die so I wouldn’t have to feel the pain anymore.

That was when a powerful golden aura suddenly washed over me. I felt my bones snap into place, my broken arms fixing themselves, and the wound in my stomach close up as the warm, friendly golden aura washed over me. The pain in my body rapidly faded away, leaving my whole body feeling warm and cozy, but I didn’t understand what had happened until I got this notification:

[Hero Recover] used Full Heal+! All debuffs lifted and Health restored 100%!

Buff added: Temporary invincibility. You will not take damage from any attacks for at least 10 seconds. Duration: 10 seconds.

My mouth fell open when I read that notification. At the same time, I also heard Max above me say, “What in the blazes is this?”

“I don’t know,” said Medusa, staring at me in bewilderment. “It just came out of nowhere.”

“Just like this!” said Cy.

Without warning, Cy jumped to his feet and thrust out his hands at Max and Medusa. Twin gusts of air blasted out of his hands and struck both of them. The attacked merely knocked Max over, but it sent the much-lighter Medusa flying. The other Hackers were also knocked down by the gusts, although from what I could tell the attacks did little actual damage to them. Even so, Cy’s surprise attack gave me an opportunity to jump to my feet, but before I could do anything, I heard a familiar female voice shout, “Winter, over here!”

I looked over toward the entrance to the Facility and was shocked to see not just Recover, but the entirety of Team Winter standing there. That’s right, the whole Team was here. Recover, Dillo, Funky, Gears, Walker, Boom and Zoom, and of course their Sidekicks. Gears was even in her Steamcruncher mecha, although I wondered how she could have possibly gotten that thing in here without drawing attention to herself.

But I ignored that little detail in order to focus on the fact that my Teammates—all of my Teammates—were here. And based on their facial expressions and body language, I could tell that each and every one of them was ready to kick some serious ass.

Running over to my Teammates, I said, “How did you guys get here? I didn’t even tell anyone that I was going to be here tonight.”

“Cy sent out a group private message to everyone on the Team asking for help,” said Funky, nodding at Cy. “He sent us all a message with your location so we could find you more quickly than usual. We all got here as fast as we could.”

“You mean you were all online at the same time?” I said, looking around at my Teammates in shock.

“Not exactly,” said Recover, shaking her head. She gestured at the twins. “Boom and Zoom weren’t online at first, at least until Gears sent them a message promising them a boatload of credits if we completed a very rare mission together.”

“She didn’t use the word ‘boatload,’ dear,” said Zoom as he adjusted the hood of his Costume. “She said we would become Capes Online millionaires if we completed this mission. That certainly got our attention, did it not, dear brother?”

“Indeed it did, brother Zoom,” said Boom with a nod. “And she said Winter would pay for it.”

My mouth fell open and I glared at Gears. Gears, of course, simply stood there with an innocent expression on her face that told me she knew exactly what she had done and she wasn’t even remotely guilty about it. I made a mental note to talk to her later about volunteering someone else’s money without their permission.

For now, however, I was just relieved to see the whole Team was here. “Well, it’s good to see you all here anyway. I thought I was a goner tonight, but with you guys here, I think we have a chance.”

“What exactly is going on here, anyway?” asked Recover, looking around the Facility with a puzzled expression on her face. “The map calls this place the ‘Facility,’ but it doesn’t say who owns this building or what even goes on in here.”

“And with luck, you never will know that,” said Max.

We all looked back toward the Hackers. The Hackers were standing upright again, forming a loose but deadly-looking wall of Heroes and Villains that made up for in strength what they lacked in numbers. Max stood at the head of the group, a troubled frown on his lips as he faced us, while Medusa stood by his side, her beautiful brunette hair far messier now thanks to Cy’s Gust attack.

“Max,” I said, turning to face him. “You didn’t have to side with Atmosfear. You still have a chance at redemption.”

Max shook his head. “I don’t need it. However much I may dislike Atmosfear, I despise the Department of VR even more. And because I murdered Director Johnson myself, there is no chance in hell of me ever getting ‘redeemed.’ You can take your redemption and shove it.”

“Are you kidding me?” I said. “Max, you don’t know what Atmosfear is trying to do. If he gets his hands on this ‘Test Subject,’ whatever that is, then do you think he’s going to use it for good?”

“I know he is going to bring about a change in the world,” said Max. “Perhaps not a good change, but a change nonetheless. So long as I can keep my money, my power, and my woman, I don’t care what Atmosfear does to the rest of the world.”

“You’re a coward,” I said. “Despite calling yourself a Hero, you sure don’t act like one.”

Max sighed. “This is just a game, Winter. That you take the Alignment System so seriously is another area where we disagree.”

“Well, if you don’t care about Atmosfear, then I take it you won’t mind if we go after him,” I said. “Right?”

Max, however, took a step forward. “That, I am afraid, is something I cannot allow.”

“What?” I said. “Why not?”

“Because if you defeat Atmosfear, that will destroy everything we have been working toward for the past few weeks,” said Max. He gestured at himself and the other Hackers. “Our only chance at gaining our freedom is by making sure Atmosfear can do what he needs to do. If we allow you or anyone else to stop him, then our lives will be irreparably ruined. You must understand this.”

“I see,” I said. “As usual with you, Max, you’re acting not out of the goodness of your heart, but only for your own benefit. Right?”

Max shrugged. “And what is so wrong with that? I still don’t like Atmosfear personally, but that doesn’t mean I am going to throw away my life to try to stop him, which no one can do at this point.”

Before I could ask Max what meant by that, Dillo said to me, “What’s the plan? Are we going to fight them?”

My hands balled into fists. “Yes. But be very careful. These guys have Equipment and weapons which can permanently kill players in real life.”

“What?” said Dillo, looking at me again, this time with fear in his eyes. “You’re joking, right?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I saw their weapons for myself. Even if they don’t kill you in real life, though, they can still delete your character. We need to approach these guys very carefully, but if any of you guys want to leave now, I will understand. I don’t want you guys to risk your lives for something you might not entirely understand.”

I said this while looking at my Teammates. I could tell that each and every one of them was disturbed by my revelation about the power these guys wielded. I couldn’t blame them. This was supposed to be just a game, after all. For everyone else except for me, this was just something they did in their spare time. No one ever risked their life over a video game, after all, so I fully expected half—or more than half—of my Teammates to log off here and now, rather than risk their very lives for something they might not entirely understand.

Then, to my surprise, every one of my Teammates stepped forward. Even Walker, as frightened and timid as he looked, stepped forward with the rest. His knees were knocking and he looked like he wished he was anywhere else, but at the same time, I could sense that beneath his timid appearance was a man who was willing to fight for what was right even if it meant risking his own life.

“We’re with you, Winter,” said Recover. She gestured at everyone else. “All of us are.”

“Really?” I said, trying to hide the emotion that was welling up inside of me. “But you guys could literally die.”

“So what?” said Dillo. He smiled. “We could have died during the Blackout, too, but we survived that. We may not entirely understand what is going on here, but if Atmosfear is here, then that means we need to be here, too.”

“Plus, you never turn down a chance to earn a million credits,” Zoom added. “Right, brother?”

“Spot on, brother,” said Boom. “These blokes don’t look so tough anyway.”

“My mecha should make very short work of these losers,” said Gears, glancing at the Hackers with a smirk on her face. “It is, after all, my greatest creation.”

Funky put one hand on my shoulder. “We’re a Team, Winter. After all we’ve been through, we’re not going to just abandon you in your time of need. We’re all in this. Together.”

I could feel myself about to cry from how happy I was, but I kept my emotions in check and said, “All right, then. Let’s do this.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

 

TEAM VS TEAM BATTLE ALERT! Begin the battle now!

Team Winter has engaged the Hackers in combat! All members of Team Winter are treated as combatants in battle! Experience and loot will be evenly divided among Teammates in the event of a win. In the event of a loss, all Teammates will die and respawn back in their respective Bases minus all accumulated EXP up to this point.

May the best Team win!

It had been a while since I last saw that Team Battle alert, but I soon forgot about it our two Teams rushed toward each other as fast as we could. We met in the middle of the atrium, right next to the remains of the fountain, and then both Teams smashed into each other. Soon both sides devolved into a mess of limbs, weapons, and Powers as the battle began.

As I expected, Cy and I ended up fighting Max and Medusa. While Cy distracted Medusa with his speedy attacks, forcing her on the defense, I summoned my Ice Daggers and went straight for Max. Max seemed to understand the same thing I did because he went straight for me as well.

Although Max was bigger and stronger than me, he was also a good deal slower. His punches came fast and furious, but not nearly fast enough to hit me. But I was still putting everything I had into dodging Max’s blows. Probably the only reason I was able to avoid Max’s attacks was thanks to Dodge leveling up earlier. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been nearly fast enough to keep myself safe from his Avatar Killers.

When one of Max’s punches went too wide, I stepped in and slashed him across the chest with one of my Ice Daggers. Max grunted when my Ice Dagger cut across his chest, but I had to jump back quickly to avoid getting caught in his grasp. I remembered well how crushing his grip was and I was in no mood to get caught again.

My slash had created a wound in his chest, but it was a pretty shallow wound and it had probably only taken a handful of points off of Max’s HP. It did nothing to slow down Max, who came at me harder and faster than before, perhaps enraged from getting wounded. I Dodged as much as I could and managed to avoid most of his blows, but then I accidentally slipped on some water on the floor left over from the fountain and lost my balance.

One of Max’s Avatar Killers slammed into my face and knocked me flat off my feet. The blow didn’t just take off a good portion of my Health, however. It sent an intense pain through my body that made me scream in agony. It felt like my entire body was on fire and every nerve in my body was screaming from the sheer pain I was experiencing.

That was when I got this notification:

WARNING! Pain receptors are close to overloading. Please log off immediately and see your doctor right away.

ERROR! Unable to log off. Send troubleshooting report to Capes Online Technical Support? Y/N

Oh. That must have been the Avatar Killers’ work. No wonder Johnson screamed when he got killed. Unlike normal attacks, the Avatar Killers struck at your very brain. I wasn’t sure why it hurt me that way when my mind had been uploaded to Capes Online without my brain, but it was a good reminder that if I wasn’t careful, I would likely suffer the same fate as Johnson.

All of that went through my head in less than a second. One of Max’s boots was coming down toward my face. I rolled out of the way at the last second and hopped up to my feet, holding my Ice Daggers before me as Max looked over at me with disapproval in his eyes.

“How did that feel, Winter?” asked Max, cracking his knuckles as he turned to face me. “Not like other attacks, did it?”

Panting, I said, “I don’t understand how it hurt me when I don’t even have a physical brain that could be affected by it.”

Max smiled grimly. “The Avatar Killers were designed to kill Project Second Life participants as well. They were meant, of course, to kill Avatars, but Avatars and Project Second Life participants like you and me have similar coding. Once your Health hits zero, that will be game over for you … permanently.”

Uh oh. I should have seen that coming. It made sense, too. After all, the Hackers had clearly not intended to let me live much longer after they were done with me. They were probably planning to eliminate me as soon as Atmosfear found the Test Subject. I knew they claimed they had ‘orders’ to spare me, but I trusted the Hackers as about as far as I could collectively throw them now. The fact that Max wasn’t holding back now was a clear indication to me that they had been lying about sparing me.

Regardless, I needed to change tactics. Going toe-to-toe with Max was just asking for trouble. I needed to keep him a good distance from me. Which meant ranged attacks.

I threw my Ice Daggers at Max, which he dodged easily, but I then followed it up by raising my Energy Cannon and firing several Energy Shots at him. Max, displaying either amazing Evasion or a high-leveled Dodge, avoided most of them, but one of the Energy Shots hit him in the chest and caused him to stumble. But he recovered quickly and dashed toward me with surprising speed.

Lowering my Energy Cannon, I activated Ice Slide, but rather than slide forward, I went around Max. Max skidded to a stop to avoid slipping onto the ice I was making, but I didn’t stop. I just slid in a circle around Max, forming a circle of frozen floor around him. Max looked around, trying to follow my movements, but I moved too fast on the ice for Max to keep up. That meant it was time to try something new.

Ice Slide normally required me to use two hands. I could also only use one Power at a time, but I didn’t get this far by playing by the rules. Taking a huge risk, I moved one hand away from the Ice Slide I was forming under my feet and pointed it at Max’s feet, activating Ice Beam at the same time. The cold energy that normally would have gone to the slide under my feet instead focused on the ground around Max. Ice rapidly began to form around Max before his startled eyes until, just a few seconds after I started pouring my ice around him, Max was covered from head to foot in a thick ice igloo. He didn’t even get a chance to say anything before he disappeared inside the impromptu igloo I made.

