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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 light switch next to my bed. The darkness of my room was instantly banished by the lights on the ceiling, 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 all of the 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 expedite 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 were 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+ post-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 Kelly, 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.
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“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, 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 had 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 polite 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.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

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.
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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.
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“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.
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“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: 26

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.
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