As soon as I was confident the igloo was finished, I stopped using Ice Slide and came to a stop. Breathless and panting, I looked at the thick igloo surrounding Max. The ice was so thick that I couldn’t even see Max anymore. All I could see was the domed ice building I had made around him. And if he was talking, I couldn’t hear him, although I had no idea if the igloo was soundproof or not.

Regardless, I was distracted by this notification that appeared before me:

New Skill Unlocked: Double Power [Level 1]. This Skill allows you to use two Powers at once, but at half of their normal strength each and twice the Energy requirements for both Powers, with a 25% chance of Power Failure. Level up this Skill further in order to reach new heights!

Huh. I hadn’t expected to get a new Skill out of that, though when I thought about it, it made perfect sense. Unlike Powers, Skills could only be learned by actually doing things. As far as I knew, there was no list of all known Skills Capes Online had to offer and the requirements for attaining said Skills varied considerably. Double Power seemed like it could be a useful Skill, but I was a little worried about the 25% chance of ‘Power Failure,’ whatever that was. It sounded quite painful.

I also wasn’t a big fan of the fact that it meant both Powers were half as strong as they normally were but had double the Energy requirements. It meant that I had depleted more than half of my Energy in one go. My Energy would naturally refill over time—at the rate of about 2 Energy every 3 seconds—but that wasn’t very reassuring. Perhaps the cost would go double as I used that Skill more often, although given the downside of using Double Power, I had a hard time imagining myself using it as often as some of my other Skills or Powers.

Still, I had managed to trap Max, at least. Keeping him out of the fight was good because Max was the strongest Hacker and those God Punchers were probably the most dangerous weapon that the Hackers had—

One of Max’s Avatar Killers smashed directly through the igloo I had trapped him inside. This was followed by the second Avatar Killer and then both arms swept to the side, smashing through the igloo entirely and revealing Max, who now stood up to his waist in the igloo. He looked completely unharmed by my attack, although based on his pissed-off expression, I could guess he wasn’t entirely happy about getting almost frozen to death.

“Neat trick, Winter,” said Max. He slammed his gauntlets together. “But perhaps it’s time I showed you a few tricks of my own.”

Max smashed his way out of the igloo, but instead of rushing over to attack me, he raised both of his fists above his head. His fists suddenly began glowing with brown energy, crackling and sparkling with electricity, and before I could figure out what Max was doing, he brought both of his fists down onto the floor.

The entire floor of the Facility shook underneath our feet. It caused me to stumble and almost fall onto my behind. It had also affected my Teammates and even the other Hackers, everyone struggling to maintain their balance after Max’s unexpected area of effect attack. My whole world tipped back and forth in my eyes, but somehow I was still able to read the following notification just fine:

Debuff added: Dizziness. -50% Agility, Evasion, and Accuracy. Dodge is 10% less effective. Duration: 2 minutes.

I had just enough time to register my surprise at a debuff that negatively affected one of my Skills when another notification quickly replaced that one:

Area Effect: Uneven floor. -10% Agility and Evasion.

Uh oh. It looked like Max’s attack had done more than just negatively affect us. It had also made the floor itself uneven. Even in my dizziness, I noticed that the smooth concrete floor of the Facility was now cracked and uneven in several spots. I almost tripped over one such jutting spot before regaining my balance, although just barely.

Max, of course, was completely unaffected by his own area of effect attack. He slammed his fists together again and rushed toward me. I tried to Dodge, but my feet awkwardly tripped over themselves and I ended up almost falling over myself before Max punched me in the gut hard enough to knock me off my feet again.

Hitting the floor hard, I noticed my Health was now flashing dangerously in the red zone. If I didn’t do something quick, one more blow from Max like that would end me for sure.

Just as that thought passed through my head, however, a golden aura suddenly flooded over me and my Health bar shot back up to full. A prompt soon appeared to explain what was going on:

[Hero Recover] used Heal on you! +100% Health.

I had just enough time to smile before Max grabbed me by the collar of my Costume and threw me away. Although shocked at first by this, I nonetheless activated Flight and flew back toward Max as fast as I could. Unfortunately, the Dizziness debuff was still in effect, so my flight was very awkward as I struggled to maintain balance. I had forgotten that Heal only restored Health. It didn’t lift any debuffs you had, unfortunately.

Which was probably why I crashed headfirst into the floor when I thought for sure I was at least ten feet above it. But I rolled to my feet and desperately fired two Ice Beams in Max’s general direction.

But my Ice Beams missed Max completely, who once again effortlessly dodged my attacks. He slammed his fists together again, this time creating some kind of shockwave that rushed toward me. I jumped out of the way at the last minute, however, and hit the floor, narrowly avoiding the shockwave and feeling the hairs on my head stand up when the shockwave passed me.

When I hit the floor, I got this helpful notification:

Debuff lifted: Dizziness. Agility, Evasion, and Accuracy back to 100%. Dodge is now back to full power.

That should have made me feel better, but it didn’t. Although I had managed to get a few good hits on Max, he was still essentially at full power and had all sorts of tricks up his sleeve that I didn’t have. I needed to find some way to finish him off fast, but the longer the fight went on, the more tired I became. I also had no idea how well the battle was going for us, but given how I hadn’t seen any notifications announcing anyone’s death, at least we hadn’t taken any casualties yet.

If I was going to beat Max, I was going to need the big guns.

Scrambling to my feet, I reached into my item inventory and drew out the Darkbane. The shadow sword appeared in my hands, the blade cold to even my own touch. The sword gave off an evil aura that made me want to drop it, especially after I got this notification:

Debuff added: Corrupting Influence. +1% to Villain Alignment every 1 second.

My eyes widened briefly when I read that notification. I hadn’t realized that the Darkbane actually made you more evil the more you used it. I almost wanted to throw it away immediately, but when I remembered our current situation, I just redoubled my grip on the Darkbane and activated Shadow Clone.

Three silhouettes shaped just like me rose out of three pools of shadow around me. My three Clones were mindless and weak, but the surprised look on Max’s face was exactly the reaction I had been hoping from him.

“Attack!” I shouted, pointing the Darkbane at Max.

My Shadow Clones immediately rushed toward Max. They moved even faster than me, their feet making no sounds as they ran across the uneven concrete floor. It was kind of scary to watch, even knowing that the Shadow Clones were completely under my control. Max began punching at the Shadow Clones whenever they got too close, but my Clones must have been smarter than I thought because they kept jumping out of his reach and reacting with shadow-laced ice attacks. The attacks did little to damage Max’s Health, but the point was to distract Max long enough for me to take him down.

Activating Flight, I took off into the air until I was flying directly above Max, who was now so distracted by the Shadow Clones that he wasn’t paying any attention to me or anything else. Redoubling the grip of the Darkbane in my hands, I raised it above my head and came flying down straight toward Max, the Darkbane aimed directly at his skull.

Right before the Darkbane could pierce his skull, however, Max raised a hand and actually caught the Darkbane in one hand. His grip on it was so strong that it caused me to stop immediately in midair. Shock spread across my face as I realized exactly how powerful he was.

Max looked up at me with an amused look in his eyes. “Clever trick, Winter, but you’ll have to try a bit harder than that to kill me.”

Then it was my turn to smile. “No, I think I tried just hard enough.”

With that, I activated Freezing Touch. Ice exploded down the hilt and blade of the Darkbane directly onto Max’s hand. Max had just enough time to stare at me in shock before the freezing energy completely covered him from head to toe.

In seconds, Max was frozen solid. His eyes were frozen in sheer surprise, but his mouth was twisted in a scowl as if he realized exactly how much I had played him.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

Letting go of the Darkbane, I fell to the floor, landing on my feet. The impact was slightly jarring, but I soon stood up back to my full height, dusting off my Costume as this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Frozen. [Hero Maximilian]’s Agility and Evasion -100%. Duration: 5 minutes.

I half-expected Max to break out of his Frozen status, but to my relief, he just stood there like an ice statue. Although he didn’t say anything, I could still sense his anger and hatred at getting caught like this.

Not that I cared, however. Freezing Max might not permanently stop him, but hey, at least he was out of the battle for now. It sucked that I had to give up the Darkbane to pull that trick off, though, and it sucked even more knowing that Max’s Frozen status was only going to last less than five minutes. Then again, five minutes was plenty of time for a battle to change. It was my turn to look around at how the rest of my Teammates were doing.

The battle was still surprisingly even. On the other side of the broken fountain I saw Boom and Zoom tag-teaming Humantis. One of them would rush up and punch him, only to pull away at the last second before Humantis could respond, only for the other one to zip in, punch or kick Humantis, and leave. It was kind of funny to watch, especially since Humantis was having no luck in hitting them back. Only reason Humantis was still alive was apparently because his armor was glowing red, which I assumed had to be some sort of buff he was applying to himself.

Meanwhile, Dillo and Gears, along with Gears’ Sidekick Monkey Wrench, were fighting Armore and Tankman. Unlike Boom and Zoom’s battle with Humantis, this fight was a fair bit more even. Gears’ steam mecha had suffered a lot of blows already, even missing an arm. That did nothing to stop her mecha from going toe-to-toe with Tankman, however, using her one remaining arm to hold back the tank-like Sidekick, while Monkey Wrench worked frantically to repair whatever parts of her mecha that he could. Dillo, meanwhile, was pinned down by Armore, who, thanks to her flight capabilities, was able to stay out of his reach while shooting him with lasers from a distance, although Dillo didn’t take too much damage thanks to his incredibly high Defense.

And finally, Funky and Walker were taking on Gray Crusader and Squire. Walker kept using Teleport to appear and reappear in random places, usually to get in a surprise attack on Squire, who was looking increasingly annoyed at not being able to keep up with Walker’s Powers. Funky and Gray Crusader, on the other hand, were locked in combat. Gray Crusader was swinging a sword he had gotten from nowhere, which glowed silver, while Funky blocked his attacks with arm shields that popped out of the greaves of his gauntlets. I had no idea Funky had collapsible arm shields like that. Lennox flew overhead, clearly trying to find an opening in which to strike, but Funky and Gray Crusader were so close together that his Fire Breath was as liable to hit Funky as it was to hit Gray Crusader.

That left Recover, Hop, and Miss Manners, Boom and Zoom’s Sidekick. The three ladies stayed on the outside of the battle, using their healing Powers to occasionally heal Teammates who got injured. Brawn stood with them, acting as their bodyguard from what I could tell. That made a lot of sense to me. Healers were not exactly known for their high Defense or Health and were also prime targets from the opposing Team. Protecting the Healers was always a smart move, one I had learned the hard way during the Blackout.

As I thought, it looked like our Team was doing well, but not well enough. The longer it took us to defeat the Hackers, the more time Atmosfear had to find the Test Subject, whoever that was. Therefore, we needed to end this battle quickly so we could stop him before he succeeded in his plan.

I glanced at the Frozen timer for Max in the corner of my vision. Three minutes left. That was more than enough time for me to smash his Frozen form into a million little pieces and take him out of the battle for good. One of the neat things about the Frozen debuff was how defenseless and fragile it left you. Even the mightiest Hero or deadliest Villain was no match for a well-placed punch from even the weakest Hero.

Turning around to face Max, I reared my fist back, aiming for his stomach, which looked like a likely weak point to me. But before I could smash my fist through Max’s stomach, I heard Cy scream, “Boss, help!”

Startled, I looked to the left and saw that Cy’s battle with Medusa—which I had somehow failed to notice—was not going well at all. Cy was bleeding profusely from several different spots. He was still able to move and dodge her attacks, but it was obvious to me that he was running on fumes. He was on the defensive rather than the offensive now and it showed in the fact that Medusa did not appear to have any wounds or injuries whatsoever.

Medusa was viciously stabbing and slashing at Cy with her knife. I knew that knife could terminate human players, but I had no idea what it would do to any NPCs it killed. Cy would probably respawn upon death, but I didn’t want to risk it. Even if he did respawn, that would still be a loss for my Team no matter how you cut it.

So I turned and ran toward the Sidekick fight. Luckily for me, they weren’t fighting very far away and Medusa was so focused on attacking Cy that she did not seem to notice me. I summoned two Ice Daggers in my hands and brought them down on Medusa’s back, intending to stab her as deeply as I could.

But to my surprise, Medusa whirled around and blocked both of my Daggers with her knife. Although I was clearly bigger and stronger than her, Medusa nonetheless managed to hold back my attack. She smirked when she saw the surprise on her face and then, with a twist of her knife, sent both of my Ice Daggers flying out of my hands despite my best efforts to hold onto them.

As soon as my Ice Daggers flew out of my hands, this notification appeared in my vision:

[SIDEKICK MEDUSA] used Disarm! Disarm successful! You are now unarmed.

Before I could figure out if Disarm was a Skill or a Power, Medusa thrust forward and stabbed me in the chest with her knife.

Pain exploded in my chest as Medusa’s Avatar-killing knife cut through my skin and bone. My Health dropped from nearly full to less than half in less than a second, the reason for that being another one of Medusa’s Powers:

[Sidekick Medusa] used Critical Strike! +50% damage to direct hits!

[Sidekick Medusa] successfully followed up Disarm with Critical Strike, creating the Combo ‘Lethal Strike’! +100% to normal damage!

Debuff added: Bleeding. Lose -1 HP/3 seconds. Duration: Until healed.

Before I could register what Medusa had done, she ripped her knife out of my chest and kicked me. The blow sent me staggering backward, clutching my bleeding wound as I desperately tried to staunch the bleeding. Unfortunately, the wound was too deep and painful for me to completely stop and I knew I would be screwed unless one of the Healers got me.

“That didn’t kill you?” said Medusa, twirling her dagger with a disappointed look on her face. “You must be tougher than you look. Very few Heroes are capable of surviving my Lethal Strike Combo. Or perhaps you’re just very lucky.”

I bit my lower lip. “You’re the lucky one here, Medusa because Max isn’t around to save you.”

“I don’t need Max to save me,” said Medusa with a soft sigh. “But I think you need the help of your Healers in order to survive.”

I was about to ask her what she meant when I heard another cry, this one coming from the Healers. Despite knowing how precarious my current situation was, I looked over to the sidelines and felt my heart fall into my stomach.

Brawn was currently wrestling with some kind of large robot. The robot was white and shiny, shaped somewhat like a human/spider hybrid. The upper half was humanoid, with a torso, arms, and head, while the lower half were the legs of a spider. The robot had Brawn in a headlock, while the Healers were running away to put some distance between themselves and the robot.

Instinctively, I Scanned the robot to find out just what the heck that thing was:

Security Drone

LEVEL: 35

ALIGNMENT: Unaligned

CLASS: Robot

RARITY: Common

WEAK POINT: Joints

WEAKNESS: Fire

Security Drones are one of the more popular choices for providing security for Heroes and Villains alike in the world of Capes Online. Despite their generic appearance, the Synth Group Security Drone (TM) is the optimal security robot for any Hero or Villain seeking a guardian for their Base or Hideout. They can be customized with an endless variety of different parts, colors, and designs, making Synth Group Security Drones (TM) the perfect guardian for nearly any Base, Hideout, or Facility. Available now at your favorite Base/Hideout security system retailer.

Did Scan just show me Synth Group’s advertisement for their Security Drone? That was new. I wondered if you could pay for product placement in Scans and, if so, how much SI Games was charging for that perk. They had to be making bank.

But I pushed that thought out of my mind for now in order to focus on the current situation. That Security Drone must have been the same one that Humantis, Cy, Butterfly, and I avoided earlier, only it was a lot bigger than I expected it to be. Given how the Security Drone worked for the Department, I could only guess it was attacking Brawn because he was the closest one, although I had no doubt that it would come after the rest of us, Team Winter and Hacker alike, soon enough.

But there was nothing I could do for Brawn at the moment. His fight with the Security Drone left the Healers defenseless, which must have been why the Healers were running away. That meant none of us would be able to rely on the Healers’ aid for now, which was definitely problematic, especially given the wounds Medusa had managed to inflict on me.

Turning to face Medusa, I said, “So what if our Healers are distracted? I still got my … Health … Drinks …”

I had put my hand into my pocket when I said that, expecting to draw a Health Drink from my inventory. But when my hand failed to find any Health Drinks, I opened my inventory and saw that I had run out of Health Drinks already. But that didn’t make any sense. How did I run out of Health Drinks when I had maybe drunk only one or two since entering the Facility? I must have used more than I thought.

Nonetheless, I had no intention of letting Medusa beat me. I raised my Energy Cannon and fired it at her, but Medusa simply leaped out of the way. She then lashed out with a kick that hit me in the stomach, forcing me to double over from the pain, although her attack only took a few points of Health off my bar. Given how low my Health was at the moment, though, that meant more than it otherwise would.

But I wasn’t about to give up just yet. Medusa’s knife came down to my face, but I Dodged out of the way at the last second. Surprised by my fast moves, Medusa nearly fell over, but I caught her arm and twisted it, causing Medusa to cry out in pain and drop her knife. I then headbutted her so hard that she instantly collapsed onto the floor. A notification popped up informing me that she had the Unconscious debuff now, which made me smile when I read it.

But my smile vanished when I heard a sickening cracking sound behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I saw cracks appearing in the surface of Max’s Frozen body. A quick glance at the timer showed me that Max still had a minute left, so what—

Without warning, the ice surrounding Max exploded. At the same time, this notification appeared in my view:

[Hero Maximilian] used Heroic Rage to free himself from your Frozen debuff early! [Hero Maximilian] +10% Strength, Agility, and Dexterity, -10% Intelligence!

My eyes widened when I read that notification, but not before Max roared and rushed toward me. He grabbed me by the neck with both hands and lifted me up, his grip like iron as he slowly choked the life out of me.

The fire in Max’s eyes was scary. His eyes were a blazing red. In fact, his whole body glowed crimson, perhaps a physical symptom of his Heroic Rage Power or Skill or whatever it was. I felt like I was looking into the eyes of a monster, rather than a human being, and given how dangerous Max could be, ‘monster’ might not be such a bad word to describe him.

“This is for Medusa,” said Max, his voice distorted by the rage flowing through him. “I am done playing. Once you touch Medusa … you die.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

I instinctively tried to use Freezing Touch on Max’s hands, but when I touched his arms, a hot burning sensation—like touching a burning stovetop—shot through my fingertips and I instantly pulled my hands back. Max’s Heroic Rage must have somehow been heating up his body to the point where I couldn’t touch it long enough to use Freezing Touch again. It made me wonder why his hands weren’t as hot, but that was a mystery for later. For now, my Health was dropping fast and darkness was clawing at the corners of my vision as my life slowly but surely started to leak away …

But then fire suddenly came down on Max’s head. Max screamed in pain and let me go. I fell on my back and gasped in pain for a second, although it was also nice to be able to breathe again for once. I looked up to see Max staggering backward, his head on fire as he tried to beat out the flames on his head. His Health dropped rapidly as the fire ate away at his skin, although he had enough Health that I thought he was probably going to survive that attack.

“Fire … ?” said Max through the flames shrouding his head like a turban. “What the—”

That was when Funky came out of nowhere and slammed into Max’s gut with his shoulder. Max gasped and staggered backward again, but not before earning another kick from Funky. Funky’s golden football helmet was glowing now, which made him look even stranger and more dangerous than ever. I could only guess that his football helmet was giving him some kind of stat boost or something.

“Funky?” I said as I sat up. “What are you doing here? I thought you were fighting Gray Crusader with Walker.”

Funky jumped back several feet to avoid Max’s swinging fists. “Walker has him covered. Thought you could use a little help.”

I smiled but then noticed my Health was back in the danger zone again. But before it could go any lower, a golden aura went over me and my Health filled up and the Bleeding debuff went away. A notification popped up in front of me that said that Recover had cast Heal again, causing me to look over in the direction from which I saw the Healers.

The Healers had stopped running now and were once again focused on providing support to the rest of the Team. Brawn was still wrestling with the Security Drone, but he seemed to be winning, based on how damaged the robot looked. Still, the Security Drone was at least not attacking our Healers, which was fine by me.

Rising to my feet, I summoned both of my Ice Daggers and was about to rush to help Funky when Funky suddenly said, “Winter, you need to go after Atmosfear!”

Coming to a stop, I said, “But don’t you need my help against Max?”

Funky ducked to avoid one of Max’s fists and then headbutted him. Max went staggering backward again, only to get bathed in Lennox’s fire once more, causing him to scream in pain as the fire washed over him like a shower.

Looking over at me, Funky said, “We’ll be fine up here. You just need to go down after Atmosfear and Giggles. Stop them before they get the Test Subject.”

“Do you know who the Test Subject is?” I asked Funky in bewilderment.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Funky, turning away from me just as Max swiped at Lennox, forcing the dragon to cut off his fire and fly away before he could get hit. “Way I see it, if Atmosfear wants the Test Subject, it can’t be for anything good. You’re the only one who can stop him at this point. We’ll keep his friends busy. Go!”

I bit my lower lip but realized Funky was right. Atmosfear had deliberately left his Teammates here to distract us. While I would love nothing more than to beat Max’s stupidly handsome face into paste for betraying me, Atmosfear was the real threat here. If I didn’t stop him, there was no telling what would happen.

So I nodded and said, “All right, Funky. Cy and I will go after Atmosfear and Giggles. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

Without waiting for Funky’s answer, I turned and ran into the shadows in the direction that Atmosfear had gone, though not before quickly retrieving the Darkbane that Max had dropped when he broke free of his ice and putting it in my inventory. Cy—who must have also been healed by Recover, because all of the wounds he received from Medusa were gone—joined me immediately and soon we were running away, hearing the sounds of battle raging behind us as we sought Atmosfear, wherever he was.

-

Finding out where Atmosfear went was not as difficult as I thought it was going to be. Because as it turned out, Atmosfear wasn’t exactly good at covering his tracks.

Cy and I spotted an open door at the end of the hallway which looked like it had been forced open, based on the way it barely hung onto its hinges. Above the door, written in white, block letters, was the word ‘BASEMENT,’ which was probably where the Test Subject was being kept. Although I still had no idea who the ‘Test Subject’ was, the two of us did not hesitate to enter the entrance to the basement, heedless of whatever dangers awaited us.

We soon found ourselves running down a spiral staircase that went deep into the earth. Due to how much the staircase spiraled, we were forced to go slower than usual, although part of that was also because we didn’t want to get ambushed by Atmosfear and Giggles. I doubted Atmosfear had left any traps—that would assume he thought that there was a chance someone would follow him—but we walked cautiously anyway just to be safe. But at the same time, we walked as quickly as we could as well. We had no idea how close Atmosfear was to finding the Test Subject and so we had no time to waste in searching for him.

Luckily, we didn’t run into any traps on our way down, nor did we run into any guards or security systems. The reason for the latter became obvious when we reached the bottom of the stairs and found an entire hallway full of dead NPC guards.

It was a disturbing transition. One moment we were walking down a narrow, empty spiral staircase. When we turned a corner, we found ourselves standing in yet another hallway, this one slightly narrower than the ones above, with the corpses of NPC guards scattered everywhere. Some of them lay across the width of the hallway, while others were slumped against the wall and others still were curled into little balls as if trying to fend off some dangerous attacker. Most of them had no visible wounds or injuries, although I noticed a handful of the closer ones had bleeding throats, likely the work of Giggles.

“Oh my god,” said Cy, looking at the dead guards with wide eyes. “What happened to these guys?”

“Atmosfear must have killed them,” I said grimly. “Probably used Void to make them suffocate. The ones he couldn’t suffocate were clearly finished off by Giggles. You can see where he slashed their throats.”

Cy put a hand on this throat and winced. “Ugh. What a terrible way to go. Suffocation and getting your throat slit. Atmosfear and Giggles are even worse than I thought.”

“That’s why we need to stop them,” I said. “We can worry about the bodies later. For now, we have to catch up with them. They can’t be that far away now.”

With that, Cy and I ran down the hallway. We had to go slowly at first to make it past the bodies, but once we got past the last of the corpses, we ran full speed ahead down to the very end of the hallway. Similar to the entrance to the basement, we found another metal door, this one much heavier and thicker than the last, but like the last one, it had clearly been ripped off its hinges by Atmosfear. I had to admit it was kind of impressive. I doubted my own Super Strength was high enough for me to pull off something like that, yet Atmosfear apparently did it with ease. It was easy to forget sometimes that Atmosfear was a player, too, and so could level up his Skills and Powers just like me.

In any case, Cy and I did not hesitate to rush through the open doorway into the next room. When we did, we came to a stop and stared in awe at what stood before us.

The chamber into which we had emerged was huge and dome-shaped. Metal panels covered the walls, ceiling, and floor, illuminated by fluorescent lights which shone down from above. The room was full of desks, computers, and various scientific equipment like test tubes, beakers, and more. It looked like a laboratory to me. It also smelled vaguely of antiseptic and acid, although the scent was very soft and barely noticeable.

But my eyes were really drawn to the large object in the center of the room. It resembled a VR GamePod, except twice as big as actual GamePods. And, while GamePods could be purchased in a variety of different colors, this pod was totally silver from top to bottom. The only colors to break up the monotone were a few colored lights running along the side. The colors were green, yellow, and red, but currently only the green light was flashing. The other two were not, although I suspected the different colored lights were some kind of status indicator, perhaps to help scientists know the status of whatever was inside that pod.

Even stranger, however, was the complete absence of both Atmosfear and Giggles. Although the lab was huge, there were very few places for a person to hide. I suppose they could have been hiding behind the huge silver pod in the center of the lab—which was also connected to the ceiling with multiple thick wires—but somehow I doubted it.

“Whoa,” said Cy, looking around with his eyes as wide as ever. “This looks like an evil laboratory, but I don’t see any Mad Scientists. Or any scientists at all, for that matter. Wonder where they are.”

“Probably back at home,” I said, my eyes darting back and forth as I searched for any potential traps. “Remember, we specifically chose to attack at this time of night because there would be fewer people here. The scientists who work here are probably all at their homes getting a good night’s sleep.”

Cy sighed. “A good night’s sleep sounds pretty good right about now if you ask me. I would love to be back in my cozy, warm bed back in our Base, rather than running around trying to stop a bunch of crazy Villains from doing … whatever it is they’re doing. We still don’t know that, do we?”

“We don’t,” I said curtly. I summoned my Ice Daggers and held them up. “But don’t let your guard down. Just because we can’t see those two doesn’t mean they aren’t here. Remember, Giggles is an Assassin and Assassins are known for their high Stealth.”

“Right, right, boss,” said Cy, nodding. His eyes fixed on the pod in the center of the room. “What do you think that is?”

“Probably where the Test Subject is being kept,” I said. “But the only way to find out is to go forward. But carefully, because again, remember Atmosfear and Giggles.”

I led Cy down toward the large metal pod in the center of the lab. We were both on high alert, keeping our eyes and ears open for any unusual or dangerous sounds, but the lab was as silent as a graveyard. Even my Hero Sense wasn’t picking anything up. That, of course, meant nothing. I knew from experience that Hero Sense didn’t pick up all Villains. A Villain with a high enough level could avoid being detected by Hero Sense quite easily. It made me a little nervous because now I was wondering exactly how high Atmosfear’s current Level was. I always assumed he was close to me in Level, but I didn’t know for sure. For all I knew, he might have done some level-grinding since the Z-Virus incident and made himself stronger. Of course, it was also possible that he had some kind of Equipment that allowed him to mask his presence even from Hero Sense.

In any case, we needed to keep our guard up. The last thing we needed was to get taken by surprise right when we were about to stop Atmosfear.

On our way to the pod, we checked the different desks we passed, but of course we didn’t find any hint of Atmosfear or Giggles. In fact, the room seemed so devoid of the two that I wondered if perhaps this entire room was some kind of decoy. Perhaps the Test Subject was actually in one of the other rooms dotting the hallway outside and Atmosfear had only torn the door off of this room in order to throw off potential pursuers. It seemed possible, but not likely because while Atmosfear might have been smarter than he looked, that seemed too smart even for him.

“Do you think maybe they got the Test Subject already and vamoosed?” said Cy as we approached the huge pod in the middle of the lab. “I mean, we spent a lot of time fighting the Hackers. Plenty of time for Atmosfear and Giggles to find the Test Subject and get him or her out of here.”

“Doubt it,” I said, shaking my head. “I feel like we would know if Atmosfear had managed to find the Test Subject. The Hackers likely would have beat a hasty retreat so they wouldn’t have to risk getting captured. No, I think Atmosfear is still around here somewhere, as is the Test Subject.”

“You’re probably right,” said Cy as we stopped a few feet from the pod. “Look, the pod doesn’t even look like anyone has touched it in a long time.”

Cy was right. Up close, the smooth, shiny surface of the pod was obvious. What was even more obvious was that it did not look like it had been opened in a very long time. I wasn’t even sure how to open it. It did not have an opening or handle of any sort. Heck, I didn’t even see a button to press. The complete lack of some kind of opening mechanism made me doubt it held anything at all. Given the way the wires connected to the ceiling, perhaps it was actually some kind of power generator or something.

But then my Perception kicked in and I noticed something blue glowing at about waist height on the pod.

“Wait, I see something,” I said. “Let me take a look.”

I knelt down on one knee and looked more closely at the glowing blue object. It took me a moment to find it, but I realized it was a retina scanner of some sort. Retina scanners had been used back in the police headquarters I worked at back in the real world. Usually, we used them to lock up evidence that we didn’t want to fall into the wrong hands.

As soon as I looked into the scanner, a small blue light shot out and quickly scanned my right eyeball. Startled, I stood back up, but not before the retina scanner suddenly showed this message:

RETINA APPROVED. OPENING GENESIS POD NOW. WELCOME, NYLE MAXWELL.
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What happened?” asked Cy as I stood up and backed away from the Genesis Pod, blinking my eyes rapidly. “Did the retina scanner hurt you or something?”

Rubbing my eyes, I said, “No, nothing like that. My eyes just—”

I was interrupted by a loud hissing noise, like air being let out of a tire. Then the Genesis Pod started to vibrate, causing Cy and I to take several steps backward just in case it exploded or something.

But the Genesis Pod did not explode. Instead, after vibrating for a few seconds, it suddenly stopped. Then a dark outline began to appear around the middle of it and more hissing noises followed as the lid of the Pod lifted slowly but surely up. Steam billowed out in rolls out of the Pod, covering the floor and our feet and raising the temperature of the lab somewhat, but we didn’t pay any attention to that. Our attention was on the second, smaller pod that rose up from within the Genesis Pod itself.

Well, technically it was more like a glass and metal canister. It appeared to be made out of the same metal as the Genesis Pod itself. The glass lid was transparent, but unfortunately for us, it was also very dark inside, making it impossible to tell what was inside the canister. I could tell it was a person, however, based on the dark silhouette that could be vaguely seen within.

The canister slowly rose up out of the Genesis Pod until it stood at its full height. Then it came to a stop and became still, steam billowing off it, although less than before.

“So … cool,” said Cy in awe. “What is that?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “Whatever it is, keep your distance. Let me Scan it to see if we can find out what it is.”

I Scanned the canister, only to get this information:

ERROR! Unable to Scan unknown object. Please send a troubleshooting report to Capes Online Technical Support for more information.

“Uh oh,” I said. “I can’t Scan it.”

“You can’t Scan it?” said Cy, whipping his head toward me in alarm. “That’s not good.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I said. I gripped my Ice Daggers more tightly. “Whatever it is, I think we should leave it and go back up to the surface. Atmosfear and Giggles are clearly not here and I don’t want to even touch that thing until we can get the rest of the Team down here for backup.”

“Backup?” said a smooth Southern voice behind us. “Why would you need that?”

Cy and I whirled around to see Atmosfear and Giggles standing at the entrance to the lab. Atmosfear stood with his arms folded in front of his chest, a wicked smile crossing his lips, while Giggles merely stood next to Atmosfear, his hood hiding his face, although he looked ready to fight.

“Atmosfear,” I said, not even bothering to hide the disgust in my voice. “Where have you been and why didn’t my Hero Sense pick you up?”

“Waiting for you,” said Atmosfear casually. “As for why your Hero Sense didn’t work, it must be broken or something. Have you tried turning it off and then turning it on again? I hear that works sometimes.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’m not in the mood for jokes, Atmosfear. I’m going to teach you and Giggles a lesson you’ll never forget.”

“You sound like my eighth grade English teacher,” said Atmosfear with a sneer. “Except you’re not nearly as hot as she was. Even if you were, it wouldn’t matter, because you did exactly what I wanted you to do.”

“I did?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

Atmosfear gestured over my head. “You opened the Genesis Pod for me, which contains the Test subject’s canister. That’s awfully kind of you and I didn’t even have to ask you to do it.”

I glanced over my shoulder quickly at the unknown canister before looking back at Atmosfear, who thankfully had not moved an inch from his current position. “You mean you couldn’t open it yourself?”

“No way,” said Atmosfear, shaking his head. “See, that ol’ Genesis Pod there is protected by a strong retina scanner. Neither of my beautiful eyeballs are recorded in the scanner, so I had to wait until someone whose eyes were recorded came down and opened it for me.”

I blinked. “Why would my eyes be recorded in the Genesis’ Pod’s retina scanner? I’ve never been here before. Hell, I didn’t even know the Genesis Pod existed until I came down here. I’ve never used it before.”

Atmosfear grinned. “Are you so sure about that, Nyle? ‘Cause it’s awfully suspicious that the government would make your eyes necessary to open the Genesis Pod if you’ve supposedly never been here before.”

“But I haven’t,” I insisted. “If I did, I would remember.”

“Would you?” asked Atmosfear. He unfolded his hands and scratched his chin. “You know, I think we’ve taken what the government has told us at face value one too many times. They say they uploaded our minds to Capes Online to save them, but who is to say they didn’t mess with us a little beforehand and wiped our memories clean so we wouldn’t remember what they did to us?”

“Is that even possible?” I said. “I could see them being able to do that to NPCs, but we’re not NPCs.”

“We’re still data, though,” Atmosfear pointed out. “And, honestly, my memory has been pretty fuzzy ever since I first woke up in this dumb video game. I still remember the real world and the people who live there, but it seems to get harder and harder to do every day. Do you feel the same way?”

Atmosfear asked me that question with such sincerity that I was thrown off-guard. It occurred to me that Atmosfear—as evil and vile as he might be—was still just a person like me. He was dealing with most of the same issues as me, maybe even worse given how he didn’t have anyone to talk to. It almost made me feel some kind of connection to him … almost.

“I still remember what the real world was like, “ I replied. “Perhaps it’s because I had friends and family who I loved and cared about, while you didn’t.”

Atmosfear shrugged. “Friends are useless and family is a burden. Personally, I think you do suffer memory issues. You just don’t remember it. Otherwise, why would your eye be able to unlock the retina scanner for the Genesis Pod?”

My hands shook. Although I was sure Atmosfear was wrong, I had to admit that a lot of my early memories of Capes Online were pretty fuzzy. I remembered dying in the car crash that took both of our lives and then the next thing I remembered was waking up in the Waiting Room with Chuck, who then went on to explain what happened to me while my mind finished uploading to Capes Online. That meant there was a gap in my memory between the time I was almost dead and the time my brain was hooked up to Capes Online and my mind uploaded there. I always assumed the gap existed because I was unconscious at the time, but now I wondered if there was a bit more to it than that. Chuck hadn’t mentioned anything, but given how secretive the Department of VR was, perhaps that shouldn’t have surprised me.

“I don’t know why,” I said slowly, “but I can guess that’s the reason you wanted the Hackers to spare me.”

“Bingo,” said Atmosfear, nodding. “My friend in the Department informed me that you were one of the few people with the ability to open the Genesis Pod. He told me to make sure you got here so you could open the Genesis Pod with one of your eyes.”

“Why did you leave me back up there with the Hackers, then?” I said, gesturing at the ceiling. “Max almost killed me several times himself during our fight.”

“I thought my friend in the Department was full of shit and was messin’ with me,” Atmosfear replied. “Turns out he was right. Giggles and I tried to open the Genesis Pod ourselves, but we just couldn’t do it. Even using my Super Strength barely left a dent in that thing. That thing is made out of sterner stuff, that’s for sure.”

“So your friend in the Department is still in contact with you?” I said. “And it’s not Johnson, right?”

“Of course not,” said Atmosfear with a laugh. He wagged a finger at me. “But don’t assume I’m just going to go and tell you who it is, now. Still gotta keep some secrets to myself, after all.”

“I’m getting a little tired of people keeping secrets from me, to be frank,” I said. “I would like it if someone was honest with me for once.”

“I’m always honest with you, boss,” Cy said in a chipper voice. “For example, I think your Costume would look cooler if it was black and white instead of blue and white. I mean, I know your Costume is supposed to represent your Ice Powers and all that, but—”

Atmosfear chuckled. “It isn’t that easy, donut. Keeping secrets from people is one of life’s greatest joys. If you want to find out the truth, then you’ve gotta demand the truth from others. Otherwise, you’ll remain in the dark all your life, and there ain’t nothing fun about that, even for a card-carrying Villain such as myself.”

“Fine, then,” I said. “I’ll take your advice and demand you tell me why you want the Test Subject.”

“I can’t tell you that, mostly because my Department friend wouldn’t be very happy if I did,” said Atmosfear. “All you need to know is that the Test Subject is very important to both of our plans for Capes Online, plans you and your friends will definitely live long enough to see … assuming, of course, you don’t step aside right this very instant and let me at the Genesis Pod.”

I tensed. “That’s not good enough, Atmosfear, and if you think I’m just going to move out of the way just because you asked, then you’re even more delusional than I thought.”

“I didn’t expect you to move,” said Atmosfear with a shrug. “Not really. Which is why I am going to make you move.”

Before either Cy or I could react, I felt something sharp strike my neck, like a wasp sting. I slammed my hand over the spot of my neck that hurt and felt some kind of dart embedded in my skin, but then my hands became numb, followed quickly by my whole body, and I fell over onto the floor with a loud thunk. Cy also fell over next to me, a stunned look on his face.

Before I could say anything, this notification appeared before me:

Debuff added: Paralysis. -100% Agility, Evasion, and Dexterity. Duration: 15 minutes.

“Fifteen minutes?” I repeated in shock. “I’ve never seen a debuff last that long before.”

“You aren’t the only one who has been leveling up, Winter,” said a giggling voice above me. “Atmosfear and I have also been getting stronger.”

Giggles suddenly appeared out of nowhere above me. Though his hood hid most of his face, I could see his mouth, which was twisted in a savage grin. He held a small blowgun in his right hand, which must have been what he used to shoot the paralyzing darts at us.

“You look so stupid lying on the floor like that,” said Giggles with another giggle. “Certainly nothing like the brave Hero who has been such a pain in the pass for so long.”

“Good job, Giggles,” said Atmosfear, who was walking toward us, clapping his hands all the while. “Snuck up on those Hero bastards and took ‘em out before they even realized they weren’t feeling so well. Guess you’re not nearly as useless as I thought.”

Giggles beamed when Atmosfear said that. “Yes, Atmosfear, sir. I sneaked up on them just like you told me to.”

Atmosfear stopped before me and knelt down. His vicious grin appeared plastered to his face, giving him the appearance of a wolf that was about to pounce on its helpless prey.

“You should have spent less time talkin’ and more time fightin’,” said Atmosfear, flicking a finger against my forehead. “But you didn’t and now you can’t do shit except watch me succeed.”

Then Atmosfear held out his hand toward Giggles. Giggles put a long, deadly-looking knife in his hand, which Atmosfear took without so much as a thank you. He held the knife before his eyes, turning the long, white blade over in his hands with a terrible grin on his face.

“I was wrong when I said you can’t do anything now except watch me succeed.” Atmosfear looked down at me and raised the knife above his head. “Because I’m going to end your pathetic life here and now, but don’t worry. Soon, you and everyone in Capes Online will know what I am about to do. And it will be glorious.”
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This was it. I couldn’t Dodge or evade Atmosfear’s knife. No matter how many times I told my body to move, it just wouldn’t respond to any of my mental commands. It was like trying to turn on a broken-down truck. No matter how many times I turned the key, nothing would happen except me feeling even more frustrated than I did before.

Cy was just as helpless as me. I could see the fear and panic in his eyes as he realized that we were going to die. I knew that we weren’t really going to die—we would respawn in our Base—but still, dying at the hands of Atmosfear would be a huge failure on our part. Even if it was, the fact was that our deaths would pave the way for Atmosfear to get his hands on the Test Subject, and with it, all the stuff he needed to pull off his ‘plans,’ whatever those were.

But there was nothing I could do. I just watched as Atmosfear raised the knife above his head and then brought it straight down toward my face.

Then, without warning, the knife stopped less than an inch away from my forehead. I would have cringed if my body had been able to move. As it was, all I could do was stare at the blade, my breathing harsh and shallow as I wondered why Atmosfear had stopped.

“Sir?” said Giggles, who seemed just as confused as I was over this. “Is there something wrong?”

Atmosfear was frozen. He seemed to be staring into space at something none of us could see, his mouth slowly curling into a frown. “Yep. Looks like I got a message from Paradox.”

Although I couldn’t see much of Giggles’ skin, what little I could see went paler than snow. “Paradox? Why is he contacting you now?”

“Don’t know,” said Atmosfear casually. “Let me see.”

Atmosfear tapped an invisible screen only he could see. He then went still again, his eyes moving back and forth as he read whatever message he had received. Although I was curious about the identity of this ‘Paradox’ guy, I had to admit I was glad he had picked this time to send Atmosfear a message. Although I still had about fourteen and a half minutes left for Paralysis, every little bit helped.

Then Atmosfear’s frown turned into a scowl and he muttered under his breath, “For God’s sakes, man … fine.”

Atmosfear tapped the air again, perhaps sending a reply of his own, before pulling his knife away from my forehead and standing up.

“It’s your lucky day, Nyle,” said Atmosfear as he tossed his knife back to Giggles, who just barely managed to catch it without stabbing himself accidentally. “Paradox says there’s a shit ton of Department agents getting ready to enter Capes Online in about twenty minutes. Biggest single group of Avatars ever sent to deal with a problem at once, according to him. So I’ve got to get the Test Subject now, which means I can’t waste any time killing you.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise. I wasn’t sure whether to be happy that the Department was sending in backup or dread, because as far as the Department knew I was still working with the Hackers. If they showed up soon, then they might just go and kill not just the Hackers, but all of my Teammates. That made it more important than ever that I caught Atmosfear. If I handed Atmosfear over to the Department, they might be willing to spare me and my friends.

“Let’s get to it, then,” said Atmosfear. He walked over me like I was dog droppings on the street and made his way over to the Genesis Pod, Giggles following closely by his side.

I struggled to make my body move and stop him, but again, it wouldn’t listen to any of my commands. All I could do was watch as Atmosfear and Giggles climbed onto the Genesis Pod and walked around the canister.

“How are we supposed to move it?” asked Giggles. “We’re not going to haul it out by ourselves, are we?”

Atmosfear slapped Giggles on the back of his head. “Don’t be an idiot. We’re going to move it out with one of these portals. See?”

Atmosfear pulled out something small and disk-like from his pockets. He carefully placed it on the ground behind the Test Subject and then stepped back. Once he was a safe enough distance away from the object, he then snapped his fingers.

A portal about the size of a door sprung into existence. The portal was shaped somewhat like the entrance to a tunnel. It glowed a bright blue, the texture of the interior looking fuzzy and unreal. I found it hard to state at, feeling sick just looking at it. I couldn’t see anything on the other side, but I knew it had to lead to Atmosfear’s Hideout or at least someplace where no one would be able to find the Test Subject.

“There we go,” said Atmosfear, putting his hands on his hips. “Simple as opening a door. Now let’s get this Test Subject moved through there. No time to lose.”

Then Atmosfear snapped at Giggles, “What are you waiting for, idiot? Get to work. Push that canister through. Now.”

Giggles did not hesitate to start pushing against the canister. Although Giggles was short and appeared to lack muscle definition, I noticed he managed to make some headway in pushing the Test Subject’s canister closer to the portal. Meanwhile, Atmosfear stood there with his hands on his hips, a triumphant grin stuck on his face like today was his birthday or something.

I wanted to get up and stop him, but I couldn’t. The Paralysis debuff had about thirteen and a half minutes left, and it certainly wasn’t ticking away any faster. Every nerve in my body refused to act. It was like I was watching a movie I couldn’t stop, rewind, or go forward through. Even if Atmosfear didn’t kill me—which was doubtful—I couldn’t let him get away with the Test Subject. I might not have known why he wanted the Test Subject, but I knew it couldn’t be for a good reason.

Yet I was unable to lift the debuff myself, nor was Cy in any better situation to do so. The two of us were equally stuck to the floor. All we could do was lie there and watch as Giggles pushed the canister closer and closer to the portal. In moments, the canister would go through and it would be lost forever. We had failed.

That was when I felt something … odd go through me. It felt like a hand had been stuck through my chest. But it was not pain that I now felt. No, it was relief. A sense of relief washed over me as if I had just taken a nice shower, causing me to get this notification:

Debuff lifted: Paralysis. You are no longer paralyzed.

I was stunned when I read that notification. No longer paralyzed? My muscles felt relaxed and smooth again. I twitched the tips of my fingers and found that my body was once again responsive to my mind’s commands. Based on the way Cy was looking at his hands in shock, I could guess he must have also had the debuff lifted somehow.

That was when a soft feminine voice in my ear whispered, “Don’t move. Atmosfear doesn’t know that you aren’t paralyzed anymore yet.”

Startled, I looked to the left and at first saw nothing but empty air. Then a hooded figure wielding a scythe slowly materialized into my vision. She didn’t materialize entirely, retaining a half-physical, half-translucent appearance as if she stood in two different realities at once, but I had no trouble recognizing her.

“Spiritus?” I whispered, unable to believe my eyes. “Is that really you?”

Spiritus, my brother’s former Sidekick, nodded. “Yes, it’s me. Sorry I disappeared for a while back there. I had some things to do on Busker’s orders, although I’ve been watching you for a while.”

A million questions shot through my head when she said that, but the first one was, “Did you lift that Paralysis debuff off of me and Cy?”

“Yes,” said Spiritus in a very low whisper. “Once I saw you and Cy in such dire straits, I felt like I had to intervene. But we must still be patient.”

“Patient?” I whispered. “What for?”

“Atmosfear has yet to notice us,” Spiritus pointed out. “Right now, he thinks the Paralysis debuff is still in effect for you and Cyclone. Once he realizes it is not, he will undoubtedly fight—and try to kill—you. As it is, we have the element of surprise on our side at the moment.”

“I understand,” I said, speaking as quietly as she was, “but if Busker is dead, how are you still here? I thought Sidekicks became Civilians again after their Heroes were deleted.”

“There’s no time to explain that,” Spiritus said, shaking her head. “What we need to do is stop Atmosfear before he can get the Test Subject through the portal. If we don’t, terrible, terrible things will happen, not just in Capes Online, but even in the real world.”

I was stunned when Spiritus said that. Sidekicks and NPCs in general never talked about the real world. To them, Capes Online was their world. Oh, sure, they were aware of how we players seemed to come from ‘somewhere else,’ but I wasn’t sure how many of them understood what we said. That Spiritus apparently did was a shocking revelation in itself.

“Therefore, we need to make a plan,” said Spiritus. She nodded at Atmosfear, who still stood with his arms folded behind his back watching his Sidekick move the canister closer and closer to the portal. “While I distract him, you and Cy can take him down. If we can kill Atmosfear in one hit, then we can make sure the Test Subject doesn’t fall into the hands of his boss, which would be very bad.”

I bit my lower lip. “I can’t kill him in one hit. Even if I take him by surprise and get a critical hit, he’ll probably still survive.”

“Use the Darkbane,” Spiritus said quickly. “It’s your most powerful weapon. It was designed specifically to kill digital beings like you, Atmosfear, and Dark Kosmos. It should make you strong enough to kill Atmosfear in one blow.”

I hesitated. “But the Darkbane corrupts Heroes and turns them into Villains.”

“So?” Spiritus whispered. “You won’t use it for long. Just long enough to kill Atmosfear. And trust me, this is what your brother would have wanted. What he does want.”

“Wants?” I said. “You’re talking about Busker like he’s still alive.”

Spiritus suddenly looked away. “His current status is … complicated. But I don’t have the time to go into that right now. We need to stop Atmosfear now.”

Spiritus’ vague explanation made me curious to find out exactly what she meant about my brother. Still, as curious as I was to learn more about what happened to my brother, I had to admit that she had a point. We needed to stop Atmosfear. And we didn’t have much time left in which to do it.

“Okay,” I said under my breath, “I’ll attack as soon as you say the word.”

Spiritus nodded. “Good. I will distract them. As soon as they’re distracted, I need you to jump up there and kill Atmosfear. I fear I won’t be able to keep him distracted for very long, but hopefully long enough for you to kill him for good.”

With that, Spirits faded out of existence. At the same time, I felt a soft breeze pass over me, which I assumed was Spiritus making her way up to the Genesis Pod where Atmosfear and Giggles stood. Atmosfear still had his back to us, while Giggles was so focused on moving the canister that he was probably not paying attention to anything else.

So I pulled the Darkbane out of my inventory. I sent Cy a quick message telling him not to move until I said so. I could tell Cy was eager to get up and fight Atmosfear and Giggles, but luckily for me, he was willing to wait a little bit longer if it meant stopping Atmosfear for good. As annoying as Cy could sometimes be, he did know how to get serious when the time was right.

I didn’t have to wait very long, however, because at that moment, Spiritus appeared between the canister and the portal and said, “Boo!”

That seemed to scare Giggles, because he screamed suddenly and jumped back, letting go of the canister, which somehow still stood up straight despite the lack of anyone supporting it. Atmosfear, however, just lowered his arms and snapped, “The hell are you? The Grim Reaper?”

Spiritus, however, didn’t respond. Her hooded face looked past Atmosfear to me. And even though she didn’t utter a word, I knew this was my moment.

Jumping to my feet, I activated Flight, drew the Darkbane from my inventory, and flew toward Atmosfear, the Darkbane leveled at his heart. Atmosfear had just enough time to whirl around and see me coming, but he didn’t have enough time to dodge.

The Darkbane slammed into and through Atmosfear’s heart. Blood exploded out of Atmosfear’s back as the Darkbane tore through his flesh. His Health dropped to zero in an instant, but somehow he still clung to life just long enough to stare at me with a mixture of disbelief and shock in his face.

“Game over, Atmosfear,” I said in a harsh whisper of a voice. “I. Win.”

I yanked the Darkbane out of Atmosfear’s chest. Atmosfear immediately collapsed onto the floor in heap, his own blood slowly but surely making a puddle of deep red blood around him.

I expected him to curse me, to start calling me names, even to crack a final bad joke just to try to make me mad.

Instead, however, Atmosfear smiled … and then his expression froze in that way as he finally died.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

 

TEAM BATTLE ALERT: Hacker Team Leader [Villain Atmosfear] has died! -50% Morale for Hackers, +50% Morale for all members of Team Winter!

Hackers remaining: 3/5.

I had forgotten about the fact that we were technically still in the middle of a Team Battle. I had been so focused on stopping Atmosfear that I had almost completely forgot about the battle raging in the Facility above between my Teammates and his. Based on the number of remaining members left, it looked like the Hackers must have lost someone else other than Atmosfear at some point. I hoped and prayed that it was Max. That traitor deserved it.

Another notification also appeared afterward:

Due to your continued use of the Darkbane, -10% Hero Alignment and +10% Villain Alignment.

Current Alignment status: 80% Hero, 20% Villain. Check your character page for more details on your current Alignment.

I frowned. I didn’t like seeing that my Alignment was now even closer to Villain than it was before. Still, at least I managed to defeat Atmosfear. And hey, I could always complete a few Hero missions later to fix my Alignment if necessary.

Still, I put away the now-bloody Darkbane anyway. Holding it felt a bit more natural now, but at the same time, I didn’t want to get too used to wielding it. I knew the Alignment System was just another game mechanic and that plenty of Villain players were good people in the real world, but after seeing how insane Atmosfear was, I didn’t want anything to become a Villain if I could avoid it.

My thoughts were interrupted by Giggles screaming, “Master Atmosfear! No!”

Giggles stood a few feet away from me, looking with horror at Atmosfear’s body. I had also almost completely forgotten about Giggles, but luckily, I didn’t need to do anything else, because Cy flipped through the air just then like an acrobat, landed behind Giggles, and kicked him in the back of the head. That blow knocked out Giggles instantly, making him fall to the floor with an unceremonious thunk.

“And that’s what you get for waking up in Vegas,” said Cy, standing up and dusting off his hands.

“What?” I said.

“Oh, it’s just a reference to a song,” said Cy with a wave of his hand. “An old classic that was before your time.”

“You’re younger than me,” I pointed out. “That song is probably from before your time, too.”

Cy opened his mouth to argue the point with me, but then Spiritus flew up to us just then and said, “Thank you for your help, Winter, Cyclone. I had been a bit worried there that Atmosfear might somehow survive, but it looks like I was correct to believe that the Darkbane would kill him in one hit.”

I nodded. “Yeah, but my Alignment took a hit like I thought. Which doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, seeing as I killed a Villain, but whatever. This game doesn’t make sense most of the time.”

“Regardless, at least the Test Subject is safe,” said Spiritus, looking at the canister again. “Busker will be pleased to hear this.”

“Will be pleased to hear this?” I said. “Spiritus, you keep talking about Busker like he’s still alive, even though we know he’s dead. I saw the footage of the Department agents killing him. Do you know something we don’t?”

Spiritus looked at me again and, although I could not see her eyes, I thought she was smiling. “The same could be said about you, Winter. Your body died in the real world, yet here you are. Why do you find it so hard to believe the same about your brother?”

I almost choked when she said that. “You mean my brother … Busker … Joseph … is still here in Capes Online?”

“As I said, his situation is … complicated,” said Spiritus, “but—”

Harsh laughter suddenly echoed through the laboratory. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, but even more disturbing, it sounded almost exactly like Atmosfear’s own laughter.

“What is going on?” asked Cy, looking around in alarm. “Where is that laughter coming from? Who’s laughing?”

“I am, greeny,” said a voice that could be heard among the laughter, a voice that was clearly Atmosfear’s. “And I’m laughing at the greatest joke ever … namely, my death.”

Suddenly, Atmosfear’s body vanished, turning into some kind of strange smoke before the smoke shot away from us. The smoke grabbed Giggles and pulled him away from Cy, who started when the smoke got too close. The smoke went over to the other side of the room before depositing Giggles onto the floor. Then the smoke hovered over Giggles for a second before it began to glow red, casting a red light over Giggles’ body. Dark energy began to rise from Giggles’ body up to the smoke cloud, making the cloud darker and darker until it was almost pitch black. At the same time, Giggles’ own body became paler and paler, and not just his skin, but his whole body.

In seconds, Giggles was white as snow while the smoke cloud hovering above him was as black as night. Then the cloud began to take shape. Two strong legs shot out from underneath the cloud, while two arms burst out of either side and then the cloud itself began to form a body. A familiar head took shape on the body’s neck, but it wasn’t until the silhouette was fully formed that color, detail, and texture began to spread across the silhouette. I nearly lost my breath when I saw the results.

Atmosfear now stood over Giggles’ body, looking no worse the wear despite the fact that I had just stabbed him in the chest. He looked good as new, his Health bar not just full, but now a thick black for some reason. He had his hands on his hips, a cruel grin crossing his hateful features.

“Well, that was fun,” said Atmosfear as if he had just taken a nice walk. “Painful, but fun.”

A notification suddenly appeared before me:

[Villain Atmosfear] has successfully used Resurrection!

TEAM BATTLE ALERT: Hacker Team Leader [Villain Atmosfear] has returned from the dead! +100% Morale for Hackers, -50% Morale for all Team Winter members!

Remaining Hackers: 4/5.

“What is this?” said Spiritus. She sounded genuinely afraid now, clutching her scythe like it was a security blanket. “How did you come back from the dead? The Darkbane should have killed you.”

Atmosfear smirked. “So sorry for disappointing you. You sound just like my mother. She never understood my brilliance. She always called me a disappointment. Which is why I killed her, by the way. I didn’t need that negativity in my life.”

“Explain yourself, Atmosfear,” I said. “How did you do that?”

Atmosfear smirk just grew bigger. “You ask too many questions, but fair enough. See, I recently got my hands on one of those Omega Crystals. Ever heard of those?”

I stiffened. “An Omega Crystal? You don’t mean to say—”

“Yep.” Atmosfear spread his arms wide. “I have an Ultimate Power. The Ultimate Power, if you ask me. It’s called Resurrection. Ever heard of it?”

Cy gasped. “Resurrection? But that’s the rarest Ultimate Power in the entire world. It’s so rare that it is said that only one Hero or Villain gets it every generation, and even then, it’s been known to skip generations. How in the world did you get it?”

“The perks of having a friend in the Department,” said Atmosfear, scratching his chin. “Gave me an Omega Crystal made just for me. With Resurrection, I can now always come back to life … at the expense of my Sidekick’s life, of course.”

I looked at Giggles’ unmoving form on the floor at Atmosfear’s feet and grimaced. “That’s an awful cost to pay for a second chance at life.”

“So?” said Atmosfear. “Giggles knew what he was getting into when he started working for me. Besides, I’m a Villain. Using others as stepping stones to greater personal power is what we do. Not that you Heroes would ever understand that, of course.”

I grimaced, but said, “Your Resurrection changes nothing. You’re still outnumbered even more so than you were before. If you hadn’t sacrificed Giggles, you might have been able to survive. But by yourself against the three of us … let’s just say I don’t like those odds for you.”

Atmosfear chuckled. “I guess I forgot to mention Resurrection’s other benefits, aside from getting to come back to life and not respawn back in your Base. Let me show them to you.”

Atmosfear raised his hands. Red energy began swirling in the air above him and I had no idea what he was about to do until I got this notification:

[Villain Atmosfear] is charging Empty Air!

“Winter!” Atmosfear yelled, raising his voice to be heard above the crackling red energy above him. “I remember that Combo Power of yours! You know, the one you used to beat me the first time we fought back during the Blackout? And I thought, you know what, I want one of those Combo Powers for myself! So I went ahead and got one with Giggles.”

My eyes widened in shock. “How can you use a Combo Power without your Sidekick? Giggles is dead.”

Atmosfear shook his head. “Another benefit of Resurrection. Not only do I get my Sidekick’s life, but I also get access to most of their Powers. Including, of course, our Combo Power. ‘Course, I can only use it once, but I think one time ought to be more than enough to destroy you and your whole Team.”

With that, Atmosfear spread his hands open wide. The red energy exploded from his hands and went everywhere. In an instant, the red energy expanded throughout the entire room. I suspected it also went up to the rest of the Facility, but I had no time to wonder about that because in the next instant I suddenly couldn’t breathe.

I gasped for air, trying to get even just a little air, but I couldn’t. I could, however, breathe in some kind of toxic fumes that made me hack and cough. Clutching my throat, I fell to my hands and knees as these notifications appeared before me:

[Villain Atmosfear] has used Empty Air! All air in a 500-foot radius in every direction has been eliminated!

Debuff added: Suffocation. -5 HP/1 second. -5 Intelligence/1 second. Duration: 5 minutes.

Debuff added: Poisoned. -1 HP/2 seconds. Duration: 5 minutes.

All Teammates affected by [Villain Atmosfear]’s Empty Air! Suffocation and Poisoned debuffs added to all Teammates.

No, no, no. If my entire Team was suffering from Suffocation and Poison, then that meant we were all going to die and we were going to lose. Atmosfear himself looked entirely unharmed by his own attack, which made sense because it was his attack. I tried to get up and run over to him, but the Suffocation was making it hard to focus and even harder to think.

Cy and Spiritus weren’t doing much better. Cy was on his hands and knees gasping for breath, while Spiritus just lay on the ground as still as a rock. Neither of them were dead yet, thankfully, but given how much lower their HP was compared to mine, I knew it was only a matter of time before they died.

Desperate, I fired an Ice Beam at Atmosfear, but he dodged the attack easily and laughed.

“Ha!” said Atmosfear, looking at me with a smug expression on his face. “Nice try, but I’m not stupid. I know that as long as I stay back here, you can’t touch me. I just need to wait for all those neat debuffs to do their job and take away all your Health. Once you and your Sidekicks are dead, I’ll grab the Test Subject and get out of here.”

Atmosfear was right. All he needed to do was wait until the debuffs killed us, which wouldn’t be long now. I was losing six HP a second. Suffocation made it impossible for me to reach into my bag and get an Antidote. And frankly, I suspected a basic Antidote wouldn’t help against such a powerful debuff. I also suspected that if I could stop Atmosfear, I could end Empty Air, but I had no way to take him out in one hit very easily.

Unless …no, that would be too risky. I’d never used that Power before and I had no idea what might happen if I did. But at this point, what choice did I have? It was either use my new Power—and accept whatever risks came along with it—or die and let Atmosfear get away with his evil plans.

Closing my eyes, I activated my Ultimate Power, Ice Giant.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

Using a Power was normally a simple process. I simply thought about the Power I wanted to use and then it would be used, assuming, of course, I had enough Energy to meet the activation cost. Typically, I would feel the Energy drain from me, which was somewhat like letting water down a drain. It was a little difficult to get used to at first, but eventually, you got used it. In fact, I was so used to using my Powers that I barely noticed how the Energy drain unless my Energy reserves were very low.

But when I activated Ice Giant, I was totally unprepared for the sensation that followed. It felt somewhat similar to using a Combo Power, but even that wasn’t a good description. Blizzard, like Ice Giant, used up all of my available Energy in one go, but I think the process was somewhat blunted by the fact that Combo Powers also drew upon the Energy reserves of Cy as well.

This time, though, I took the brunt of the draining process myself. It felt like someone had attached a vacuum to my mouth and sucked out all of the Energy in my body and then some. It was almost painful, but at the same time, it was also quite a relief as a peaceful emptiness replaced the void left by my lack of Energy.

A second later, however, the pain returned. But it didn’t come from my Energy. It came from an explosion of ice energy that went through my body. I screamed despite the lack of air. Ice exploded from my body, covering my entire body head to toe. I felt myself grow larger and taller as ice legs formed over my normal legs. My arms became lankier and thinner, but also stronger and bigger. My body grew in size, but the transformation process was so painful that I was barely aware of what was going on. I closed my eyes, hoping to make the pain go away if I lost consciousness.

But, of course, it wasn’t that easy. The pain continued on and on for what felt like an eternity until, without warning, the pain vanished. All that was left now was a deep, cold sensation that ran from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. But it was a comforting sensation as if I was right where I belonged. Whatever doubts, worries, and concerns I might have had about my place in the world faded, replaced with a comforting knowledge that I was exactly where I needed to be.

Opening my eyes, I wondered how Atmosfear, Cy, and Spiritus had gotten so small all of a sudden. That was when I realized that they hadn’t gotten any smaller. Instead, I had actually gotten bigger.

My head now almost brushed against the ceiling of the lab. I looked down at my body and saw that, rather than wearing my usual Ice Man Costume, my body was replaced with a large ice replica. But it was hard to see my body without a mirror, so I looked at the 3D model of myself in the character screen to see exactly what kind of changes had overcome me.

Wow. I didn’t even look like me anymore. My character sheet displayed a twenty-foot-tall vaguely humanoid monstrosity made entirely out of ice. My head was shaped like some kind of bear, with thick teeth that had to be the size of my normal self. My arms were longer, lankier, and topped with wickedly sharp claws, while my feet were monkey-like. My torso was also longer and less well-defined, although it had to be at least ten feet thick. And right in the center of my body was my actual body, frozen in ice. It was kind of weird to see my normal body and my Ice Giant body together, but at the same time, it was nice to see it. If this Ice Giant body was my new body, I would have been really upset.

A notification appeared in my view just then:

Congratulations! You used your Ultimate Power, Ice Giant, for the first time! You are closer and closer to becoming the Hero you need to be every day.

+50% Strength, Defense, Stamina, and Health!

Class changed to: Ice Giant. While using Ice Giant, your Class has changed to reflect your new appearance. Please check your character sheet for more information on your new, temporary Class. Duration: 1 minute.

All debuffs lifted! Ice Giants cannot be poisoned or suffocated.

Interesting. When I first got Ice Giant, the description hadn’t mentioned that Class changing was one of the side effects, even if it was just a temporary change. I knew that changing your Class in Capes Online was generally impossible unless you either deleted your character and started over or if you completed certain missions where a Class change was the reward.

But I would worry about that later. Evidently, I only had a minute—less, actually—before my new form fell apart. Best to act before that happened.

Luckily for me, Atmosfear was looking up at me with a shocked look on his face. He seemed too shocked to move or even attack, but I knew that even if he did hit me with his most powerful attacks, they wouldn’t even take off one point of my newly-increased Health.

I strode over to Atmosfear, crossing the distance between us in two simple steps thanks to my longer legs. I raised one fist above my head, aiming straight for Atmosfear, who now looked like he was about to run away.

“What the hell?” said Atmosfear, taking a step backward. “What the hell happened to you, Frosty? You look like a—”

I never got to find out what looked like, because I chose that moment to slam my fist down on Atmosfear. Hard.

Atmosfear stood no chance. My fist crushed him as easily as if he was a fly. The second I crushed him, I got this notification:

Empty Air has been lifted! All air has returned to the Facility and the Suffocation debuff has been lifted from all affected Teammates.

I grinned a monstrous grin when I read that notification. If Empty Air was no longer in effect, then that meant that I had finally killed Atmosfear. Odd how I didn’t get a notification announcing his death, but …

I removed my fist from Atmosfear’s body, fully expecting to see it crushed flat like a pancake and Atmosfear’s Health bar dropped to zero. That was why I was shocked to see that Atmosfear had the tiniest sliver of Health left on his bar. In fact, I would say he probably only had one HP left out of however much HP he had.

Of course, Atmosfear didn’t really look alive. My fist had crushed him, albeit not as flat as a pancake. Even so, his armor was broken and shattered in several places, his legs were twisted in extremely uncomfortable and unnatural-looking positions, and his face was covered in blood. Additionally, my fist must have had some sort of Frozen effect because half of his body was covered in ice.

A part of me was angry that Atmosfear had somehow survived my attack and urged me to finish him off now. Get the revenge I’d been lusting after for a long time now. Another fist smash and Atmosfear would definitely die.

But I had to restrain myself. As nice as it would be to kill the bastard, I told myself that it would be useless. Atmosfear would just respawn in his Hideout and we’d never see him again. It was actually better that he had survived and was horribly crippled with all sorts of punishing debuffs. It would make it easier to hand him over to the Department of VR. I still hated those guys, but right now I hated Atmosfear all the more and felt like he deserved to be subject to whatever the Department planned to do with him.

Besides, my decision was made for me when my ice form suddenly developed thick cracks all along its surface. Before I knew it, the ice shattered into a million pieces, causing me to fall toward the floor below. Luckily, I managed to land on a soft pile of snow that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere, although I was sure that the snow was part of the Ice Giant’s un-transformation sequence. Most likely, Ice Giant summoned a pile of snow every time my transformation ended. That way, when I fell, I wouldn’t die or get horribly injured from the fall.

Breathing hard, I slowly rose to my feet. Although I was uninjured and my Health was still at one hundred percent, the sudden transformation and then return back to normal made me woozy. I suppose it was probably due to the fact that I had never used an Ultimate Power before. I probably just needed to practice using it a bit more, although I wouldn’t get another chance to use it for at least another week, based on its one-week cooldown limit.

Sighing, my thoughts were interrupted by yet another notification:

Congratulations! For using your Ultimate Power to defeat a Combo Power, you get +1 UP! Consult your character sheet to see how many UPs you need until your Ultimate Power levels up!

Huh. That was an unexpected bonus. I thought I would only get UPs from completing missions or leveling up, but hey, I wasn’t complaining. Although Ice Giant was powerful as is, I felt like it could be better. For example, a duration longer than one measly minute would be nice. I wondered if its duration would increase each time I leveled it up. If so, then I needed to level it up fast.

My thoughts were interrupted yet again when I heard Cy behind me shout, “Boss! Are you okay?”

I looked over my shoulder and saw Cy and Spiritus standing up again. The two of them looked tired and worn out from Atmosfear’s Combo Power, but Cy was smiling and waving at me as usual, while Spiritus floated calmly by his side. But I could tell that Spiritus was at least as happy about my victory as Cy was, even if she didn’t express it the same way.

I gave Cy the thumbs up. “No problem. Atmosfear is down for the count and ain’t going anywhere. Now that just leaves—”

I was interrupted by several notifications in a row:

[Hero Gray Crusader] and [Sidekick Squire] have been killed!

Remaining Hackers: 4/5.

[Villain Humantis] has been killed!

Remaining Hackers: 3/5.

[Hero Armore] and [Sidekick Tankman] have been killed!

Remaining Hackers: 2/5.

[Hero Maximilian] and [Sidekick Medusa] have left the Team and abandoned the Team Battle!

Remaining Hackers: 1/5.

[Villain Atmosfear] has been disabled and is unable to fight!

Remaining Hackers: 0/5.

Because all Hackers have been defeated, the Hackers lose.

Team Winter Wins! +5,000 EXP for all Teammates!

ERROR: Level-Locked. You do not gain any EXP from battle. Please contact Capes Online Technical Support to have your level lock lifted so you can level up again.

It was disappointing to see that I didn’t get any of that EXP from the battle, but I smiled anyway. It looked like my Teammates had been really busy, despite the debuffs they took and the huge loss in Morale they suffered earlier. My guess was that Ice Giant dispelling Empty Air must have given my Teammates a second wind.

The only problem was that Max and Medusa had retreated. I bet those two had gone right back to the Twin Nights Club, although given how the Department was now aware of their treachery, I wasn’t sure how much longer they were going to get to enjoy their ‘freedom.’ Not for long, I hope, and not just because I knew the Department was going to send their agents after them, either.

“Cool!” said Cy, who must have seen the same notifications I did. “We won! We defeated the Hackers! This calls for a party! Party at our Base!”

For once, I didn’t disagree with Cy. After the events of tonight, I felt like our Team deserved some sort of celebration and a party would be the best way to celebrate this victory.

“Yes, this is indeed a great victory,” said Spiritus, putting her bony hands together again. “I believe a great crisis has just been averted thanks to your efforts, Winter.”

“No problem,” I said as I walked over to them, not paying any attention to Atmosfear, who I knew wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. “Just doing my job.”

“But what was that Ice Giant thing?” asked Cy in a curious voice. “One moment you were choking to death like the rest of us but then in the next moment you transformed into this awesome giant monkey ice giant thing! It was so cool. Could you always do that or was that something you just figured out how to do recently? And I wonder if I could turn into a Wind Giant or something like that. That would be very cool, but—”

I held up a hand. “I’ll explain the Ice Giant later. For now, let everyone know we won. I know everyone saw the same notifications we did, but I think they would feel better if they heard it from me.”

“Okay,” said Cy brightly. “And I’ll make sure to mention to everyone that they are all invited to the party later today.”

“Tomorrow,” I corrected. “We’ll party tomorrow after everyone gets a good night sleep and we all recover from this.”

Cy frowned but nodded. “Okay, fine. But the best parties are always held right away, you know. In fact, I think we could hold a party down here. I mean, sure, secret underground government laboratories aren’t exactly known for being party hotspots, but—”

“Just send the message already,” I said.

Cy nodded again. “Sure thing, boss!”

While Cy sent the message to the rest of the Team, I turned to face the canister containing the Test Subject. The foggy glass lid still made it impossible to tell who was in there. The law-abiding part of me—the part that always respected authority—told me to put the Test Subject back to where it was supposed to go. After all, the government was clearly using the Test Subject for something and I was not authorized to mess with it.

But then another part of me—the more rebellious part, the part I hadn’t thought much about since my teenage years—spoke up. It pointed out how the Department of VR had constantly screwed me over. It pointed out how everyone seemed to be determined to keep me in the dark about what was actually happening here. It told me that I had been a good little boy for too long and that I would never get the answers I wanted if I just sat back and did the ‘right’ thing all the time. And it told me how the Department had murdered my brother for no good reason other than he dared to talk to me.

This voice sounded an awful lot like Atmosfear, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that this voice was right. For too long, I had been kept in the dark about what the Department was actually doing and what Project Second Life was truly all about. And I had a feeling that the answers to my questions—to all of my questions—were inside this canister, perhaps even within the brain of the Test Subject, whoever it was.

It took me only a moment to find what I was looking for: A red button on the side that appeared to be the button that opened the canister.

Spiritus must have noticed me looking for it, because she said, “What are you looking for, Winter?”

My hand paused over the button and I looked at her. “Answers, Spiritus. Answers that the Test Subject must have.”

“You don’t mean you’re going to open the canister and talk to the Test Subject within, are you?” asked Spiritus in a worried voice.

I nodded. “I am. Why? Is that a problem?”

I spoke harshly, perhaps more harshly than I intended, but I didn’t care. I was tired of being nice and not understanding what was going on. One way or another, I was going to get my answers, even if I had to break the law to do it.

“It’s just …” Spiritus’ sentence trailed off. “You might not like what you find within.”

“And what does that mean?” I snapped. “And what about Busker? You still haven’t told me if he’s alive or not.”

“His status is complicated like I aid,” said Spiritus in a voice that was clearly meant to be diplomatic, but only served to infuriate me further. “He wouldn’t want you to do this because—”

“I don’t care,” I said. “I am going to open this canister and see just who the Test Subject really is. No more questions. No more mysteries. Just answers.”

With that, I turned back and slammed my hand as hard against the button as I possibly could. Lights along the top of the canister suddenly turned on. A low humming sound, like the engine of a car, could be heard coming from the canister, and then the lid began to slowly but surely open up. I took a few steps back to get out of the way of the opening canister, waiting for the steam to finish billowing out.

The outline of the figure became clearer and clearer. It was clearly a woman of some sort, based on her figure, but I still couldn’t tell who it was just yet. I leaned in eagerly, wanting to get my first glimpse of the Test Subject and whoever she was.

Then I saw her dark hair. Her olive skin. Her round face.

My breath caught in my lungs. I recognized it. All of it. I had not seen that face in a while, but there was no mistaking it for the face of any other woman:

The Test Subject was my real life girlfriend and former fiancee, Sally DeLeon.

-
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CHAPTER ONE

 

One year ago …

 

I knocked on the door to my Dad’s house and waited. I put my hands in my pockets and felt the soft felt box containing the expensive wedding ring I just bought. It was a tiny thing, even smaller than my wallet, but the wedding ring within it had the potential to change my life … if I could just gather the courage to ask Sally to marry me, that is.

But right now, I needed to talk to Dad. I could have done that over the phone or over a video call or even through simple text message and email. But when we were talking about matters as important and life-changing as this, I felt that face-to-face interaction was the best. ‘Course, I could already guess what my old man was going to tell me about just asking her, but I still valued his input.

I didn’t have to wait long. I heard the door lock click and a moment later the door opened. My Dad—Nyle Maxwell I, who I was also named after—stood in the doorway. He wore a simple blue button-down shirt and tan slacks, his way of dressing ‘casual.’ Of course, as a very famous and prominent judge in Central Texas, my Dad was usually decked out in dark black robes sitting up on a bench bringing judgment upon sinners and ensuring justice was served.

But to me, he would always be Dad.

Dad smiled when he saw me, although he looked a little tired as well. “Nyle! So good to see you. I didn’t expect to see you today. Normally, you text me ahead of time to let me know you’re coming over.”

I smiled back, despite my nerves. “Sorry, Dad. This was kind of a last minute thing. I was driving back from Sally’s house and decided to take a detour through the neighborhood. Hope I’m not dropping in on anything important.”

Dad shook his head. “No, no, you’re never a distraction. Your mom is at the woman’s Bible study at church and won’t be back for at least another hour. I’ve just been sitting around reading legal briefs.”

I frowned. “From work? Don’t you ever stop working?”

Dad chuckled. “I know, but I’m as passionate about the law as you are about your coming police work. By the way, I got a call from your teacher in the academy. Said she was very pleased with your process and wanted to let me know she thought you would make an excellent cop someday.”

“Good to hear,” I said. I hesitated. “So, um, can I come in now? There’s something I want to discuss with you, but it’s private.”

Dad’s kind expression turned serious when I said that. “Sure. Come in and make yourself at home. You know you never need to knock when you’re coming home. I’ll get the tea.”

Dad turned and went back into the house. I followed him in, closing the old wooden door behind me, and walked down the hallway past the family pictures on the walls. I stopped for a moment to look at the most recent family photo, which had been taken at my high school graduation some years back. It showed all four of us—me, Mom, Dad, and my younger brother Joseph—standing in the Cane High School football field, smiling together as whoever held the camera took the picture. Although I didn’t miss high school—despite what the media would have you believe, it’s no more fun to be a jock than a nerd—I smiled anyway before I resumed walking into the living room and took a seat on the old but still good blue sofa that I had spent many a weekend playing video games on.

Dad’s holo-TV was on and it was on one of the big news channels. The news anchor—a pretty blonde woman apparently named Sherry—was reporting on something involving SI Games. She stood by herself in a recording studio, the SI Games logo floating beside her.

“… SI Games has not commented on this matter,” Sherry was saying. “They have assured all Capes Online players that their Glitch Elimination Task Force is working on eliminating the glitch which has recently caused hundreds of affected players to lose control of their characters and receive instant bans from CO staff. SI Games’ spokesperson, Dina Mallory, has—”

I turned the holo-TV off and sat back. Although I used to play the original Capes Online game all the time when I was a kid, I hadn’t tried out the new VR edition that had come out a few years ago and took the world by storm yet. I knew my younger brother, Joseph, played it all the time, but frankly I just never had time for games anymore. Between the police academy, working my day job at the local grocery store, and spending time with Sally, I rarely had time for games. The VR aspect was supposedly hyper-realistic, but I knew I would probably never get a chance to play it, which was fine by me. The real world was far more interesting, in my opinion.

My thoughts were interrupted when Dad entered the living room with two cups of sweet tea. He handed me mine before taking a seat in his old brown recliner, which squeaked slightly under his weight but held nonetheless. He didn’t seem to notice it, however. He simply sipped his tea and then looked at me with a questioning look in his eyes.

“So, what did you want to talk about, Nyle?” asked Dad. “It sounded very important from what you told me.”

I hesitated. Normally I was decisive. I rarely hesitated to act or speak when I knew what to do. Heck, sometimes I even acted when I didn’t know what to do.

But when it came to asking Sally to marry me … I wasn’t sure. I felt nervous. Indecisive. I put it off. It sounded like an excuse, and it was, but it was also the truth. Still, I felt like I could always tell Dad the truth, which was why I was here.

“I want to marry Sally,” I said, without meeting my Dad’s gaze. “I want to ask her to marry me.”

Dad said nothing, causing me to look up and see him looking at me with a puzzled expression on his face. “Well, what are you doing here, then? I’m not Sally, in case you didn’t notice.”

I couldn’t help but smile, starting to feel a little relaxed now. Dad’s humor could be a little, er, ‘cringeworthy,’ as my younger brother might say, but I found it was often exactly what I needed to hear most of the time. “Because I wanted to know how you and Mom did it. You’ve been married for thirty years, haven’t you?”

“Thirty-one years as of last month,” said Dad with a smile. He sipped his tea again. “As for how I did it, that’s easy. When I decided I wanted to marry your mom, I just asked her. Okay, I took her to the park where we went on our first date and then asked her, but I didn’t waste any time. Never saw any reason to.”

“Really?” I said. “It was that simple?”

“Pretty much,” said Dad. “Of course, I was nervous as hell, but when has that stopped me from doing anything? It’s never stopped you from doing anything, either, or any other man in the Maxwell family. Certainly never stopped me from sneaking out at night to go see girls when I was in high school. Your grandfather can tell you all of that.”

I smiled when Dad said that, knowing just how rebellious he had been in his youth. Of course, the Dad I always knew was a prim and proper lawyer and judge who was well-known for his strict interpretation of the law, but I’d seen pictures of him in his teens and twenties. At times I found it hard to believe that such a rebellious teenager could ever be the same person as my law and order father, but occasionally I would catch a glimpse of that same rebellious teenager in my Dad’s eyes and now was one such moment.

“So you think I should just ask her,” I said slowly.

Dad nodded without hesitation. “Of course. You’ve been dating her for a year now. She’s probably just waiting for you to ask.”

“How do you know that?” I said.

“I know women,” Dad replied. He sipped his tea again. “And women always think men should propose faster than men want to. At least, women who still want to get married, anyway. Not too many women like that nowadays from what I’ve seen of your generation.”

I sometimes forgot that Dad had a very, er, ‘traditional’ view of life. Even among people from his generation, he was fairly conservative. I had to admit to leaning that way myself sometimes, but Dad was far more blunt about the differences between men and women. I understood this got him some heat from the media at times, but he didn’t seem to care. That was another thing I always liked about Dad. He did and said what he wanted and never apologized for any of it.

“You’re right,” I admitted. “Still, it seems like such a big thing. Marriage, that is. I just want to make sure I’m making the right choice.”

Dad lowered his tea and looked at me in disbelief. “What other choice is there to make? I’ve seen how you and Sally act around each other. She doesn’t have eyes for any other man but you and you clearly don’t even give other women the time of day. You have to ask her to marry you.”

Dad’s bluntness caught me off-guard. “Oh, you really think so?”

“Yes,” said Dad seriously. “Plus, I bet your mom fifty bucks that you would ask her to marry you this year. I love your mom more than any other woman in the world, but you know how she gets when she wins bets.”

I should have been surprised to hear that my own parents were betting on when I would ask my girlfriend to marry me, but somehow I wasn’t. My family could be kind of weird at times. “I assume Joseph is in on it as well.”

Dad chuckled. “You’re right. Joseph thinks you won’t get married until next year, though. Says he knows you too well to assume otherwise.”

I glanced up at the ceiling. “Is Joseph here, too? Or is he also out?”

“He’s with his girlfriend,” said Dad. “You know, Sarah? The goth one?”

Although Dad didn’t say it, I could tell he didn’t think very highly of Joseph dating a ‘goth’ girl. I had met Sarah once before and she was indeed what you would call ‘goth,’ but I didn’t think much of it. It did seem odd to me that Joseph would date a girl like that, but he insisted that goth girls were the best and that I just didn’t understand. I had no idea what that meant, but I also knew better than to question my little brother’s brain, which seemed to run on a completely separate track from my own at times that sometimes made me wonder how we could possibly be brothers.

“I remember her,” I said. I took another sip of tea, but the sweet liquid hardly registered on my mind. “But we’re getting off-topic. I want to marry Sally. I want to spend the rest of my life with her. I even want to have kids with her. But …”

“If you want all of that, then I see no reason to delay,” said Dad. “Go and get her, soldier.”

I shook my head. “You’re right, but I still worry that I might not be able to provide for her. Or that I won’t be a good father or—”

“You worry too much,” said Dad, shaking his head. “Understandable. I had a lot of the same worries as you when I first asked your mom to marry me. But you worry even more than me. Not surprising. You got that from your mother, who is also a big worrier.”

“I know,” I said. “And normally I would just ask her, but—”

“Then go and do it,” said Dad. He leaned forward on his recliner, locking eyes with me. “I know you can do it. Even better, I know you will be a good husband to Sally and a good father to any children you have with her.”

“Really?” I said. “Why?”

Dad’s serious expression broke into a grin. “Because I raised you, obviously. You had no choice but to turn out to be a good man. Unlike me, who turned out good despite my best attempts not to be.”

I groaned and rubbed my forehead. “Why am I not surprised to hear that?”

Dad chuckled. “Because you know me too well, that’s why. But seriously, I believe in you, Nyle. Always have and always will. And I am one hundred and ten percent behind whatever you choose to do.”

I smiled again. “Thanks, Dad, I really appreciate it.”

“So I take it you have decided to ask her, then?” said Dad as he reclined again.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I’ll take her out on a date to the first place we went out and then ask her there. I’ve already got the ring. It’s just a matter of timing now.”

“Excellent idea, son,” said Dad. “I’ll be more than happy to hear it. Your mom will be, too, although I think I’ll have to sleep on the couch for a month when I ask her for the money she bet against you.”

“Right, Dad,” I said. I lowered my sweet tea and glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s getting late. I should probably be heading back home now. Got a big day at the academy ahead of me tomorrow and I don’t want to be groggy for it.”

“Sure, but before you leave, I have one last thing to tell you,” said Dad. “One last piece of fatherly wisdom that you need to know.”

Curious, I said, “And what would that be, Dad?”

Dad’s face broke out into an even bigger grin. “Whatever you do, don’t ask Sally to marry you when you’re standing on a rickety old bridge above a pond. When she says yes—and she will, trust me on this—she’ll probably get really excited and hug you. The old bridge won’t be able to handle all that love, though, and the two of you might end up getting very wet before all’s said and done. So ask her to marry you on solid ground. Trust me, your clothes will thank you for it.”

I just laughed. “Okay, Dad. Sure.”
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